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ABSTRACT
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This novel is a work of historical fiction that explores the aftermath of the 

execution of a local doctor who became infamous after preserving the corpse of his 

beloved. The two protagonists journey to Key West from Miami during the summer of 

1952 to investigate the disappearance of the girl's missing bones, but soon find 

themselves embroiled in a mystery that plumbs the most terrifying depths of love and its 

disquieting entanglements. The tale follows the protagonists, Lens Burnside and Iris 

Elliot, as they navigate the island's darkest corridors and expose a few of its most 

unusual secrets on a journey of love, mayhem and madness as they fall under the spell of 

the island and fall in love with each other. 
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Chapter 1: Death in the Afternoon

Romance is the imaginative investment of the lover; to dispel that illusion is fatal to love.  

Key West, Florida 1952

From her perch on the second story balcony of The Marigold Café, Getty Crane 

had a  panoramic post-card view of the crowd gathered in Mallory Square. Sitting upright 

in a wrought-iron chair beneath an expansive bamboo sidearm umbrella that shaded half 

the terrace, Getty scanned the faces of hundreds of people swarming the gallows, a 

greater turnout than the salvage auction of the Rum Punch High freighter wreckage some 

months earlier. The wave of cheers and hisses rising from the crowd like shimmering heat 

off the Atlantic brought Getty’s gaze to the scaffold, where she saw the source of the 

commotion. Grim and solemn, the mayor, Tom Lazlo, and the sheriff, Cott Morand, stood 

side by side on the hastily erected platform. Neither was old enough to remember the last 

time a man had been executed in Key West. 

“You’ll all go to hell for this!” A red-faced woman shouted from the mob. 

The woman’s cry was answered with bellows of agreement and dissent. Everyone 

was angry that day, on behalf of either the victim or the accused. Beyond that, the air was 

charged with an undercurrent of genuine disbelief, a dry-mouthed sort of shock that the 

farce was even happening, a sentiment felt by no one more than Getty. She stood up, her 

back stiff, and walked over the old wooden railing and stared at the people below her. 

Getty watched, searching the faces of the souls screaming their lungs sore and for the first 

time in her 64 years, she felt old. The voices in the crowd reached a crescendo. 

“This is wrong!” 
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“He deserves to die!”

“He loved her!”

Getty knew that she had done something terrible. She could feel fire in her blood, 

as thick and heavy as swallowed tears, like burnt gold brimstone glowing in her marrow. 

She felt it crawl over her skin. Sin had never troubled her before; it was as natural as 

breathing in the heavy salt air that blew in off the Gulfstream, thick as the deep cherry 

smoke from a hand-rolled cigar. It bothered her now. She could feel the irritating bite of 

righteousness, which was different from justice and much less fair, stinging her, blistering 

the surface of her skin in a hot, sticky trail. She raised her glittering fingers to her forearm 

and scratched furiously, feeling her strong nails tear at the surface of her skin. Getty 

brought her hot, swollen hands to her cheeks and wondered if the rosy flush she found 

was from the steaming humidity, which rose off the water as if the cool blue-green 

expanse was boiling, or if she felt the beginnings of the fever. 

Getty’s joints ached and her fingers swelled beneath her glittering stacks of rings. 

She crossed her arms in front of her black crepe de chine dress and peered into the crowd 

again, searching. The girl’s family wasn’t there, and neither were the Santeros from 

Bahama Village, for which she was grateful. She liked them well enough, but she didn’t 

want them or their dark magic anywhere near the ones she was waiting for. What the 

count did was horrifying, unforgivable, but for Getty’s purposes his timing had been 

impeccable, a convenience that assured her that she too deserved a place in hell. Less 

convenient, of course, had been the loss of the count’s services to Ashley House. In the 

past  six weeks Getty had lost three girls to the fever under the new doctor’s care. Despite 
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the popularity of her girls, Getty heard the whispers, the self-righteous mumbles and 

sighs about the scourge of the Jezebels. And yet they all still came to her. 

Getty walked back to the small, wrought-iron table and sat down. She took the 

thin cork coaster from beneath her tall glass of iced tea and fanned her face with it. She 

thought about her old friend, George Tanzler, though most people knew him as the self-

stylized Count Carl von Cosel, of Dresden, Saxony, tenth of his line. Getty didn't know if 

the doctor was truly royalty, nor did she care, but he had done everything short of nailing 

a coat-of-arms above his office door to make everyone aware of his title. He could have 

crowned himself during happy hour at Sloppy Joe's and the townspeople would've loved 

him for it. He was a remarkable eccentric in a town that worshiped the peculiar, and 

though any other town would have driven the old man and his odd inventions out with 

fire and pitchforks long ago, in Key West he had been just another curiosity until the true 

depth of his dark interests was revealed. Even so, many forgave him. The fact was, only a 

few people in Key West truly wanted to see the count die for what he did to Elena. After 

all, the girl had already had one foot in the grave, they reasoned. If her death had been the 

count’s only crime, the judge probably would’ve sent him back to work with a stiff 

reprimand for his mercy. No, it was that nasty business that erupted after Elena was 

supposed to be rotting in her tomb that had the people screaming for his head. Light 

footsteps ascended the stairs and raced across the terrace.

“They’re here.”

Marianne Hathaway was breathless, a thin sheen of sweat plastering her stringy, 

dirt-colored bangs to her sallow forehead. The girl sank into the chair across from Getty, 
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her breathing heavy. It had been nearly five years since the devastating accident on the 

Overseas Highway bridge and it still pained Getty to look at the girl. Beneath her sticky 

bangs an angry pink scar cut a serrated path across her forehead, its fury parallel to her 

brow. The bridge of her off-center nose was a train track of wrecked cartilage, and the 

fine scars along her jaw, which was fractured in three places when Marianne's skull met 

the concrete piling, gave the bottom half of her face the appearance of a puzzle that had 

been patched together with surgical string. Her scars made Getty ache; the madam was 

one of the only people on the island who knew the real truth behind them. 

The 17-year-old had only one regular client at Ashley House, but Getty had never 

had any trouble bringing in business and there were plenty of other girls, pretty girls, for 

her clients to choose from. Marianne's looks were not likely to improve but she had 

numerous other qualities that made her invaluable to Getty, who had taken her in after her 

mother Lea died when the car busted through the guardrail and plummeted into the water 

on that awful day. As Marianne got older, she had even become something of a confidant 

to Getty, who appreciated the girl's rare ability to keep a secret. Getty looked at her ruined 

face, flushed with the afternoon's red heat, and waited, breathless. 

“They’re staying at The Wildflower Inn on Whitehead. Louise checked them in 

this morning. She said they didn’t know.”

Getty pursed her lips. “Has anyone else seen them?”

Marianne nodded. “I stopped by Sullivan’s and he said that a young man and 

woman from The Herald drove in from Miami this morning. He was pretty impressed 

that the paper sent them all the way down here just to watch the count swing.”
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Getty smiled, though she still felt a grim tug in her stomach. It was no accident 

that the two young people has been assigned to cover the execution. It was yet another 

thing that she had to be terribly sorry about.  

“Thank you,” Getty said.

Marianne’s face flushed a fevered shade of red and her hand reached for the 

elegant necklace at her throat. It meant loyalty, something that Getty needed like land in a 

high-water tide. 

“They’re on their way to the square. Sullivan said he gave them directions. 

They’ll be coming in from Duval Street. The boy’s got a fancy green convertible.”

Getty stood up again and went to the balcony. Another roar came up from the 

noisy throng as the count was led onto the platform by one of Cott’s young officers and 

the sexton from the cemetery. Getty’s eyes searched the square and she realized with a 

start that she didn’t know what she was looking for. She turned to Marianne.

“The girl’s name is Iris Elliot. She’s got blond hair like Jean Harlow, and Sullivan 

says she’s got a mouth on her. The boy’s tall and skinny. His hair’s brown.” 

For Getty, Marianne’s description was heartbreakingly insufficient. 

John Gabriel stood on the front porch of The Marigold Café and watched the 

proceedings in the square with great interest. He saw everything, and everyone. Their 

outrage, their indignation—but it was their fear that interested him the most. It was a 

palpable current that ran through the square like a live wire. It felt like a day where 

anyone could die. 
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“Afternoon, Gabe” said Sam Alvarez, who, like almost everyone else one the 

island, referred to the young doctor by his last name. The coffee-colored Cuban man 

strolled onto the porch from inside the café clutching two cold beers. The old, splintered 

boards creaked beneath his feet and icy drops of condensation ran down his wrists, 

disappearing beneath the cuffs of his worn flannel shirt.  “You here for the show?”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” Gabriel said. He accepted the beer from Sam and twisted off 

the cap. “Looks like everyone in town turned out to see the count get his due.”

Sam nodded. 

Gabriel took a drink of his beer and looked into the crowd and then back at Sam. 

“I’m surprised Getty didn’t come out to see this—those two used to be thick as thieves. I 

had to give her a sleeping tonic after the count was arrested because she was so mad. It’s 

hard to say whose side she’s on.”

Sam laughed. “Isn’t it always?”

Gabriel smiled and Sam raised his beer above his head. “She’s upstairs. Some girl 

from Ashley House damn near broke her neck racing up a few minutes ago. Said Getty’s 

been on the lookout all day for some reporter from Miami.”

Gabriel’s pulse quickened. Getty wasn’t the only one. “Which girl?”

Sam shrugged and took a drink of his beer and a roar from the crowd drew his 

attention to the platform. The sexton held open a worn black Bible and began to address 

the people on the scaffold, but Gabriel couldn’t make out what he was saying. The sheriff 

led the old count over to the gallows, where a masked executioner, who everyone knew 

was Tom Robbins the gravedigger, helped the old man onto a square wooden box. Tom 
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covered the man’s head with a burlap bag and fitted a noose around his neck. A gentle 

breeze blew through Mallory Square and Sam shivered. 

“Which girl?” Gabriel asked again. Sam looked at him. 

“I don’t know her name.” He finished his beer and lined up the empty bottle on 

the pine porch railing next to four others. “The scrawny one with the long neck and big 

teeth. Bad scars. Real young, you know? I’ll bet she’s one of Getty’s spies.”

Gabriel heard footsteps on the stairs. A moment later a skinny girl emerged from 

the shadowy stairwell and Gabriel bit his cheek to keep from smiling at his dear sweet 

Marianne. His secret. Gabriel looked at her face, his eyes tracing the elegant bumps and 

ridges that framed her beautiful brown eyes. Her bones were thin and delicate, bird-like, 

the gentle planes of her frame recalling the seraphic beauty that so many masters had set 

in stone. Like a muse of Michangelo, Marianne was the angel in the marble. And he 

would set her free. 

“Hi Marianne,” Gabriel said.

“Hi John- Dr. Gabriel,” Marianne recovered quickly, remembering. Her hand went 

to the necklace at her throat. Gabriel knew that the glossy diamond and emerald clover 

pendant covered a deep, X-shaped scar at her trachea. He remembered her heartbeat, and 

the way the water gushed from her lungs on the day that she died and came back to him. 

“How’s the wrist?” Gabriel cast a quick glance at Sam, who was staring at the 

gallows, and winked at Marianne. It was the same question every time they met in public. 

Her broken wrist was a newer wound, earned three years earlier when Hattie Taylor 

pushed her out a second story window at Ashley House for spying from a closet. An old 
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gumbo limbo tree had broken her fall, fracturing her wrist in several places. The injury 

required many follow-up visits. 

“Fine, thanks,” Marianne said carefully, as though they hadn’t spoken the night 

before, and every night before that. The secret sparkled in her eyes. 

“Are you on your way back home?” 

“Yes. Getty told me I wasn’t allowed to stay and watch.”

“Would you like some company? It’s been too long since we’ve had a chance to 

talk.”

The girl’s blush deepened and Gabriel saw Sam roll his eyes. “I’d like that. But 

don’t you want to stay and watch the execution?”

Gabriel shook his head. As much as he’d like to see the count swing, he had a lot 

of work to do. “That’s okay. I’ve got a pretty good idea of how it ends.” 

Iris Elliot was out of the car before Lens Burnside brought the Galaxie to a full 

stop a good distance from the pier. The square was full of people and from where he 

parked, Lens couldn’t even see what they were all looking at. He watched the young 

reporter with fluffy blond hair bound over to the square and felt a wave of anxious energy 

ripple through him. It had taken them nearly six hours to reach Key West from Miami, 

more time than Lens ever dreamed he would have alone with Iris. Iris wasn't shy like he 

was, but she wasn't chatty, either. In fact, Lens didn't feel like he knew much more about 

her now than he did when they started out on the highway that cut first through the 

swamp and then the ocean, though in his mind he savored the soft, Georgian cadence of 

8



her voice. 

“Iris wait!” he shouted, but she was already threading her way through the crowd, 

her blond head and pink suit disappearing into the morass. Lens left his camera bag in the 

car and locked the door and ran to catch up with her. 

Iris was in the thick of the crowd when Lens reached her. They stood halfway 

between the Galaxie and the scaffold, and the crowd was so thick that they could go no 

further. Everywhere Lens looked he saw faces. They were sad and angry and confused; 

old people and children and parents surging forward as one, the livid welter shouting 

indistinct curses at the men on the scaffold. With a start, Lens took in the angry crowd 

and the scaffold and rope and realized what was happening. They can't be serious, Lens 

thought to himself. He tried to remember the last time he had heard of someone being 

hanged. 

“We have to get up there!” Iris shouted into Lens’ ear. Her green eyes were frantic 

as she stood on her toes and searched for a way through the crowd. 

Lens resisted the urge to grab Iris by the shoulders and pull her back, but only 

because he knew that there was no going forward in the tightly-packed crowd. She would 

have to stay put, and that was well and fine by him. 

“No, Iris, we don't,” Lens said. He tried to adopt the gently firm tone that his 

stepfather, Somerset, had always used with him. 

Iris turned to him and raised her eyebrows. The look on her face told Lens 

everything he needed to know about how Iris liked being told what to do. 

“It’s too late,” Lens said. A head taller than most of the people in the noisy crowd, 
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Lens saw the executioner tighten the noose around the old man’s neck. The count stood 

on a tall pine box, dressed in an immaculate white suit and tie. His face was obscured by 

a canvas bag, but his hands were clasped patiently in front of him, clutching a long 

beaded rosary. The men surrounding the count looked uneasy. The sexton, a somber old 

man dressed all in black, started to speak, his voice muffled by the crowd. 

“But…” Iris said, standing on her toes. 

For a moment the crowd quieted, straining to hear the sexton. Lens caught only 

the very last part of his speech, a strained “May God have mercy on your soul…”

The old man’s life was over in an instant. The executioner drew the rope taut and 

kicked away the box and the count’s spine was severed with a wet snap of bone and 

tissue and spinal fluid. A gasp shuddered through the crowd and Lens felt his morning 

coffee rise up in his throat. Iris took in a sharp breath and Lens had to look away from the 

podium. The square erupted in silence. For a full minute, no one in the crowd said 

anything at all, every eye locked on the man swinging from the gallows, as if waiting to 

see his soul.  

“Are you alright?” Lens finally asked Iris when he trusted himself enough to 

speak. All around him people watched the silent man on the gallows, aghast. Children 

gazed, mouths agape, and women wobbled, their dewy hands clasped to their chests. Men 

shook their heads in disbelief, and it was as though they were all genuinely surprised at 

the way things had played out. There was a ripple in the crowd several feet away when a 

woman fainted. She would've collapsed onto the hot concrete if the people hadn't been 

packed so tightly together. As it was, she was suspended by her neighbors' arms, her 
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knees dragging the ground. 

“Yes,” Iris said. 

Lens was bewildered by the fact that she appeared to be telling the truth. Why are 

you alright? Lens wanted to ask. How can you possibly see this and be okay? When he 

looked at her, there was no trace of any of the things that marked the faces of the rest of 

crowd, as well as, he was sure, his own. No gasping, no tears, no swooning or screaming 

to be witnessed from Iris Elliot, when Lens felt dangerously close to doing all of that and 

more. He wanted to tremble, to hide, to run, and yet his lovely companion, the girl that he 

hadn't been able to tear his eyes away from since she first started at the paper some 

months earlier, could barely muster a scant murmur of disquiet for all of the curiosity in 

her vibrant eyes. When Iris shook her head in dismay, Lens couldn't help but feel that the 

gesture, which was almost sincere, was solely for his benefit. Lens couldn't stop his next 

question. 

“Why aren't you frightened?” 

Iris looked at him, her eyes wide beneath her darkened brow. “Oh I am. Terribly 

frightened. This is just, awful.” 

With that, Iris wrapped her arm around Lens's. She smelled like tropical flowers 

and suntan lotion. Lens felt himself relax a bit as his own fear diminished in Iris's 

proximity, replaced by a new, more welcome anxiety. They said nothing for several 

minutes, unable to move even as the angry mob dissipated. 

“We’re going to have to call Harry.” Iris said. “He’s not going to like this.”

Harry Goldsmith, their editor, had been adamant that they travel to Key West to 

11



cover the sentencing of Count Carl von Cosel, a European doctor whose actions put him 

on the short list for creepiest person in the western hemisphere. Iris was supposed to have 

received an interview with the count and corroboration from the sexton at the Key West 

Historic Cemetery. Iris and Lens had been told that the count had supposedly been ready 

to reveal his biggest secret, but no one had mentioned anything about an execution. 

“This isn’t right,” Iris said, biting her lip.

Lens nodded sympathetically, hoping that Iris wouldn't remove her arm from his. 

“I know. It’s hard to believe that people are capable of such barbaric punishment.”

Iris looked at him and frowned, letting him go. “No, that’s not what I mean. Our 

assignment was very specific. He was supposed to tell us where he hid the bones. Why 

would he want us down here if he knew we would be too late?”

Lens shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Iris was silent, lost in her thoughts. For several reasons, Lens was disappointed 

that their trip would be cut short. One was that he had been looking forward to getting to 

know Iris. The pretty young reporter had shown up at the Herald office one day a few 

months earlier driving a pearly white Cadillac. She had been wearing a fancy car coat, 

high heels, kid-leather gloves, a full set of pearls the size of small marbles and a formal 

hat, the kind society women wore to the races and pony shows. Iris hadn’t offered Harry 

much in the way of her background beyond the fact that she had recently, possibly that 

very morning, decided to become a reporter in the manner of Nellie Bly. She had also 

decided that she would start her career as a famous reporter at The Miami Herald. 

Lens nodded. “I’ll find a phone and let him know what happened. I’m sure he’ll 
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understand. I’ll tell him that we’ll head back to Miami in the morning.”

Iris shook her head. “We’re not going anywhere until I talk to the sexton.”

Lens looked at her skeptically. “Don’t you think it’s a little late? I mean, there’s 

your story,” he said, gesturing to the scaffold. The executioner was perched on a stool, 

cutting through the thick rope with a large knife. 

“I was promised an interview. I want to know why the count was executed before 

I was allowed to talk to him and the sexton. They’re the ones who requested this story, 

not me.” 

Iris folded her arms and stared at Lens, eyes blazing. He wasn’t about to argue 

with her. He shrugged his shoulders and noticed that the men on the scaffold had made a 

hasty exit. Iris looked up at the scaffold and frowned. The executioner laid the count in a 

long black bag and zipped it up.  

“I’ll call the office and tell them to let Harry know that we’re going to stick 

around for a couple days. I think there was a phone back at that malt shop. I need to go 

get the car, anyway. Where are you going to be?”

“I need to sit down for a few minutes and make some notes,” Iris said. She looked 

around the square and spotted a café hovering at its periphery. She pointed to it. “I’ll be 

in there. Meet me after you call the office and we’ll figure out our next move.”

Lens looked from Iris to the empty scaffold and back again, rooted in his spot. Iris 

turned on her heel and he watched as she made her way over to The Marigold. 

Getty watched the girl storm into The Marigold from a small table in the corner of 
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the café. The old restaurant with splintered wooden floors and coffered ceilings filled up 

after the execution, with everyone needing multiple rounds of drinks after their brush 

with death. The only seat available was a table on the far side of the room. Getty could 

see the girl, but not well. Usually she welcomed a crowd in her establishments, but today 

was not, of course, a normal day. Getty leaned forward in her seat and studied the girl. 

From a distance, the girl looked an awful lot like the other young women who 

made their way down to the southernmost point, often the island of last resort. Though 

her neat tweed suit suggested an older woman’s sophistication, the girl was no more than 

18, and trying mightily not to let it show. Her deep red lipstick shone against her light tan, 

and her curly hair was bleached to an ashy blonde and fell to the middle of her neck. 

Getty had several girls working the rooms at Ashley House who were far prettier, but 

there was something about this girl that was intriguing, maybe the fact that she just 

looked so damn mad. Getty waved four glittering fingers in the direction of the bar and a 

waiter named Charlie hustled over to her table. 

“Hey there, Getty, what can I get you?” Charlie asked. He hugged his tray against 

his starched white shirt and smiled at the older woman, a famous face in their little town. 

“Not me,” Getty said. She nodded in the direction of the table in the corner. “Her. 

Chat her up a little. Tell her that her that her order will be put on a tab to be settled at her 

hotel at the end of her stay. Ask if she’s here with anyone and make sure you get their 

name, too.” 

Charlie looked at her curiously for a moment, but knew better than to ask 

questions. Getty watched as he went over to the table and took the girl’s drink order, 
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writing her information down carefully in a small notepad. Getty turned her attention 

back to the girl, who was scribbling furiously in a little leather bound book, her bright 

mouth set in a firm line of concentration. 

If there was one thing that Getty knew, it was that a young woman didn’t come 

alone to Key West without a damn good reason. It was a fact on which she had built 

Ashley House. Beneath a thin veneer of respectability, the backwater hideaway was 

overrun with outlaws and thieves, brigands and drunks--her clients, her enemies and her 

friends. It was Getty’s home and her livelihood, but there was no denying that it wasn’t 

the mainland, and it was certainly no place for a lady. 

The girls came to Ashley House from all over, exiled, mistreated and looking for 

work, and Getty welcomed them. She’d heard the same sad story a hundred times—

runaway, abused, bored, pregnant, depressed—each girl convinced she was the first to be 

trapped in misery’s cold, unrelenting thrall. In exchange for their loyalty, Getty gave them 

a home, and a life, and a necklace. She restored their spirits while her doctor, until 

recently, of course, fixed everything else. This girl, however, Getty couldn’t read. Her 

secrets, it seemed, were hers alone.  

Getty watched the girl tear through page after page and she wondered what she 

was looking for. Charlie came back to her table. 

“Can I get you another sweet tea, Getty?” he asked. 

Getty shook her head. “I’ve had enough sweet tea for one day. I think it’s time to 

switch to coffee. And put a little something extra in it.” 

Charlie smiled and Getty gestured for him to sit down. “So what’d you find out?” 
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Charlie cleared his throat and lowered his voice. “The girl’s name is Iris Elliot. 

She’s staying at The Wildflower Inn in Room 214. She ordered a sweet tea with bourbon 

and mint. She didn’t want anything to eat.”

“Did she give you anyone else’s name?”

“Umm, yeah,” he said, flipping through his notebook. “Let’s see here…his name 

is, uh, Mr. Burnside.” 

Getty felt her heart skip a beat just as the door to the café jingled open. Looking 

back at the end of the day, Getty didn’t know exactly what it was she had been hoping 

for--a glance, a look, God help her a flash of recognition. She had knelt in the grotto at St. 

Mary’s a thousand times if she been there once. In the end, a glimpse of the boy standing 

over the girl in the dirty café was all she got before the girl jumped up and dragged him 

out the door. It was only a moment, barely a hint of what could have been and never was.

“So that’s him.” 

“What do you mean he wouldn’t let you use the phone?” Iris asked when they 

were outside The Marigold. They walked to the parking lot and got into the Galaxie. The 

leather-wrapped steering wheel was so hot that Lens had to pull two bills from his wallet 

to keep from burning his hands. 

“Well, apparently Mr. Sullivan has no patience for ‘fur-in-ers.’” Lens said wryly. 

“I’ll have you know that’s a direct quote.”

“He seemed fine earlier when we asked for directions.” Iris settled into her seat 

with her notebook in her lap. “Did he give you a reason for saying no?”
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Lens backed the car out of the space. “He didn’t have to. I told him that I’m from 

The Herald and I’m in town to do a story about the count.”

“And then what?”

“And then he slammed the door,” Lens said, pulling onto Duval Street. “I don’t 

get these people. I really don’t. How do you defend a guy like that?”  

“Well that’s what we’re here to find out. There must be more to this man than we 

think,” Iris said. 

“I doubt it,” Lens said. He had a hard time thinking of the count as anything more 

than a monster. Every time he thought about the articles they pulled from The Herald 

archive before coming to Key West he felt sick. He would never forget those stories. 

Count Lived with Corpse for Four Years

…Von Cossel fell in love with a terminally ill tuberculosis patient, a young woman 

named Elena de Hoya. When she died, reportedly with his assistance, he built her a 

mausoleum in the Historic Key West Cemetery and visited her every day, using 

experimental methods to preserve her body. 

Von Cossel preserved the body with chemicals, replacing the decaying skin with a 

death mask of wax and silk fragments and putting in glass eyes. 

One year after her death, he stole the wax preserved body from the cemetery and 

brought it to his home. 

Von Cossel, reportedly a necrophiliac, lived with the body for several years.  

Finally, de Hoya’s sister discovered that the mausoleum was empty and she made the  
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police search Von Cossel’s home, where it was found. 

The police made the horrifying discovery and removed the corpse from Von 

Cossell’s possession. He was charged with the desecration of a grave. 

Lens shuddered at the remembered headline, knowing that the story didn’t get any 

better as it progressed. 

Count Found with Victim’s Death Mask, Body Missing

…The count was tried before a sympathetic jury of his peers who thought that his  

love for Elena was romantic. He was released from jail and went back to his home in Key 

West. 

Upon the count’s return, Elena de Hoya’s body was once again discovered to be 

missing from her tomb. Police immediately went to Von Cossel’s home to recover the 

remains, but they were never located. 

“They released a couple of pictures of her,” Iris said. “After she was…you know. 

They were just drawings. The policemen refused to let anyone get a photograph. I guess 

they didn’t want to turn it into some kind of freak show.”

“They were a little late for that.” 

Lens and Iris spoke little for the next few minutes. Lens tried to enjoy the drive 

through Key West, a placed he had been thinking about for many years, a safe haven for 

artists, derelicts and criminals at the edge of the southernmost tip of the United States. 

The island was sparsely populated, dotted with modest estates for the wealthy and small 

tracts of cottages for those who served them. Pubs were the mainstay of every street 
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corner, rowdy even in the early evening. As Lens turned onto Whitehead Street, the sun 

began to set on the unreachable horizon, a blood orange dollop in the marbled pink sky. 

“You know, Hemingway lives on this road,” Lens said.

“The writer?”

Lens nodded and gestured to a big yellow house, overgrown with weeds, on the 

left side of the road. “He lives right there.”

Lens slowed the car to a crawl and gazed up at the house. There wasn’t really 

anything special about it, except maybe for the fat orange and white cat lazing on the 

front porch. Lens remembered hearing something about the writer bringing six-toed cats 

back from Cuba. 

“So do you read Hemingway?” Lens asked casually, even though his copy of A 

Farewell to Arms was so worn that the pages were falling out. 

Iris shrugged. “I guess he’s okay. I bought The Old Man and the Sea when it came 

out, but I couldn’t really get into it.” 

Lens sped up the car. “It just got nominated for a Pulitzer. The Times called it a 

gripping narrative about man’s search for meaning, or something like that.” 

Well they can keep it, Iris thought to herself. 

When Lens had asked her earlier in Mallory Square if she was alright, the 

question had caught her off guard. She was fine, of course, but she could see that Lens 

was not. Iris knew that no one who witnessed a death, especially one so horrific, should 

remain unshaken even as everyone in the square, even those who had wanted the old man 
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to die, trembled and wailed and carried on. Of course, she also knew that Lens's question 

had been incomplete. Had he been the sort to pry, like her, he would have said what he 

really meant: Why are you alright? Iris was glad for both of them  that Lens was such a 

polite young man. Somehow she doubted that he would understand her real reaction, 

curiosity, assuming that she could even find the words to articulate what she meant. 

In the aftermath of the count's death, as the body had sagged beneath the twisted 

knot of rope with the count's polished wingtips gleaming like black pearls in the sunlight, 

Iris had felt Lens's arms wrap around her, bracing both of them for her inevitable collapse 

from the horror, the shock of the execution. Iris liked the feel of his concern, and she 

marveled at the courage he must've mustered to do something so bold. She only wished 

that she could've been a more proper damsel in distress. In truth, she had wanted to shove 

her way through the crowd like a John Deere plow and spring onto the scaffold for a 

closer look. He could never be allowed to know that about her, of course, in addition to 

many other things. 

Lens's proximity had distracted Iris and pulled her away from the quiet mayhem 

erupting in small pockets of panic all around the square. She looked at the people, and 

she had known them. Their grief, their fear, was alive. Iris saw it on every face. They 

were afraid, and yet they were triumphant, for Death had visited Key West just moments 

earlier, a matter of heartbeats, and it had failed to claim them. While the corpse of the old 

man they hated and adored cooled on the scaffold, their own breath persisted, safe from 

the very darkness Iris saw reflected in their eyes. 

When Iris had finally looked into Lens's eyes, under the guise of seeking respite 
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from the horror, she supposed, she had been surprised. His shyness had still been there, of 

course, and she suspected that she wasn't the only one of the two of them caught off-

guard y his forwardness. It had taken Lens's nearly a month to approach Iris when she 

started working at the paper and offer a chaste hello. Lens had looked different at that 

moment, though. There was still that ever-present anxiety that perpetually creased his 

forehead, and a bit of fear in his eyes as well. Unlike everyone else in the crowd, 

however, Iris knew that Lens's fear was for her. Though she didn't immediately 

understand why, Iris knew that, at least in some small measure, Lens sensed her secret. 

The thought had deeply troubled Iris in that moment, and it unsettled her still. 

“Are you alright? Lens had asked her, his mouth close to her face, his eyes 

searching hers for something that she hoped he would never find. 

When Iris finally understood that look, the one that betrayed his confusion, her 

chest constricted. All around Iris, people were clearly scared: pale, shaking, wavering on 

their feet and in their faith, deeply unsettled, even in the face of triumph. It was that 

understanding that finally made Iris tremble, and she knew Lens saw that, too. 

They were quiet for a moment, the tires crunching gravel beneath the enormous 

mint green Galaxie. Iris preferred her Cadillac, but Lens had wanted to drive. She had 

only worked with the quiet young man a few times, but she found him to be smart and 

agreeable, though sometimes a bit too cautious for her taste. Iris often caught him looking 

at her, like right now, and she liked the sight of his pale face and deep blue eyes. He was 

very tall, and she liked that, too. 
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Lens flushed when Iris’s eyes met his. He trained them back on the road and 

pointed out the window. “Do you see that big white house? It’s the Truman Annex. The 

president stays there when he’s on vacation.”

“You’re quite the tour guide, aren’t you? Have you been reading up on this place 

or something?”

Lens shrugged and smiled. He slowed down the car and pulled into a long 

driveway. Gravel crunched beneath the Galaxie’s tires and Lens stopped in front of a 

lovely lavender Victorian mansion with cookie cutter trim. A large porch with a wooden 

swing wrapped around the front of the house and the front hedges were overrun with 

wildflowers. They got out of the car and headed inside. Lens looked at his watch. 

“It’s nearly seven. It’ll be getting dark soon,” Lens said as he held open the front 

door for Iris. “I’m going to call Harry.”

“Okay. I’ll run upstairs and change and meet you back down here so we can talk 

about dinner,” Iris said. 

Some time later Iris rejoined Lens in the lobby, where he sat looking through a 

travel brochure for the island. He looked up at Iris, who had changed into black Capri 

pants by that Pucci designer that all the girls in the office were crazy about, black ballet 

flats and a three-quarter-length black and white striped sweater. Her blonde curls were 

pulled away from her face with a thin black satin headband. The outfit made her look 

even younger than she already did. 

“What did he say?” Iris asked. 

“Who?”
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“Harry. What did say about us staying?”

“Oh. He said it’s fine,” Lens said. “He just wants us to be inconspicuous.”

Just then the owner of the inn, a stout and homely woman of about fifty, shuffled 

into the room wearing a flowered dress. Her hair was pulled in a tight bun, deep lines 

creased her forehead, and she was carrying a thin blown envelope. She looked at Iris and 

frowned, a sour look on her face.

“You got a letter,” she said, thrusting it at Iris. 

“From who?” Iris asked, surprised. 

“Damned if I know. Do I look like the goddamn bureau of information?” the 

woman snapped. She turned around and shuffled back into a room where I Love Lucy 

blared on the television. 

“Oh Ricky,” Lucy wailed through the electronic ether. 

With the letter in her hands, Iris looked at Lens and motioned for him to follow 

her out to the porch. They sat down on the front steps. 

It was a plain brown envelope, addressed without fanfare to Miss Iris Elliot at The 

Wildflower Inn. Iris held it for a moment, then slid her pinky finger under the seal. When 

she reached inside, she pulled out a letter, and something else. Her eyes quickly scanned 

the fine linen paper and she drew in a sharp breath. Lens read the letter from over her 

shoulder, his own heartbeat quickening.

My dearest Miss Elliot, 

First, please let me express my deepest regrets for missing our interview. As you 

no doubt know by now, I was otherwise engaged. Fear not, Miss Elliot, that the  
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unfortunate outcome of my efforts will hinder either of our aspirations. You will get your 

story, and I will get mine. Though I will, regrettably, be unable to accompany you to the 

previously discussed point of mutual interest, I believe that you will find the enclosed 

document to be of great service in your quest for the truth, that most wily of mistresses. 

I daresay what you find will give our story far greater depth than could have been 

anticipated. I realize that you are probably familiar with my exploits, and, of this I bear 

even greater certainty, my failures, as they have come to define me. You may read these 

next events, then, my brave Miss Elliot, as my final bid for immortality. 

It is with the close of this letter that I must express the greatest hope for our 

futures, and it is only with my most earnest intentions that I tell you that we have not  

reached the end of this most unusual of stories, but rather the beginning. 

Ab initio

Count Carl von Cossel 

Several minutes later, Lens and Iris sat side by side on the front porch, dinner 

forgotten, staring at the tattered document in front of them. 

“So how do we know that it’s worth the paper it’s printed on?” Lens asked Iris. 

“It is. It has to be. I told you there was more to him,” Iris said. She ran her finger 

carefully along the edge of the old map. It was stained yellow from smoke and curled at 

the edges. It showed a faded grid with buildings and landmarks and plots. There was a 

small compass in the corner and the ink was faded, but Lens though he understood the 

basic layout. 

“He could be trying to trick us,” Lens said. 
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Iris rolled her eyes. “Why would a dead man lie about where he hid a bunch of old 

bones?” 

“Do you really think he hid the bones in a cemetery?” Lens asked. “It’s absurd.”

“It’s perfect,” Iris said. “He wants us to find them.”

“What’s the rope for?” Lens asked. Holding two large paper bags, he followed Iris 

out of Mayer’s Hardware and onto White Street. Nighttime had long since settled over 

the town, and, despite their destination, Lens felt relieved to be under the cover of 

darkness. Lens looked at Iris, who had a death grip on their shiny new shovel, and 

Harry’s request that they remain inconspicuous rang in his ears. 

“I don’t know. It was on the shelf,” Iris said. “I’ve never done this before and I 

thought we might need it.”

Lens thought back to his days as a Cub Scout growing up in Cincinnati. There had 

been a knot tying badge, but he couldn’t remember the merits that were required to 

receive it. He supposed it could be useful in a graveyard, he just didn’t know how. They 

walked forward in silence for a few minutes, neither of them really knowing what to say. 

“It’s a nice night,” Iris said finally. 

“It’s beautiful,” Lens agreed. The air was salty and clean and there was a soft 

breeze. 

It was a long time before Lens and Iris passed the Truman Annex and turned onto 

Passover Lane. A tall, wrought-iron fence ran the length of the cemetery, and they had to 

follow it until they reached a break. According to the map, the Key West Historic 
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Cemetery was spread out over several acres and it took them a while to reach the service 

entrance, where the gate was shut but not locked. 

“Just like the map said it would be,” Iris said. 

“That means nothing.” 

“It means he was telling the truth,” Iris said. She stood in the moonlight and 

opened up the map. She walked over to an aboveground tomb and carefully spread the 

map out on the cold stone. Lens put down the paper bags and fished out a flashlight and 

turned it on. He sat down across from Iris and peered at the map. 

“What do you think?” Iris asked. She traced the western wall with her fingers. 

“We’re here and the grave is supposed to be along the southwestern corridor past the 

Civil War memorial.”

“We’ve got a little bit of a hike. The memorial is all the way down there.” He 

pointed to a tomb resting in the unknown darkness. They stood up and gathered up their 

supplies and Iris turned on her flashlight. Lens cut a random path through graves and dirt. 

He found the cemetery to be surprisingly peaceful, though the occasional metallic groan 

of wind threading through the rusted hinges of the gates was disconcerting. The light 

from the flashlights was overwhelmed by the darkness of the old graveyard. Lens and Iris 

forged ahead, swallowed by shadows.

“The Civil War memorial is right up here,” Lens said, pointing to a large cluster of 

statues and graves. “The grave should be on the other side of it.”

“The memorial is exactly where he said it would be,” Iris said. Her voice was 

hollow and Lens knew what she was thinking. They were so close now. It’s didn’t seem 
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real. It probably never would. 

Iris weaved her way through the forgotten tombstones and trained her flashlight 

on the statues that stood guard on either side of the graves. The first was a Union general, 

staid and solemn in victory. She shifted the light to the other. Defeated, but undeniably 

pleased with himself, Confederate General Elmer Bartow pointed his outstretched 

bayonet to the stars.

Iris shined the light on Lens and he squinted. “The map says there should be a 

clearing 20 feet from the base of the statue.”

Iris walked over to the statue and started a line with the flashlight that began at the 

base of the general’s boots. She pointed the flashlight straight and Lens counted off the 

distance. Ten long strides took him into a small clearing surrounded by low bushes and 

Iris hurried after him. The ground was smooth and flat but nearly bare, save for a few 

wisps of deadened leaves, unlike the scrubby grass around it.  Iris looked at Lens, her 

expression anxious. 

“There’s plenty of room for a coffin. This must be it.”

They dropped their bags and looked around. Iris got on her knees and swept the 

flashlight across the bare ground. Lens picked up the shovel and looked at Iris.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” 

Iris tore her gaze from the ground. Her eyes were clear and bright. “Yes.”

Lens took a deep breath and started to dig. With the first swing of the shovel he 

cut through an inch or so of dirt and hit something solid, and every time he remembered 

that moment for the rest of his life he reflected that that’s when he should have realized 
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that something was very, very wrong. They both heard the hollow thud and looked at 

each other. Without saying anything, Iris leaned over the spot and started brushing away 

frail bits of dried grass and weeds with one hand while holding the flashlight with the 

other. The grave was so shallow that the coffin was barely dusted with dirt. Lens got to 

his knees and did the same, and their efforts quickly revealed a long plywood box, cheap 

and hastily thrown together with a few careless nails driven halfway into the wood. 

“This is it,” Iris said. She sat back on her heels and pulled a claw hammer from 

one of the paper bags. “Brush the rest of the dirt off. I’ll get to work on these nails.” 

Iris dug the claw end of the hammer into the front end of the coffin and pulled out 

the first nail, along with a chunk of soft wood. She threw aside the nail and went on to the 

next. After clearing away the rest of the dirt, Lens grabbed another hammer out of the bag 

and went to work on the other side. It went quickly and the lid was loose in minutes. It 

was so easy. Lens tossed his hammer into the dirt and looked at Iris.

“Are you ready?”

She nodded, her face pale in the moonlight. Lens took a deep breath and stood up 

and grasped one side of the coffin. He easily lifted off the lid and the next thing he heard 

was Iris’s scream, or maybe it was his own.

The stench that rose from the opened box reeked of blood and sickness and Lens 

heard Iris gag next to him. She shrieked and grabbed his arm and it was only then that 

Lens dared to open his eyes. The corpse’s mouth was slack beneath several thin layers of 

wax that loosely adhered to her face, making it appear lipless and shrunken beneath the 

death mask. Her eyelids were painted blue and her eyebrows had been replaced with thin 
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braids of silk sewn to her face with thick gold stitches. 

The wax had flaked off at the top of her forehead, revealing a hairline that was 

burned and slick. Her flesh was yellow and waxy, with deep bruises purpling the area 

where her clavicle met her snow white dress. Lens’ stomach turned when he noticed tiny 

bugs on the edge of her collarbone, feasting on a festering black wound. Her long thin 

arms and fingers remained untouched. Lens heard Iris gasping beside him, but he 

couldn’t take his eyes off the shiny gold necklace that glittered at her throat. It was only 

when Lens looked up at her face again and saw the fresh blisters on the bridge of her nose 

that he remembered that they were looking for bones. A split second later Iris reached the 

same conclusion with a scream that he would remember for the rest of his life. Breathing 

ragged, he looked at Iris. 

“What is this?” he asked. Iris shook her head and nudged him, her wide, terrified 

eyes never leaving the corpse. He looked back at the prone body of the young woman 

with matted yellow hair. 

 A moment later, Lens sensed a slight movement in the air, a shift in the wind, he 

thought, and Iris gasped, “Is she--?” 

             Two startled blue eyes flew open and the corpse writhed awake with a spasmodic 

jerk and a deep, rattling breath. Under the endless black velvet sky three terrified screams 

filled the still night air. 
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Chapter 2: The Wax Lady   

Until that moment in the graveyard, indeed the very second that the corpse's eyes 

snapped opened and the movement of her jaw tore through the thick layer of hardened 

wax with a sound Iris likened to that of something vital, something internal, ripping, the 

young reporter had not known what it meant to fear. She had thought that she had been 

afraid before—at nighttime, alone in her darkened bedroom as a child, watching the 

wraiths of the trees outside her window do a ghost dance in the shadows of the moon. She 

had been wrong, of course; there had never been a safer place for a young girl than Iris's 

childhood home under the vast Georgia sky. At times, anyway, Iris though darkly.  Any 

monsters or grotesques prowling the old Bennett plantation had been entirely of her own 

design. Iris had had nothing to fear, then. She had everything to fear now. 

Iris had heard of fear being described in many different ways. She had heard of it 

coming on like a cold chill, but the old graveyard was muggy and hotter than hell. The air 
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was thick enough to drink. Upon being thrown from a nervous bay mare named Suzy, 

Iris's Aunt Edna had said that she was so scared that she thought her heart was going to 

come out of her chest, but Iris didn't feel anything like that. Maybe that was the best way 

to describe the feeling she had when the dead girl's screams cohered into a chilling 

refrain. Iris felt nothing. She couldn't speak. She couldn't move. And so she knelt there, 

frozen like a gargoyle in prayer, and found out what it meant to be truly afraid.

 “He's here! HE'S HERE!! HE'S HERE!!!

The corpse's screams echoed in the starless sky, and the graveyard went black a 

second before Iris heard the flashlight drop from her hands and roll across the soft, sandy 

soil that had been so richly nurtured by death. The rolling light flashed on the scene in a 

way that reminded Iris of the three rings in a circus. Each tableau of horror received its 

moment in the spotlight: the corpse's feet, pale and twitching with life; her abdomen, 

heaving in a rhythm that Iris knew was much too fast and erratic; a brilliant gold and 

diamond necklace glittering like a starburst at her throat, hands tearing at the mask and 

muscle and tissue at her jaw, unable to discern what was part of her and what was the 

detritus of mad invention. And then the light rolled across her eyes, and stopped, and Iris 

felt her fear transcend any feeling that she had ever known before. 

The eyes were blue with flecks of gray, the pupils dilated pools of jet black 

framed by yellow crescents. Their familiarity mirrored Iris's fear, because it was a horror 

that she had seen many years before, an image that so troubled her that her mind had 

transformed it into something else, blunted its edge to soothe her. Iris was sure that she 

had been inoculated against this sort of terror, having experienced it as a child, but in that 
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moment the fear returned with a force that was ten times, a hundred times, a thousand 

times more palpable than she remembered it being. Iris had seen several dead bodies 

since the first, and the count that very afternoon, and remained unmoved. But this was 

different, because their eyes were the same, wide awake to a world to which they no 

longer belonged.  

It was like Iris was seven all over again, and being chased from her father's office 

by one of the young maids who was charged with keeping track of her while Iris's young, 

wayward mother drank cocktails on the lawn with her sisters. Her mother's vibrant laugh 

had floated through the open window, absurdly carefree. Her father's voice had been terse 

when he reprimanded the young woman, undoubtedly a daughter of one of the men who 

farmed the plantation. They all had many children, and Iris was the only child in the big 

house that had room for dozen brothers and sisters who would never join her. The girl's 

name had been erased from Iris's memory. It had been an important phone call; all of the 

calls her father received during the war were urgent. During those uncertain years a lot 

was needed to sustain the war effort, and Iris's family had much to give. 

Her father had been undoubtedly irritated by her mother's laughter, and though 

Iris didn't remember his exact words to the young maid, they were surely harsh. Iris was 

chased from the room by the girl as her father barked fresh orders into the phone. Iris still 

wasn't clear on exactly what he had done during the war, but he had been commended as 

a hero for it. At the time, she was just thrilled to have someone to play with. Iris initiated 

a game of tag and led the young woman on a chase along the second floor balcony. Iris 

knew all of the ins and outs of the big house, and naturally avoided the hollow dip in 
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front of the grand wooden staircase that elicited curses from everyone who tripped 

themselves on it but never got fixed. Iris was well past the staircase when she heard a 

thud and a crack and the tumble of something heavy, and when she turned around, the 

space in front of the stairs was empty. With a thundering heart, Iris had crept to the 

bottom of the staircase and stared at the girl, unable to speak. Her neck was twisted over 

her shoulder and Iris was sure that her injuries had been extensive, but all she could 

remember were her eyes, wide awake in the way that only a dead person's can be, seeing 

a whole world that was invisible to Iris. She didn't remember crying or screaming or 

shuddering. The eyes were branded in her memory. They were all that Iris took with her 

from that moment and into the turbulent decade that followed, and they were all that she 

saw now. 

No one in Key West was old enough to remember when a garrison of Union 

soldiers planted the banyan trees that now cast long shadows over the graveyard. The 

disdain the Yankees inspired, however, remained as fresh as the sticky, chalk-colored sap 

that the local Santeros scraped from the bark every autumn and sold in little amber bottles 

in the square. Though Fort Zachary Taylor loomed like a leviathan on the breakwater, it 

was said that the contempt of the townspeople for the northern stronghold was as thinly 

veiled as the Confederate flags that snapped in the breeze from the widow’s walks lining 

Caroline Street. Everyone who was there when the fragile twigs were urged into the 

sandy earth was now dead; their crumbling graves were cloaked in the shadows of 

banyans bigger than island bungalows, their bones bound in a labyrinth of roots, their 
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souls departed for a separate but equal hereafter. Everyone, except for Thaxter Ives. 

Cott Morand, the town sheriff, though for how much longer who knew, was no 

different from anyone else when it came to hazarding a guess as to the ancient doctor’s 

age, though he was sure that the man had been drunk for the better part of 20 years. It 

was no secret that Thaxter began each day with a generous swig of Johnny Walker, a case 

of which he received from the hospital every Christmas in thanks for his services as 

coroner; it was a gift he greeted like the Second Coming. Cott had been a sophomore on 

St. Mary’s basketball team with the doctor’s great-grandson, Hadley Schaltenbrand, a 

starter, when Thaxter, full to bursting with bitters, sours and Singapore Slings, ran his 

cobalt-and-cream Packard 640 rumble-seat coupe into the front window of the municipal 

building on Caroline Street. Some said it was the drunkest the old man had ever been, 

though others put their money on the time that Thaxter joined Hemingway for a Sunday 

morning spent fishing the shoals with German machine guns. 

Cott would never forget the way that the trembling bursts of gunfire rattled the 

stained glass windows inside the Star of the Sea chapel. It sounded as if pirates had laid 

siege to the Depression-stricken town ten years too late, demanding its surplus of 

coconuts and worthless rusted pieces of eight and the glory that had fled on the last ferry 

to Havana when the market crashed. Though Father Louis took the assault on the Sunday 

morning silence as a sign of the Lord’s approval of his rail against lust, his sermon 

interrupted by nothing less than divine intervention, Hadley and his father Joe and his 

mother Minnie, seated two pews ahead of Cott and his family and that much closer to 

God, knew better and hurried out of the chapel before Father Louis reached the part about 
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the torment of eternal hellfire. 

As bad as that was, and Hadley, who now owned a secondhand bookshop on 

Duval Street, still told everyone just how bad it was, the aftermath of the Sunday morning 

shootout paled in comparison to the accident at the municipal building that ended 

Thaxter’s career. The front end of the shiny cobalt-and-cream Packard went through the 

plate glass window and smashed the front strike Underwood typewriter that Gladys 

Carmichael was figuring up the event debt on into her chest and abdomen. Thaxter was 

too drunk and dumbfounded to do anything but lean against the hood of the car and stare 

at Gladys’ body, a shredded mess of glass and keystrokes, and everyone knew it was 

miracle the poor girl didn’t bleed to death before help arrived. 

If Carl von Cosel, the European doctor who had come to Key West less than a 

month earlier and was himself the subject of great curiosity, hadn’t been able to patch 

Gladys up and put most of her parts back where they started, Thaxter may have been in 

real trouble. The old doctor was urged to accept the position of town coroner, with the 

idea that dead patients were a much better match for his vice. As it was, Cott figured that 

Thaxter could have retired his new post at least twice by now, but he refused. It had been 

ten years since the accident, but it was plain to see that he was still sore about the 

demotion. News of his replacement’s unsettling predilection, trial and subsequent 

execution, however, had cheered him somewhat, igniting a spark in his rheumy old eyes. 

No, nothing in particular was bothering Dr. Thaxter Ives that early, early morning 

in the coroner’s office, even as Cott cursed and shouted at him with the tortured dead girl 

splayed out on the table in front of them. 
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“You said she was alive!” Cott yelled. His face was inches from the doctor’s, so 

close that he could smell the old man’s nightcap on his breath. 

Dr. Ives looked at Cott, his expression calm. 

“I said her heart was beating.”

Cott froze, and he felt like he had been stabbed in the chest. He saw the impassive 

look on Thaxter’s face, the hint of smugness that tugged at the corners of his mouth, and 

he hated him for it. Cott forced the stale air out of his lungs and glared at the old man. 

“Then what happened? It didn’t take me that long to get here.”

“It stopped.” 

From the damp, moldy corner of the examining room in the coroner's office, Lens 

felt like he was watching a scene in a horror movie play out in front of him. The profiles 

of the sheriff and the old doctor were thrown into sharp relief by the greenish light that 

seeped from a brittle copper fixture. The lamp dangled from green wires that sprang from 

the lushly mildewed ceiling like tendrils of ivy and a low buzz that sounded ominous to 

Lens's ears hummed from an unseen piece of machinery. The sound was persistent 

enough to be irritating, but it did little to muffle the angry young sheriff's anguished 

yelling or quell the nightmarish symphony echoing in Lens's mind. He shook his head 

and tried to silence the young woman's bone-chilling screams and attempted to forget the 

way her guttural cries cleaved the clear dark stillness of the graveyard. He could still see 

those wild blue eyes, bright as polished aquamarine and as alive as his own. Her fingers, 

which gleamed like bones in the moonlight, clawed bloody ribbons of wax and tissue 
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from her ravaged face and then Lens had heard a final, rattling gasp before she collapsed 

onto the wet black earth. Lens shuddered as he remembered the deranged young woman's 

final words before she succumbed to her nightmares in a torrent of screams that 

crescendoed in silence and scared the absolute hell out of him: “He's here! He's here!!!”

“She's dead, Cott. I'm sorry.”

“Like hell you are.”

Lens watched as the old doctor, whom he noticed Cott made a point of addressing 

as Thaxter, curled his lips in distaste. Though he wondered about the source of Cott's 

vitriol, Lens was even more struck by the coroner's resemblance to the Uncle Sam posters 

that had papered his adolescence. His sharp features and the grave set of his eyebrows 

above watery gray eyes gave the impression of a man who took himself very seriously, 

though the deep red flush of his face and neck suggested that he spared himself the 

censure of comportment by which he judged everyone else. Lens also surmised that the 

coroner spent a lot of time in pain, though he could certainly understand why. Thaxter 

Ives had the appearance of a tall man who had been pulled apart at the joints and 

reassembled in a manner that wasn't quite right. Just by looking at him, Lens could feel 

the soreness in his muscles and the stiffness in his bones. His movements were slow and 

precise; they were the motions of an old man who knew that any careless twitch or jolt 

could reduce him to ashes to be carried away by the Gulf Stream.  

“Be reasonable.”

Thaxter's voice was chiding, and Lens found the filthy look Cott threw him to be 

fully warranted. Though he didn't know the source of the bad blood between them, Lens 
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wanted to side with Cott. There was something about the doctor that he just didn't like. 

Lens watched Thaxter as he wiped the sweat off his forehead with a sharply pressed 

handkerchief that had his initials monogrammed at the edge. He looked from the dead 

girl to Cott with an expression that alluded to pity, or even sympathy, but didn't quite 

make it. Thaxter shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. He wore a red plaid dressing 

robe over his pajamas and slippers and Lens noticed a suspicious bulge in his left pocket. 

The sheriff edged closer to him, his jaw tight. It worked back and forth almost 

imperceptibly, though Lens was pretty sure that everyone in the small, hot room heard the 

persistent grinding of his teeth. 

“He should never have been allowed to stay,” Thaxter said. He hesitated, and Lens 

could tell by the quaver of his lips that he was struggling to not say what he said next. 

“We really shouldn't be surprised that he pulled off something like this, given 

his...talents. Most of her injuries are old. He's been at this for a while, I would assume. Of 

course, with those girls it's probably difficult to tell--”

“Enough!” 

Judging by the look on Cott's face, Lens thought that Thaxter should have keeled 

over on the spot. Instead, Cott's yelling was interrupted by pounding on the door. For the 

first time in nearly two hours, the sheriff glanced at Lens. 

“Will she be okay in here?” Cott asked. 

Lens considered the question. He had no doubt that Iris would be fine in the 

examining room, though it was hard to say how Thaxter would be repaid for refusing to 

let her watch the examination. The coroner shook his head with such vehemence that 
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Lens expected it to be knocked loose from his frail shoulders. 

“Absolutely not. This is no place for a young woman. It is entirely inappropriate 

for her to witness such depravity.”

“Iris'll be okay,” Lens said quickly, wanting to point out that traipsing through the 

graveyard at midnight and digging up bones had actually been her idea. The pounding on 

the door persisted. 

“For Christ's sake, Mendal, let her in,” Cott shouted through the door, which 

opened immediately. Iris strode in, her small leather notebook clasped tightly in her 

hands. She was followed by a white-faced young officer who Lens thought looked 

distinctly harassed. 

“You can watch, Miss Elliot, but that's it,” Cott said. “I don't want to see any of 

this in the paper. Is that clear?”

“Of course.” 

It only took Iris a few seconds to survey the room, starting with the dead girl and 

then moving to Cott. She gave him a brief nod and then fixed Thaxter with an icy glare of 

disapproval before resting her eyes on Lens. In an instant, her gaze told him that she 

didn't think he lobbied hard enough to get her a place in the examining room and that 

they would be discussing his betrayal later. At the moment, though, Iris had more 

important things to do. She looked at the doctor. 

“What'd you find out?”

The old man frowned at her. “She's dead.”

“You're sure this time?”
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Thaxter's face purpled. “I've been a coroner for 20 years. I know a dead girl when 

I see one.”

“Coroner?” Iris looked at Cott. “Why didn't you call a real doctor?”

“You are not here to ask questions,” Cott warned, but he still answered her. “The 

island is a bit short-handed this evening. The count hasn't been replaced yet and the only 

other doctor is tending to a very ill young woman on White Street.”

Thaxter looked at Cott with interest. “At Ashley House?”

Cott looked at the body of the girl on the table and nodded soberly. “Yes.” 

“Oh my God, is that Sally on the table?”

Everyone turned to the young officer in the doorway. Mendal looked anxiously at 

Cott, who's eyes were still on the dead girl. 

“Yes.”

“Are you going to do an autopsy?” Iris asked.

“No,” Thaxter said, his voice tinged with annoyance. 

Iris raised her eyebrows. “Really?”

Her face etched in disbelief, Iris looked from the coroner to the sheriff. She bit her 

lip, and Lens noticed that her gunmetal fountain pen was poised about a millimeter from 

the page of her notebook. 

“Miss Elliot, did I misunderstand you when you said you would be willing to 

swear not to write about what you've seen in this room?” Cott asked. He looked pointedly 

at her pen. 

“On a stack of Bibles, if that's what you need to hear.”
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Lens sighed and prepared to be kicked out of the room. Iris had already fed the 

sheriff some song-and-dance about her First Amendment rights, which he was pretty sure 

she had made up on the spot, when they arrived at the coroner's officer with Officer 

Mendal and the girl he now knew to be named Sally. Lens looked at Thaxter, who seemed 

to be enjoying the trouble Iris was giving Cott. 

“How did she die? She was alive when we were at the cemetery, did Lens tell you 

that? She was screaming and screaming and then she just stopped.”

Thaxter considered Iris for a moment, his eyes gleaming, and then answered her 

question. “Cardiac distress, I would say, is a fair assumption. Of course, there's no way to 

be certain without an autopsy.”

Thaxter nodded in Cott's direction and Iris looked at him. 

“You don't want an autopsy?”

“No. Sally's been through enough—no one's going to cut her up. That's final. Put 

that goddamn pen down or I'll--”

“You'll what? Take it from me? Have at it. I'm sure the Herald readers won't be a 

bit surprised that you interfere with freedom of speech in addition to all the other 

nonsense you let happen.” 

Iris threw a pointed look at the corpse before returning her gaze to the sheriff, 

whose eyes were now black. Lens groaned inwardly and wondered if the sour owner of 

The Wildflower could be persuaded to bail them out of jail.

“You think I let this happen?” Cott said, his voice dangerously low. 

“I guess that all depends on how you define 'to serve and protect.'”
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The sheriff clenched his fists at his sides and his face turned the shade of a fiery 

sunburn. 

“I should arrest you. Trespassing, grave robbing...”

Lens shifted uneasily, but Iris never wavered. 

“We didn't take anything. Not even a picture. And arresting us wouldn't be in your 

best interest, either.”

“And why is that?” 

“I think we both know that you've got bigger problems than me. Do you really 

think that anyone will see this as a coincidence? We get a note and a map from the count 

that leads us to the living dead girl on  the same day that he's executed. That letter said 

that this is just the beginning, Sheriff. Let us help you.”

Cott stared at Iris with a mixture of annoyance, interest and resignation. 

“You can go,” Cott said. 

Lens had already reached for Iris's arm when he realized Cott was talking to the 

coroner. 

“Fine. I'll write up the report. Natural causes, I think, would be best, given the 

circumstances.”

“No report. Nobody finds out about this until we know more.” 

“Very well,” Thaxter replied, though Lens was pretty sure the old man would have 

said anything to get the hell out of there. 

“Officer Mendal, please see Thaxter home and then go to the station and get some 

rest. I'll be back when I can.” 
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Thaxter started for the door and then hesitated. He turned back to Cott, his gaze 

thoughtful. 

“Getty know about this yet?”

Cott shook his head to say no but then stopped short and shrugged his shoulders. 

“Damned if I know. Probably. If she doesn't already, she will soon.”

Iris looked at them anxiously. “Who's Getty?”

“Don't worry about it,” Cott said. 

Thaxter laughed hoarsely. “Don't worry about Getty Crane? That's the worst 

advice you'll ever get. Don't cross her, Miss Elliot. I swear to God that woman is 

touched.” 

Thaxter shook his head and left the room, his steps slow and careful. Cott watched 

him go, and as soon as the door closed behind the old man, Cott turned his attention back 

to Iris. His lips were drawn tight and his eyes rimmed red and traversed with bloodshot 

veins. 

“So tell me, Miss Elliot, how do you solve a murder committed by a man who 

was executed yesterday afternoon? Because I've got a whole town that's going to wake up 

in a few hours and want to know.”

Lens found the sarcasm in the sheriff's voice to be biting, but Iris didn't seem 

fazed. She raised an eyebrow at Cott. 

“You think the count did this? People can't live underground, Sheriff, and the 

count was dead long before this girl was buried. That grave was fresh. There were only a 

couple inches of dirt and a few weeds thrown over it. There's no way the count could 
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have buried her, not unless he was some sort of magician.”

Cott said nothing for a moment. “I don’t know what I think anymore. I saw her go 

into the ground a month ago. They said she'd be fine, and the fever took her in a day.”

Lens walked over to the table. The girl was stretched out across the cold steel, her 

white dress spilling over the edge like sea foam. Cott said it was the dress she was buried 

in—the first time. Her arms were untouched but there were ugly bruises and open 

wounds covering her sternum. Deep purple marks circled her neck, which was ringed by 

a beautiful gold necklace with a small cloisonné medallion. Lens felt a troubling weight 

settle in his chest and he moved in to get a closer look. 

“Tell me about her,” Iris said. She stared at Cott expectantly. 

The sheriff coughed and looked at his feet before looking back at Iris. When he 

spoke again, his tone was thoughtful, and sad. “Her name is, was, Sally Brass. She was 

only 22. She worked the rooms at Ashley House during the week and pulled drinks at The 

Marigold on the weekend.”

Lens turned around quickly, his face stricken with disquiet. “Worked the rooms?”

Cott nodded soberly. “Yes. But she wasn’t a—Sally wanted to be a nurse. It was 

just temporary. And she wasn’t sick—it wasn’t that kind of fever. She was a good girl, a 

great girl. I just wish-”

Cott stopped and took a ragged breath. He looked past Iris to the corpse on the 

table. His face was pale and drawn, his mouth slack. Iris had never seen a man get so old 

so fast. The small room seemed to close in around them. She looked from Cott to the 

corpse and back, and that’s when she realized that his distress went beyond that of a 
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sheriff who failed to protect his citizenry. 

“You knew her,” Iris said, and they both knew what she meant. 

Cott nodded.  

Iris bit her lip. Up to this point, her input hadn't been received as well as she'd 

hoped. She badly wanted to be included in the case and she had no intention of leaving 

Key West, so her choice of words in the next few moments was crucial. The girl on the 

table was not just anyone to Cott Morand. She was Sally Brass, and that changed 

everything. Iris glanced at Lens. His eyes were transfixed on the table, and though he 

stood only a few feet from Iris, he might as well have been a million miles away. 

Instinctively, Iris reached out and took Cott by the hand. His palm was cold and sweaty. 

He looked at her, and the despair in his eyes broke her heart. 

“You can’t bring her back,” he said. 

“No, but we can find out who did this.” 

“I know who did it,” Cott said stubbornly. “It was the count. He’s out there, and 

he’s angry. I don’t know how he did it, probably with that voodoo from Bahama Village, 

but I know it was him.”

Iris squeezed his hand. “You know it couldn’t have been him. You said yourself 

that he’s been in your custody since the trial. Whoever buried Sally took her a long time 

ago and kept her alive until we found her. No one could’ve survived being buried in a 

coffin for more than a couple of hours.”

“She was dead!” Cott said. “I was with her…”

His voice trailed off and Iris sensed his uncertainty. The man’s distress was so 
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palpable that Iris felt his pain in her throat. She looked at him sympathetically and was 

about to say something when Lens spoke up. The look on his face was one that Iris didn’t 

recognize and for a moment she forgot all about Cott Morand and the dead girl on the 

table. 

“What’s wrong?”

Lens shook his head and ran his fingers through his hair. 

“I need to go back to the hotel,” he muttered. “I’ll be back.”

“Are you okay?” Iris looked at him, unnerved. “What are you doing? Lens?”

He didn’t look at her or say anything as he hurried out the door. Fighting the urge 

to run after him, Iris shook her head and turned her attention back to Cott. He walked 

over to the table, his gaze fixed on Sally Brass. Iris watched as he reached out a hand and 

gently touched her tangled blond hair, which was matted with wax and blood. When he 

spoke, his voice was so low that Iris had to stand next to him to hear what he was saying. 

The doctor had scraped away most of what remained of the death mask when he 

examined her body, revealing a multitude of painful looking blisters that had formed 

beneath the hot wax when it was applied. Iris shuddered. 

“She must've been so scared,” Cott whispered, his fingers grazing her cheekbone. 

Iris felt the sheriff trembling next to her with sorrow or rage; for her purposes, it 

didn’t matter which. She knew that this would be the moment when she either got him or 

lost him. 

“She didn’t deserve this,” Iris said. “No one does. I know how you feel.”

Cott let out a hollow, bitter laugh. “I doubt that, Miss Elliot. You might check 
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back with me when you’ve buried the love of your life twice.” 

“Listen, sheriff,” Iris started. “I'm no saint, but I care about the truth and I care 

about Sally. I want to find out who did this to her, and why.  So please, let Lens and I help 

you get to the bottom of this before anything else happens.”

For a moment, Iris didn’t think he heard her. Then, his eyes still locked on Sally 

Brass, he nodded. “There’s something I need to show you.” 

Iris nodded. She watched him look over the body of Sally Brass one last time, and 

she did the same. It was only then that she noticed that the gleaming gold necklace that 

had rested at the girl’s throat was missing. 

Lens was only a few steps outside of the coroner’s office when his brisk walk 

turned into a run. He had never run like that before, his shoes pounding against the 

broken pavement and scattering small pebbles in his wake as he tore down Duval Street. 

The night was deathly quiet, as though the still sky was holding its breath until dawn 

unleashed the horrors that would become real in the daylight. The sky was deep sapphire 

close to the earth, bleeding into royal blues and grays as it stretched up into the 

stratosphere. The sun was coming, soon, and so he ran. 

The air on Duval Street was warm and wet, rich scents of rum and cherry tobacco 

mingled with hibiscus and night blooming jasmine. The bars were closed, finally, and the 

only other living being he saw was a rooster holding court in the middle of the road. The 

bird leveled a disapproving gaze at him as he ran by, its beady black eyes glimmering 

onyx in the moonlight. 
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For all of its delicate lacquer and filigree, the prostitute’s necklace felt like a gold 

brick in his shirt pocket. He ran faster, turning onto White Street. In a few minutes he 

would have visual proof of what he already knew to be true. He would hold it in his hand, 

that thing he couldn’t possibly bear to know. It would glint in the daylight, real and heavy 

and solid, and in that moment he would have to rewrite the story of his life. Though his 

knowing would change nothing, his memories could never survive the added intrusion of 

this new truth. A sick knot twisted his stomach and he felt an iron vise clench his lungs as 

sweat dripped down his collar, but still he ran. 

The lobby of The Wildflower was open, though there was no night clerk at the 

desk. Lens barely noticed as he raced up the stairs, two, three, at a time until he reached 

the landing. A few steps down the hall, old brass key in the lock, flip of the switch and he 

was standing over his big leather suitcase. He tore open the zipper and emptied his 

clothes onto the mattress. With shaking hands he unzipped the garment pocket and pulled 

out a worn velvet box, a relic from another life, the material rubbed into smooth gray 

patches. Breathing ragged, he sat down on the floor and opened it, his heart in his throat. 

“Oh, God.” 

The diabolical little necklace lay gleaming in its velvet coffin, vibrant and 

preening. The chain was a delicate gold braid, the medallion a heavy golden pendent, 

perfectly round, covered on the facing side with black enamel. Over the enamel was a 

shimmering mother-of-pearl gardenia dotted with yellow diamonds the color of liquid 

sunlight. Lens pulled the other necklace out of his pocket, the first one’s golden sister, 

distinguishable only by its ruby-dotted bleeding heart and the inscription on the back. 
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Sally’s necklace read: Miss Sally Brass, Ashley House, Key West, Florida, 1952. With an 

aching heart, Lens read the inscription on the back of the mother-of-pearl necklace: Cora 

Lewis, Ashley House, Key West, Florida, 1927. She wore it every day of his life. 

Choking back a sob, Lens collapsed against the bamboo nightstand. The first rays 

of the watery periwinkle dawn melted through the slatted wooden shades, illuminating a 

world that he wouldn’t have recognized a day earlier. For several minutes he sat there, 

unable to move, a necklace clutched in each of his hands. His breathing slowed and he let 

the bits of gold fall to the floor. He rubbed his face with his hands, which smelled like 

rust and sweat and old metal and ashes, and he stopped running. 

Iris followed Cott through the coroner's shack. The wooden floors were splintered 

and the beams in the ceiling were bowed. Brown water stains stretched up the wall and 

the whole building smelled musty. Iris looked about uncertainly and followed the sheriff 

to the back door. 

“Where are we going?”

“Don’t touch the banana trees,” Cott said. He swung open the door and gestured 

for Iris to go outside. He turned on a weak yellow porch light and shut the door behind 

him. 

“Why not?” A hot breath of steamy air greeted Iris when she walked outside. In 

the faint light she could barely make out a tiny building on the opposite side of the 

backyard. The small dirt path leading to it was surrounded by tall grass and wild hibiscus 

bushes and a huge thicket of banana trees. She felt like she was in the middle of the 
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jungle. 

“Snakes like to nest in them.”

Iris drew in a sharp breath, and Cott said, “Scarlet king snakes, mainly. They’re 

harmless.”

Iris nodded uncertainly, but she nonetheless followed him as he started into the 

yard. The air was sick-smelling and sweet, like trash and rotten fruit. Ripe bushels of 

bananas hung low on a cluster of trees. She jumped when one of the huge banana leaves 

brushed against her. 

“Of course, scarlet kings look just like coral snakes. Most people can’t tell them 

apart. Deadliest snake in the Keys- those bastards can kill you with a look.”

Iris kept her arms pinned to her sides as she followed at Cott’s heels. “How can 

you tell them apart?”

Iris could almost hear him smile, but he said nothing. 

“Wonderful,” Iris said to herself. “Just wonderful.”

They soon came to a tiny building, tightly shuttered with a flat roof. The slate 

shingles shone silver in the rosy pink dawn, and Iris hesitated as Cott reached for his 

keys. The deep backyard was a good distance from the street, and Iris doubted if anyone 

would hear her, or even care, if she screamed. Cott fitted the key in the rusted lock and 

opened the door into the dark building. Iris wished more than ever that Lens had stayed, 

but this certainly wasn’t the first time she had decided to go it alone. With a deep breath 

to steel her nerves, Iris followed Cott into the darkness. 

“Jesus, it’s freezing in here!” Iris tightened her grip on her notebook and looked at 

50



Cott. She followed his gaze to the back wall, which was made up of a honeycomb of 

large silver drawers. Her breath frosted in an icy puff in front of her face and Iris moved 

to stand beside Cott. 

“I got the call from James Mendel, the officer you flagged down, just after two. 

He said that Sally was alive and that he called Thaxter and that I needed to meet them 

right away. By the time I got here, Sally was dead. Thaxter said that after James carried 

Sally in he was beside himself and had to wait outside while he tried to save her. The boy 

looked like he had seen a ghost, which, given the circumstances--”

“Why are we here?” Iris interrupted. Slashes of pink light came through the 

splinters in the wooden shutters, but they did nothing more than illuminate the cold metal. 

The room was freezing, but Iris knew that the air system wasn’t the only source of the 

chill. 

Cott looked at her. “I know it was the count. He knew Sally. He had treated her 

before. That psycho probably fell in love with her just like he did Elena. You saw what he 

did to her, with the silk and the wax. He was trying to do the same thing all over again.” 

“Except for the fact that he’s dead.”

Iris watched as Cott walked across the room to one of the long metal drawers. He 

held up the flashlight and pulled on the handle and the drawer came out with a long rattle. 

It was empty. 

Cott drew his lips into a grim line. “Except for the fact that he’s not.”

Some time later, when the morning sun was high in the eastern sky, Cott Morand 
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sat across from Iris Elliot in a dark corner of The Marigold. The café was still steeped in 

the rum-and-perfume scent of the previous night’s revelry, and the pair had received 

several sideways glances from the early crowd at the café. So far, no one had approached 

them, but Cott didn’t expect that to last long. 

“Do you want something to eat?” Cott asked Iris. “The bread’s always stale, but 

the eggs aren’t bad.”

“No thanks.”

“Are you sure you don’t want any coffee?”

“I don’t want anything, thanks.”

Cott nodded his head at Iris, who was staring right through him with tired eyes. 

He shifted stiffly in his chair, clutching his cup of black coffee like a life preserver. He 

glanced at the reporter and mused that the morning sunlight wasn’t doing her appearance 

any favors. The girl wasn’t bad looking, but she was no Sally Brass, either. With no sleep 

and her makeup worn away, exposing a spray of light freckles across her nose and 

cheeks, Iris looked like a tired child. He did like her hair, though; the white-blonde color 

made her look just like that pretty blonde starlet in that movie he had taken Sally to see a 

few months earlier at the cinema. The thought of Sally made his throat sting and he 

turned his attention back to Iris. 

“So now what?” 

Iris looked at him, startled. It was as though she had forgotten about him entirely. 

With a breath, she shook her head. “I’m not sure.”

“Where’d your friend go?”
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“I don’t know, actually.”

“He left you alone at the coroner’s office.”

“He did.”

“There’s some girls who wouldn’t take too kindly to that.”

“There are. I’m not one of them.”

They were both quiet for a moment. Cott stared at his black coffee, which tasted 

like tar laced with lighter fluid, a specialty of the house. He didn’t know what they put 

into it, and knowing Getty and her crowd, he probably didn’t want to. Iris looked down at 

her open notebook and then steepled her hands in front of her face with her fingers 

pressed together and her thumbs underneath her chin. 

“When did you realize the count’s body was missing?” She placed her hands back 

on the table and then picked up her black fountain pen with her left hand and poised it 

over her notebook. 

“I went out back right after Dr. Murray said that he couldn’t find Sally’s pulse. 

The count’s body was gone. I followed the undertaker over here this afternoon and 

watched him put the body bag in the freezer.”

Iris bit her lip. “The body bag?”

Cott nodded. 

“Did you see his body go into the bag, or did you just watch the undertaker 

unload the bag?”

Cott thought for a minute. “I was there on the scaffold when the Von Cosel was 

executed. The crowd was angry, people were throwing stuff. The mayor was anxious to 
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leave, so I escorted him to his car. I’m sure I saw the count go into the bag, but…”

Cott bit the inside of his cheek. He knew he didn’t sound sure, and that’s because 

he wasn’t. 

“Okay, that’s good. This is a good place to start.” Iris scribbled a few lines of ink 

into her notebook. “Did you check all the drawers? Are you sure he wasn’t put in a 

different one?”

“I checked everywhere,” Cott said, his voice much more certain. “I turned that 

damn room upside down.” 

Cott remembered the cold chill that ran deep into his bones when he pulled the 

metal drawer out of the wall. Hesitantly, he looked at Iris. “I didn’t look in the bag, 

though. Maybe he wasn’t in there. Maybe he didn’t die.”

Iris frowned. “His neck was broken. I heard it snap. So did you. Carl von Cosel 

was dead.”

“So was Sally. And then she came back. Maybe he did too.”

“But you saw him die. You were right there. You watched the undertaker cut him 

down from the scaffold. People don’t just come back from a broken neck.”

Cott looked at her, his eyes a little wild. “I don’t know what I saw anymore. The 

count wasn’t like the rest of us.”

Iris looked at him. “What do you mean?”

“The count was a really well-known doctor over in Europe. He was into all kinds 

of things during the wars. Scientists from all over the world still write him letters, asking 

for his help.” 
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Cott saw the doubt in Iris’s eyes. “What was he like?” Iris asked. 

The sheriff felt his pulse quicken. “Crazy. He was a nice man, but he was never all 

there, especially when it came to Elena. She was only fifteen when he fell in love with 

her, you know. She was just walking down Catherine Street one day and he saw her and 

that was it. He watched her for two years before they ever spoke.”

“Was she already sick when they met?”

Cott nodded. “Her family was poor and he did her x-rays for free. By the time he 

diagnosed her with tuberculosis, she only had a few months left. Elena was a beautiful 

girl, though. He would have done anything for her.”

Iris nodded. “What happened when he found out she was dying?”

“A lot of people around here say that’s when he lost his mind. He tried everything 

he could think of, but he couldn’t save her. Some people think that he overdosed her on 

morphine when the pain got to be too much for her to bear, but I don’t think so.”

“Why’s that?”

Cott hesitated. “He couldn’t let her go. The count got all sorts of things shipped in 

from Europe. He was down in Bahama Village every other day buying potions for her. He 

had that old witch that lives down there killing goats and throwing shells and howling at 

the moon to keep her alive. He even got Russ down at the salvage yard to help him draw 

up plans for a plane.”

Iris looked at him quizzically. “A plane? Why did he need a plane?”

Cott shook his head. “The count thought that if he could build a wooden plane in 

time he would be able to fly her away from death, like it’s a bad thunderstorm or 
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something. That crazy old man actually believed that if he just wanted it badly enough, 

the two of them could escape death and be together forever.” 

Iris bit her lip. “I’m guessing that his sanity deteriorated rapidly after Elena’s 

death.”

Cott nodded. “When that girl died, so did he.  After they locked her up in that 

mausoleum, all that was left of him was madness and desperation. He wanted her back.”

Iris sighed and put her head in her hands. The story was getting weirder by the 

minute. That, and Lens was no where in sight. She checked her watch and looked out the 

window of the café. She was worried about him. Lens hadn’t looked like himself when he 

left the coroner’s office, but then, Iris supposed that was understandable. She didn’t feel 

like herself, either. She was so tired, but every time she closed her eyes she saw the pale, 

waxy, burned face of Sally Brass in that old cemetery. The worst part of it had been the 

absolute terror screaming from the girl’s blue eyes, like she was in the midst of a horrible 

nightmare, which, of course, she was. For Iris, the nightmare was only just beginning. 

She shifted her gaze from the heartbroken man in front of her down to her leather 

notebook and scanned one of the pages. One bullet in particular caught her eye and she 

frowned. 

“What’s Bahama Village?”

Cott looked uneasy, and Iris was certain that she wasn’t going to like what he was 

about to say. She was about to prod him when the bell on the door of the café jingled and 

the front door of The Marigold flew open. The morning chatter in the café hushed and Iris 

turned in her chair to see the source of the sudden stillness. 
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The only word to describe the woman who walked into The Marigold was regal. 

She was an older woman, maybe sixty, but tall and elegant, with deep red hair piled on 

top of her head and held in place with glittering dragonfly combs. She wore a deep plum-

colored dress in a rich material and her neck and fingers sparkled with fine jewelry. She 

was a beautiful woman, and Iris could tell by the way that she carried herself that she had 

once been extraordinary. 

“Oh, Christ,” Cott said under his breath. “That’s all I need this morning.”

Iris glanced at him and then turned back to the woman, whom she had seen once 

before, the previous evening in the café with that waiter who had behaved so oddly. Her 

face was lightly tanned and slightly weathered, with crow’s feet creeping up on her gas-

light blue eyes. Worried lines encroached on her red mouth and when her eyes fell on 

Cott, the look radiating from them was distinctly troubled. Her painted lips were drawn in 

a narrow line, and as she approached their table, Iris noticed Cott’s disquiet increase 

tenfold. Before gracefully taking a seat in the third chair at the table, the woman fixed a 

glare on the crowd in the restaurant and their chatter resumed, albeit strained. Satisfied, 

she placed her glittering hands in front of her on the table and looked at Cott. 

“People are talking,” the woman said, her voice low and smoky. “I don’t know 

what happened, but it was something in the night and no one told me. I don’t like it when 

things happen in my town and no one bothers to tell me. I thought we had an agreement, 

Cott.” 

The woman hadn’t acknowledged Iris, but her eyes slid in her direction for just a 

moment. Cott’s face reddened and he bristled. Iris could almost feel the anger radiating 
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off his body. 

“Getty, I don't have to tell you a damn thing,” he said through gritted teeth. 

“You might feel differently come election time,” Getty said coldly. 

Cott’s face settled into a scowl. “I don’t need you to get the vote. You know that.”

“You didn’t need me,” Getty conceded, “That was before you let the mayor 

execute a man who didn’t deserve it. He was a great man, Cott. Nothing good is going to 

come from that mess yesterday.”

The sheriff stood up so quickly that he knocked his chair over. Everyone in the 

restaurant froze, but Iris noticed with amazement that no one dared hazard a glance in 

Getty’s direction. Two bright pink spots appeared on Cott’s cheeks. 

“Go to hell,” Cott said, and then he marched out the door. 

Getty’s eyes widened for a moment, as though she was sure that she had misheard 

him. Iris, however, was quite certain that everyone sitting in The Marigold that morning 

heard Cott Morand quite clearly. 
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Chapter 3: The Fever

The first time John Gabriel saw Ashley House, the crown jewel of Old Town, it 

reminded him of a wedding cake. The exterior of the antebellum mansion loomed over 

Caroline Street like a towering confection, frosted with flourishes. Bas relief pillars 

bloomed with vines carved into the wood, and cascades of roses, lilies, gardenias, 

hyacinths and Queen Anne's Lace blossomed skyward to flowering cornices and 

gingerbread trim.  Pale lavender shingles the color of freesia crowned the buttercream 

mansion, their hue matching that of the begonias that lined the front walk like breathy 

puffs of tulle. 

After his first house call in 1947, a few weeks after he graduated from medical 

school, Gabriel had been relieved to discover that no less care had been taken with the 

interior of Ashley House, or her occupants. The young doctor had been horrified at some 

of the emergencies he had been called to at brothels in Miami while he was in medical 

school. It was a common practice for doctors who taught at the school to bring students 

with them to assist on house calls, and he had seen some terrible things. Diseases ran 

rampant, and countless girls had been afflicted with tuberculosis and hepatitis, not to 

mention the garden variety of sexually transmitted diseases that seemed to infect the very 

air of the rundown shacks in Coral Gables and Coconut Grove. Compared to the places 
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he had been to, Ashley House was a resort. Getty genuinely cared about the health and 

safety of the girls who worked for her. She had rules, strict ones, which is the only reason 

that Gabriel could survive knowing that Marianne lived under her roof. 

A light knock sounded at the door. 

“Dr. Gabriel? John? Is it okay if I come in?” It was Alice. The high, thin voice of 

Getty's closest friend was unmistakable through the heavy teak door. 

Gabriel glanced at the unmoving figure on the four-poster bed. It had been twenty 

minutes since he last detected her heartbeat. The high fever that had afflicted her for most 

of the night while he sat at her bedside had cooled, too much. Marianne was too cold to 

be among the living. Gabriel put on a white surgical mask and tied it behind his head. He 

opened the door, just a crack. 

“Only if you cover your nose and mouth.”

The tall, ashy blond hesitated. Gabriel recognized that look. Alice wanted to see 

the girl, but she didn't want to be the next one to succumb to the 24-hour fever. 

“I'll come out there, if you like.”

Alice's shoulders sagged as she let out a sigh of relief and Gabriel eased into the 

hall and closed the door softly behind him. He removed the mask and stuffed it into his 

pocket. 

“Is Marianne better? Oh, John, it just happened so fast! I saw her before the 

execution yesterday –I sent her over to Getty at The Marigold—and she was absolutely 

fine. At sunset she was too sick to come down to dinner and by the time you got here she 

was hotter than a furnace. I'm so sorry I didn't call you sooner. Getty's been running 
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around like a madwoman ever since she heard about-”

“Alice, I'm sorry.”

Gabriel thought about the girl lying a few feet from him and he felt cold, too. 

Alice gasped and clapped her hands over her mouth, her eyes watering as if she'd been 

stung. Black tears trailed down her cheeks in a shimmering gloss of mascara with 

surprising immediacy and her fingers fluttered to the pink-and-white primrose necklace at 

her throat. 

“But she was so young,” Alice said. Her tears rendered her thin voice even 

thinner.

“I did everything I could.” As the words fell from his lips like rain, Gabriel 

thought they sounded like a confession. 

“Of course you did. Oh, Gabriel, I am so sorry. I know how you felt about her.”

Gabriel nodded and leaned against the cherry wainscoting that lined the long 

hallway that led to five of Ashley House's dozen bedrooms. The intricately carved cherry 

wood dug into his back. Gabriel noticed that the thick maroon and cream Oriental rug 

that usually stretched the length of the hall had been rolled up and removed, and the 

entire house smelled like lemons, vinegar and bleach. Alice had been very busy. 

“You were nice to her. I always thought that it was so sweet of you. And Marianne 

was just crazy about you. She was so proud of you for being a doctor.”

Alice wiped her cheeks and her ruined makeup smudged across her skin like a 

fresh purple-gray bruise. 

“Marianne was a wonderful girl.”
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Alice nodded, fresh tears making salty black tracks down her gray cheeks. 

“She was so lucky that you saw that about her. Not many people did. She was too 

ruined, I guess, even for this town. It must have been terrible for her sometimes, being 

around all of these lovely girls. Marianne must've always wondered what her life could 

have been like, if she hadn't been in that accident. And now this! Thank God her mother 

isn't here to see it. We were all devastated to lose Leah, of course, but how terrible for 

Marianne! To survive the accident that killed her mother.”

“Barely,” Gabriel murmured. He had been working at the Marine Hospital for 

only two weeks when Leah Rockwell's car crashed through the barrier on the Seven Mile 

Bridge and into the water. He had been driving back from seeing a patient on Big Pine 

Key when he saw a small crowd of motorists gathered at the edge of the 15-foot-high 

section of bridge. Leah's body was shattered against a concrete piling at the base of the 

bridge, and the crowd didn't need a doctor to tell them that Getty's close friend and 

longtime employee was dead. The car, an old Plymouth, was upended like the ships that 

wrecked on the shoals, and it was sinking like an anchor. It wasn't until the whole thing 

was nearly submerged that the woman standing next to Gabriel spoke up. “The girl was 

with her,” Isidore Lazlo, the mayor's wife, had said in her gravelly voice. “I think she's 

still in the car.”

Gabriel didn't remember thinking about the height of the bridge or the concrete 

piling or the sharp coral waiting in the clear waters below as he dove into the ocean. The 

water was mercifully shallow, only about ten feet deep, but his eyes burned when he 

opened them beneath the surface. His lungs seared and it took him three tries before he 
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was able to get to the car and pull Marianne through the broken windshield. He struggled 

to move her dead weight to the concrete piling, and then to put as much distance between 

Marianne and her mother's broken body as possible, just in case the girl should regain 

consciousness. He didn't want her to see that. In med school Gabriel had seen worse 

damage done to trauma victims, but not by much. And he had seen dead people with 

fewer injuries than Marianne. 

Gabriel looked at Alice, and realized that she was speaking to him.

“She was lucky that you were on that bridge that day, John. You gave her a few 

more years. I know you did everything you could to save her this time, too. No one 

expected you to bring her back twice.”

Marianne's injuries from the car accident had been far more serious than anything 

Gabriel had ever tried to treat on his own before. Shards of glass were embedded in her 

face, neck and throat. Both of her arms and most of her ribs were broken. A narrow sliver 

of windshield was perilously close to her jugular, and microscopic bits of glass were 

stuck to her hair and eyelashes. Her pale arms were covered in slicks of blood from a 

hundred tiny cuts, and every part of her body that wasn't red with blood was blue. Gabriel 

shouted for the people on the bridge to go for help and he began chest compressions to 

get her heart beating again. Water flooded from her lungs and Gabriel smiled when he 

heard Marianne's shallow breathing. A long time later, when he finally heard the siren in 

the distance, the girl opened her eyes. They were deep brown, and shone like mahogany. 

The glass in her eyelashes caught the light of the sun and glittered like frost when she 

blinked. “Am I dead?” Marianne had asked him. He touched the top of her head and felt 
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glass stick in his palm. “You were,” he had answered, “but I found you. And you're going 

to be okay. I'll make sure of it.”

Gabriel felt Alice's hand on his chest and he looked at her. Her mouth twitched

“I should probably call the funeral home,” Alice said quietly. “Getty'll be too 

upset to deal with this. She's had so much on her mind lately, what with the count and the 

girls getting sick and those kids coming down from Miami.”

“Miami?” Gabriel raised his eyebrows.

Alice's mouth went slack for a moment. “Oh, for a story on the count, that's all. 

Nothing you need to worry yourself about.”

“Oh. Well, don't bother calling Dean & Lopez. They don't want anything to do 

with this fever. I don't know if Getty told you, but they refused to prepare Sally and Lola 

for burial.”

“What? I didn't know that. Why did they refuse?”

“I told them I didn't know what they died from. This fever looks like a lot of 

things that I've read about, but I don't know what it is. I called a lab in Washington after 

Lola died, and they told me to make sure that the body was burned in order to reduce the 

risk of this thing spreading.”

“Burned?”

“To kill the bacteria.”

“It's contagious?” Alice brought a hand up to her mouth, eyes wide, and backed 

several steps away from the door. 

“I don't know. I haven't gotten sick, obviously, but I have a very strong immune 
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system.”

“Oh dear.”

“I'll call Tom Robbins and ask him to come remove the body. I'll see that she's 

properly cremated and bring the ashes back here.”

Alice shook her head and choked on her tears. “I don't know how you do this, 

John. You're so professional. I just can't stand that this has happened. Oh, goodness, and 

Getty has a party planned for this evening. We'll have to cancel it.”

Gabriel frowned. “I don't know that that would be wise. People are still so upset 

about yesterday, and I don't think that they should be burdened with hearing about 

Marianne's death so soon after the count's execution. Please, just get the girls to leave the 

house for a little while so that Tom and I can get the body removed and disinfect the 

room.”

“Of course.”

“And if anyone else looks the least bit unwell, you'll call me right away.”

“Yes.” 

“And please have Getty call me as soon as you're able to track her down. We have 

some things that we need to discuss.”

“I will. Thank you, Gabriel, for trying to save her.”

“I only wish I could have done more. Marianne will be greatly missed.”

“I’m not sure what you want me to say,” the old man said to Lens. Deep lines 

creased his forehead and his cheeks gave way to jowls above his stiff black collar. The 
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morning sunlight glinted off his balding pate, and the look in his flinty gray eyes was 

thoroughly bewildered. “The count never said anything to me about granting an 

interview, especially not to some paper in Miami.”

Lens frowned and stuffed his hands deeper into his pockets as the old sexton led 

him further into the Key West Historical Cemetery. The morning was bright and clear and 

the old graveyard was a very different place in the daylight. After spending a quiet hour 

staring helplessly at the wall of his hotel room, Lens decided that the only way to deal 

with his misery was to get back to work. It hadn’t exactly been his first inclination, but 

Lens knew that it’s what Iris would probably do in the same situation. She also wouldn’t 

desert you at the coroner’s office in the middle of the night, he thought to himself with a 

shameful cringe. 

“Can you think of any reason why the count wouldn’t tell you about arranging a 

meeting to speak to us?”

The sexton, whose name was Stanley Winniker, shook his head vehemently. His 

movements were stiff and slow as they walked down the cobbled path. “He wouldn’t do 

that. The count was a good man, but he wasn’t particularly trusting. He was butchered by 

the papers the first time around. At least the locals were inclined to give the man a chance

—you could never condemn a man who loved a girl as much as he loved Elena de Hoya. 

He would have walked through hell if he thought it would do her any good.”

Lens bit his lip and stared at the path ahead of them. The cemetery really was a 

beautiful place, in a sad, Southern Gothic kind of way, but it still gave him the creeps. 

Unlike every other cemetery he had seen, with their neat plots and well-tended lawns, the 
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wild landscape at the Key West Historic Cemetery was decidedly less well-behaved. 

Tombstones and aboveground plots and monuments crowded into each other, jockeying 

for visibility. Older graves, some from as far back as the 1800s, had crumbled, the bones 

inside long turned to dust. The names of their inhabitants were faded from the stones in 

the same way that their memories were faded from the world. Lens remembered the way 

that he used to hold his breath whenever he went by the stately old cemetery in Cincinnati 

because one of his friends told him that he would breathe in the dead and they would 

haunt him forever. Lens looked back at the sexton. 

“Even the locals condemned him, though,” Lens said. “There were a lot of people 

at the execution yesterday who wanted to see the count die.”

“There were a lot more who didn’t.” 

“And why is that?”

The count shrugged. “People liked him.”

Lens stopped and took a breath. These people are out of their minds, he thought to 

himself. He tried to think of a single scenario in which he could condone what the count 

did. 

“I get that, sir, but he lived with a dead girl for several years,” Lens hesitated, 

“Not to be indelicate about it, but the papers in Miami implied that he may have-”

“You don’t need to tell me what the papers in Miami implied,” the old man 

interrupted. “Down here we hear more than enough of what is implied about Key West. 

For Christ’s sake, you’d think the place was one big whorehouse full of outlaws and 

drunks. Do you realize that some of the greatest artists and writers of the 20th century 
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have lived down here at one point or another? Key West used to be the richest town in the 

country, before the Depression. Enough shipwrecks were salvaged from the waters off 

this town to pave the streets in gold. If that crazy old man wanted to dress up that dead 

girl and sleep with her, then I say that’s his business.”

The old man stood rooted in his spot, glaring at Lens, who wondered if Iris might 

not have handled the interview with a bit more dexterity. Of course, she had received a 

letter from the count. Lens tried not to think about how sick the thought of the count 

sitting down and writing that missive in his sinister script made him. 

“Are you absolutely positive that Carl von Cosel is dead?”

The old man looked at him for a moment with his mouth open. “What the hell 

kind of question is that? Of course he’s dead. The last time I saw him his neck was 

snapped in two pieces.” 

Lens looked thoughtfully at the sexton. So far, the old man hadn’t been able to 

provide any additional insight as to why he and Iris were summoned to Key West. The 

old man’s frown deepened. 

“What the hell is this about, anyway?” the sexton asked. 

Lens gestured for the old man to follow him over to a stone bench. His flinty eyes 

full of questions, he sat down next to Lens, who recounted the previous evening’s events. 

He started with the assignment that he and Iris had been given, to interview the count and 

find out where the bones and death mask were hidden, and ended with Sally Brass at the 

coroner’s office, and he left nothing out. When he finished, the old sexton’s face was gray 

and drawn, but there was a gleam in his eyes. 
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“Well I’ll be damned,” the old man said slowly. “Now that's a story.”

“Sally died shortly after we found her,” Lens reminded him, “She was badly 

burned and some of her wounds looked pretty severe.”

Something in the sexton’s face changed. “She was hurt?”

Lens nodded. “There was a death mask made out of some kind of wax adhered to 

her face. The wax blistered her skin and it looked infected. The coroner said that she 

probably died from shock.”

The old man shook his head vehemently. “The count’s not your man, then. He 

didn’t do this. I got to know Carl pretty well over the years, and he would never hurt 

anyone. He never touched Elena until long after she was dead, and even then he was 

careful.” 

“But what if he was trying to recreate Elena?”

The old man shifted in his seat and looked at Lens. “There was no recreating 

Elena for the count. If there was any man who could find a way to cheat death, my money 

would be on the count, but this isn’t his work. He didn’t do this. Yours is a different 

monster.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“After Elena’s remains were found missing for the second time, there were people 

in this town, including her family, who wanted him dead. They nailed him with trumped 

up murder charges, saying that he gave her the overdose of morphine, and he refused to 

contest it.”

The sexton gave Lens a significant look before he continued. 
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“Judge Cordry liked the count. After he was found guilty, the judge gave him two 

options. The first was fifteen years in jail, and keep in mind that the count wasn’t a young 

man, under the condition that he agree never to come back to Key West once he was 

released.”

“And the second was death?”

The sexton nodded. “Under state law, anyone who is convicted of a crime that 

carries a life sentence has the option of choosing execution. The count couldn’t face the 

idea of never coming back to Key West. There was never a question of his guilt. He laid 

out his crimes for God and everyone.”

The sexton rose shakily to his feet and Lens followed him. “He chose to be 

executed?”

“All he wanted was to be laid to rest with Elena. After she was gone, nothing 

really mattered to him. He dreamed of bringing her back, sure, but he knew that she 

wasn’t really in those old bones. The count did everything he could to make her look real. 

You should have seen the work that went into that death mask. He would never have done 

something like that slapdash job on Sally Brass. The man was an artist when it came to 

Elena, a real craftsman. Her remains are all the proof you need that the count didn’t have 

a hand in what happened to Sally.” 

They were back on the trail that led to the sexton’s office. The sun burned 

overhead and Lens’ mind raced. 

“Do you have any idea where we might find Elena’s remains? Is there anyone 

who might know?”
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The sexton shook his head. “He swore up and down that they were somewhere 

safe, but he never told me where.”

“Is there anyone he would have told?”

The sexton nodded. “Sure. The person who knew all his secrets.” 

“Are you going to tell me what that outburst was about or do I have to guess? 

Getty asked. Her eyes burned blue and they seared through Iris. An uneasy chatter 

resumed in the restaurant, though not quite at the level that it was at before. 

Iris looked at the older woman, and noticed the golden gleam at her throat and 

something in her brain stirred. Iris had a lot of unanswered questions, and she knew that 

Getty could fill in some of the blanks. The older woman’s willingness to share 

information, however, was another issue entirely. She didn’t have a way to compel Getty 

to answer her questions. Iris decided to test the waters, but Getty spoke first. 

“What are you doing here?”

“My name is Iris Elliot,” Iris started, but Getty cut her off, her voice razor sharp. 

“I know who you are,” Getty said, “I asked you what you were doing here with 

Cott. Something happened in my town last night and you’re going to tell me what.”

At this, Iris narrowed her eyes. “I don’t have to tell you a damn thing.”

The expression in Getty’s frosty blue eyes hardened. “I don’t care for your tone, 

Miss Elliot. What happened to Cott?”

Iris studied the older woman. Her even tone was forced, steel coated in honey, but 

the curiosity in her eyes was genuine. 
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“I got an assignment from my editor at The Herald in Miami to come here and 

interview Count Carl von Cosel. He said that he was ready to reveal the location of Elena 

de Hoya’s remains--”

“You need more fodder for that rag?”

Iris glared at her. “No one said anything about an execution. By the time I got 

down here, the man was swinging from a scaffold in Mallory Square. Maybe you can 

shed some light on that? Do you know if the count intended to reveal the location of the 

bones?” 

“If I did, I wouldn’t tell you. We don’t like to have our stories exploited down 

here.”

Iris frowned. “You don't seem to have a problem exploiting anything else.” 

Getty glared at her, and Iris found her eyes drawn to the necklace hanging from 

the woman's throat. It was beautiful, of course, but there was more to it than that. It was a 

symbol. It was important. It meant something to Sally, and to Getty, and to Lens. Iris felt 

a tug in her chest as she thought about Lens. 

Where is he? What could have possibly been more important than this? 

Two thoughts that had been lingering at the periphery of Iris’s consciousness 

crashed together with a synaptic pulse and Iris’s heart started to race. 

Getty caught Iris staring at her throat and Iris felt her ears get hot. 

“Key West is an awfully long way from Miami,” Getty said. “Did you come all 

the way down here by yourself?” 

“Yes.”
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Getty narrowed her eyes and her nostrils flared. “So you’re snoop and a liar.”

“How do you figure that?” Iris’s eyes glanced at Getty’s necklace and she waited. 

“A girl like you doesn’t come down here alone.”

“You’d be shocked at some of the things a girl like me does.”

That part, at least, was true, Iris thought to herself. Her activities in the past 24 

hours were beyond the scope of even her own imagination. 

A smirk tugged at the corners of Getty’s mouth. “You’re not alone. I know about 

Henry Burnside.” 

Iris’s face was a mask, but her heart jumped. She waited, and let Getty run with 

her triumph. 

“Like I said, Miss Elliot, I run this town.”

“You’re doing a damn fine job of it,” Iris said, her voice cold. 

Iris saw Getty’s cheeks flush and she felt the heat in her ears spread to her whole 

face. The cords in Getty’s throat tightened and she narrowed her eyes at Iris. When she 

spoke, her shout came out as a restrained hiss through gritted teeth. “I am a leader in this 

community.” 

“You run the whorehouse.” 

The look in Getty’s eyes was absolutely venomous. 

“I treat those girls like they’re my daughters.”

“I certainly hope you’re not holding your breath for a mother of the year award.”

Just then, the same waiter who had served Iris the previous day hesitantly 

ventured over to the table. Iris was vaguely aware of half the eyes in the restaurant 
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following him. Later on, she reflected that those eyes were the only thing that kept Getty 

from jumping across the table and throttling her. 

“Can I get either of you ladies anything?”

“Sweet tea,” Getty said through gritted teeth, her voice low and deadly. “With 

mint and a splash of bourbon. Is that right, Miss Elliot?”

Iris didn't say anything. 

The waited retreated quickly, and Getty turned back to Iris. 

“Alright, Miss Elliot, you’ve made your personal opinions clear. Now tell me 

what the hell you were doing with Cott Morand.”

Iris leveled her gaze at Getty. “We were talking about Sally Brass.”

Take the bait, you old hag. You're going to want to know this. 

The older woman’s eyes darkened and her mouth twitched and for a moment she 

appeared to be deeply troubled by Iris’s response. 

“Sally died of a fever last month. It was tragic and I understand that Cott is still 

upset. What does that have to do with you? I was with her when she died.” 

“I was with her when she came back.” 

In that moment, Iris watched as Getty’s confusion turned to horror. She was 

aghast and she was distraught, but Iris wasn't sure if she seemed altogether surprised.  

“Where? How?”

Iris told Getty about her experience in the graveyard the previous evening. When 

she was finished with her story, the woman’s face was clouded with utter disbelief. As 

she reached the end of her tale, Iris felt the full weight of the story fall upon her, and she 
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missed Lens. It bothered her that she missed him. She was tired, and she was worried, 

and she had a story that needed to be told. Before she reached the end, however, she had 

to know where it began, and therein lay the problem.  

“I need more information. Who was Sally Brass? Who would do this to her? What 

happens in Bahama Village?”

Getty’s lips tightened. “I won’t help you with this. I don’t know what’s going on, 

but it’s none of you’re goddamn business.”

Iris looked at her in disbelief. “Do you really think this is going to stop with 

Sally? How many others have died recently? Whoever did this had a reason and it doesn’t 

sound like you have any shortage of girls at that brothel of yours.”

“This conversation is over, Miss Elliot.”

No, it's not. Not even close. 

Iris stood up and glared at her. “When they find the next girl, just remember that 

you could have done something but chose not to.”

“Is there anything else you’d like me to know?”

“Yes. No one calls him Henry anymore.” 

After a wide, gaping silence that seemed to last millennia but was really only as 

long as it took Iris to walk to the door, Getty spoke. 

“Wait.”

Iris turned around. By this point, no one in the restaurant was even pretending to 

avert their eyes. Iris looked at Getty.

“Take him back to Miami. Please.”
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Iris shook her head. “We have work to do.”

Believe me, Getty, you're going to need us. 

Isidore Lazlo didn’t even flinch as the sharp silver needle pierced the translucent 

skin at the crook of her elbow. Gabriel knew that the cognac-colored liquid in the glass 

syringe burned like fire, but instead of crying out in pain, the older woman’s sagging 

mouth only twitched into a smile. Her eyes glazed over with a bluish euphoria, and she 

was at peace. 

“All done.” 

Kneeling on the floor next to Isidore’s elegant chaise, Gabriel gently removed the 

syringe from her collapsing vein and placed a cotton swab over the hole, one of a 

constellation of puncture marks on Isidore’s arm. He put a piece of tape over the cotton 

and looked at her. 

“I hope that didn’t sting too much.”

“Not at all, dear, not at all,” Isidore said. She smiled at Gabriel and took a long 

drink of champagne from one of her ever-present frosted goblets. “I’ve missed you this 

past week, Gabriel. I so appreciate your stopping by to see me.”

“I'm sorry I missed out usual appointment. I had a...trying...night. A patient died.”

Isidore's eyes fluttered. “Who?”

Gabriel looked her straight in the eye. “Marianne Rockwell.”

Silence. Her eyes searched his. 

“You're not sorry,” Gabriel said after a moment, his voice even. 
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“No. I'm sorry you lost a patient, because I know that upsets you.” 

“But you're not sorry that it was her.” 

“No,” Isidore said in a voice that didn't plead forgiveness. 

Gabriel nodded and felt his resolve strengthen. He had given Isidore a chance, and 

though he knew it wasn't an absolution, he could live with it. Marianne was worth a 

thousand Isidore's. A million. 

A shriek and a splash echoed from the terrace a floor below and Isidore frowned. 

“There’s never any peace around here,” Isidore muttered. “You would think in a 

house as large as this, I would be able to get some rest. You’re the only one who gives me 

that, Gabriel. I swear you’re an angel.”

The woman’s voice trailed off as the drug took hold and her eyelids drooped. 

Isidore reclined in her chaise and closed her eyes, the streaks of violet shadow on her lids 

coordinating with her dramatic kimono. With her pallid cheeks rouged and her eyes lined 

with kohl that matched her dyed black hair, Isidore looked like she was dressed for a 

performance. For a woman who opted to spend the majority of her life in repose, Gabriel 

reflected that Isidore Lazlo spent an awful lot of time on her appearance. 

After repacking his tools in his brown leather medicine bag, Gabriel stood by the 

chaise and watched his patient sleep. He had given her enough tranquilizer to knock out a 

horse, though he doubted it would last until the next morning. The years had not been 

kind to Isidore, and Gabriel was sorry for that. The skin around her face and mouth was 

thin and slack, with deep creases making her look far older than her 45 years. Her bright 

kimono was made of a fine, hand-painted silk that should have looked stunning against 
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her complexion but instead only emphasized how much her looks had diminished. 

The big, ugly, brick house at the end of Duval Street, better suited for an armory 

or a hospital than a family home, was transformed into Casa de Flores, a four-story 

midsummer palace that sparkled with Isidore’s attention. For many years, the halls rang 

with laughter, the grand parties drawing guests from as far as Marathon. And then, 

silence. The house itself still retained some of its vibrancy from those happy days, though 

the same could not be said of Isidore Lazlo. No, any happiness within the walls of Casa 

de Flores took place at a distance from the lady of the house. 

More shrieks of laughter rose from the terrace and Gabriel turned away from his 

patient’s rhythmic breathing. He settled into his favorite chair in Isidore’s darkened 

bedroom, the one next to the only window that wasn’t totally obscured by thick maroon 

and gold drapes. Another splash and gales of laughter exploded from the terrace below. 

Gabriel angled his chair for a better look. He leaned forward and cracked open the 

window as much as he dared. It protested with a horrible squeak but finally gave way, 

like it always did. He pressed his face against the glass and listened. 

“Violet, no!” Ruby Lazlo shouted as her sister pushed her to the edge of the bridge 

that spanned the saltwater swimming pool. The older girl held Ruby’s hands behind her 

back and pushed her to the precipice, which was several feet above the pool. Both girls 

were already soaked, their plaid sundresses dripping streams of water into their black and 

white saddle shoes. Ruby squirmed and Violet lost her balance, nearly sending both of 

them toppling into the water. 

“Say it, Ruby,” Violet insisted, “Say it!” 
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Ruby opened her mouth, only to dissolve into laughter a moment later. “I won’t. 

Sorry, Vi. You’re on your own this time.”

“I’ll let go.”

“Then I’ll take you in with me.”

Gabriel leaned in closer, resting his head on the marble window sill. The 

enormous saltwater pool was one of the most spectacular features of the Lazlo home. 

Isidore’s idea, naturally. The cool marble patio was landscaped with lush bougainvillea 

and the surface of the pool was often dotted with a fleet of fresh purple blooms. The 

terrace was landscaped with flowers and lush foliage. A small stone bridge covered by a 

lattice of tropical flora spanned the width of the seawater green pool, where 18-year-old 

Violet was holding her younger sister hostage. 

Though both girls had their mother’s fine bone structure, that was where their 

resemblance to Isidore Lazlo ended. Violet and Ruby were both fairly tall, with coppery 

hair and cinnamon eyes that glowed against their light skin. They were nearly identical, 

with even white teeth that matched the whites of their eyes. Until recently, the girls had 

even shared similar lighthearted dispositions, though Violet was beginning to resemble 

her mother in ways that troubled Gabriel. 

“Vi, c’mon,” Ruby implored, trying to disentangle herself from her sister’s grasp, 

“I’ll buy you a float at Sullivan’s.” 

“Not until you say it.”

“Fine. You’re Queen of the Bridge.” 

“And?”
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“And I won’t tell.”

“Pinky swear?”

“Let me die if I lie.”

“Okay then.”

“This time!” Ruby shouted. She dove into the pool and took Violet with her. A 

moment later both girls broke the surface, laughing and sputtering, their hair a mess of 

wet copper tangles that glinted in the sunlight like newly minted pennies. 

“I’m going to kill you!”

“Too bad you’re too slow to catch me.”

The terrace gate opened with a metallic clang and Gabriel’s interest in the scene 

below him heightened. 

“What in the hell are you two doing?” Tom Lazlo shouted. “Get out of the pool. 

You’re supposed to be with your tutor.”

Both girls swam to the edge of the pool and looked up at the mayor, their lovely 

faces pictures of remorse. Gabriel’s gaze was also drawn to the mayor, and especially to 

the fact that he wasn’t alone. Flanked by the ancient coroner and Sheriff Cott Morand, the 

aging, overweight mayor cast the girls a grim look of disapproval. Tom shook his head 

and strode into the house with his guests at his heels. It was only moments after the door 

shut that the girls burst out laughing. 

“Someone’s in a mood,” Violet said, hoisting herself out of the pool.

“Let’s get changed,” Ruby said. “I want to go to Sullivan’s.”

“You owe me a float,” Violet said. “Maybe they’ll have something new.” 
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Ruby snorted. “There’s never anything new. It’s always the same old boring 

things.”

Gabriel listened to the girls’ wet footsteps patter off the patio and he smiled to 

himself. He listened to Isidore’s deep, steady breathing. He stood up from his chair and 

retrieved his medical bag from his patient’s bedside, his chest thrumming with secrets. 

His thoughts ran rampant, jumping from the execution to the reporter to Ruby’s promise. 

He had a lot of work ahead of him. It was going to be another long night.  

Iris was well into her third sweet tea when Lens found her at The Marigold. 

Empty glasses and a half-eaten plate of conch fritters littered the table, which was spread 

from one end to the other with Iris’s notes. Lens watched her from the doorway for a 

moment and felt a pang of regret sear through his chest. He felt terrible about leaving her 

that morning at the coroner’s office. What he didn’t realize, however, was that he was 

about to feel much worse. 

“Iris.” 

Lens moved to sit down across from her but thought better of it when he saw the 

look on her face. 

“What?” 

Her voice was heavy like kerosene, Lens knew the smallest spark would set off an 

inferno. The bar was nearly empty, and Lens was glad. Iris sprang to her feet and Lens 

wasn’t sure if she was going to cry or slap him, like women always did in the movies. 

She did neither.
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“Where were you? You just left. I didn’t know where you went, or if you were 

okay or if you were dead in a ditch somewhere.”

“I’m fine. Iris, I am so sorry. I never should have left you-”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” Iris said, her eyes burning, “I was really worried. You 

just deserted me.”

A pained expression crossed Lens’ face. “I wasn’t thinking.” Clearly, Lens 

thought to himself. 

“I noticed.”

Lens knew that he should have stopped himself from saying what he said next, but 

his brain just wasn’t quick enough.

“Well, at least you were with the sheriff.”

Iris’s mouth dropped open. “In the coroner’s office. With a dead girl who has a 

case history of not staying that way. And the sheriff? He took me out back through a 

snake pit to a gigantic freezer to show me that the count’s body is missing. The sheriff is 

crazy, Lens. He thinks a ghost killed Sally Brass.”

“I’m sorry. I know this is scary, but you have to understand-”

“I’m not scared. I’m mad.”

Iris gathered up her notebook and stuffed all of the loose pages into it, threw a few 

dollars on the table and pushed past Lens. He ran his hands through his hair and hurried 

after her into the bright sunlight of Mallory Square. 

“Iris, wait. I’m sorry.” 

Lens picked up his step and followed Iris to the sidewalk that ran alongside the 
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waterfront. “It was important.”

Iris whipped around and faced Lens. “I could’ve come with you. We’re supposed 

to be working together on this story.”

Lens felt himself being baited, but he didn’t care. He wanted Iris to know the 

truth. A sparse crowd milled around the square. An old fishing boat had just docked at the 

pier and it was being unloaded by a weathered crew. 

I can't tell her. I have to tell her. 

“It didn’t have anything to do with the story,” Lens said quietly. 

“I know that,” Iris said, her tone softer, “I still would’ve come with you.”

Iris looked up at Lens, her eyes squinting in the bright sunlight that outlined the 

periphery of the heavy afternoon storm clouds. Lens was silent. 

“Why are you really here?” Iris asked. 

Lens sighed and walked over to a stone bench at the edge of the pier. He sat down 

and stared at the water. Iris sat down beside him. 

“I was born in Key West.”

Iris frowned. “I thought you were from Ohio.”

“I grew up there, but I was born down here. I didn’t even know until I started 

college and they needed a copy of my birth certificate. My mother never talked about it. 

When I asked her, she said that we lived here until I was three, when she married my 

step-father and we moved to Cincinnati.”

“Was your mother from Key West?”

Lens shook his head. “No. Her family was from Iowa. She left home when she 
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was 15. She never talked about her parents, either. Or my father.”

Iris looked at Lens and she understood. 

“His name is on my birth certificate. All my mother ever told me about him is that 

he’s dead. I don’t even remember him.”

“I’m sorry.”

Lens shrugged. “It’s hard to miss something you never had, I guess.”

“No, it’s not.”

Lens looked at Iris and smiled a little. “I’ve always wanted to know about him. 

What he did, what he looked like, who he was, you know? I never looked like my mother, 

so I always wondered if I looked like him.”

“What about your step-father?”

“He was a good man. He was always nice to me—he bought me my first camera 

when I was ten. He said I was the official family lens man. He always treated us really 

well.” 

“But he wasn’t your father.”

Lens nodded. “He was a lot older than my mother. He never had any kids of his 

own and he treated me like I was his real son. But I never saw myself in his face when I 

looked at him.”

Iris was quiet for a minute. “How did they die?”

Lens looked out at the water. “It was right after I graduated from college. 

Somerset had a business trip to Chicago and my mother went with him to shop. Their 

train derailed on the trip back to Cincinnati. A month later I got offered the job with The 
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Herald.”

“I’m so sorry, Lens.” 

Lens shrugged again. “It’s no one’s fault. It’s just weird the way things happen 

sometimes. I was all set to take a job with The Enquirer in Cincinnati when they died.”

“Why didn’t you stay?”

“I was going though my mother’s stuff after she died and I found a bunch of 

things from Key West. She had a photo album and maps and dresses- it was like she had a 

whole life that I never knew about, stuffed in her bottom dresser drawer. I even found a 

couple letters from my father. Iris, they were happy. He wasn’t a bastard or a drunk or 

anything like that, and she still left.”

“And you have to know why.”

Lens looked at her and nodded. “I’ve wanted to come down here for two years 

now and I never had the nerve. I don’t have any family left, and I feel like I have to find 

out about my father.” 

Iris smiled. Lens noticed that it was one of her real smiles, small but genuine, 

lovely but rare, and he appreciated it. “I'll help you.”

Lens watched Iris watch him, and he knew that she was going to ask the question 

he was dreading. 

“So what happened this morning?”

For a long time, Lens didn’t say anything.

“I came here to learn more about my father. I never expected to find out anything 

about my mother.” 
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Iris waited. Lens ran his hand through his hair before he continued. 

“My mother never talked about living down here, but she always wore this 

necklace. Somerset bought her tons of jewelry, really nice, expensive stuff from New 

York, but that was the only necklace she ever wore. She always wore different rings and 

bracelets and earrings, but never another necklace. I didn’t even know that it was 

engraved on the back until the hospital gave it to me when I went to collect their things 

after the accident. That was the first time I realized that Key West, and some place called 

Ashley House, had been really important to her. The exact same inscription was on the 

back of the necklace that Sally Brass was wearing. I didn’t mean to take it, but I had to 

compare them. Iris, they were the same. The design was different, but they were the 

same. I never suspected that she was a-”

Lens stopped and shook his head. Neither of them said anything for a minute. 

“She had a life before she was your mother. You can’t condemn her for that.”

“How could she do that? What about my father? Where the hell was he? And why 

did she wear the necklace for the rest of her life? You’d think she’d want to get rid of 

something like that.”

“Was she a good mother?”

Lens looked at Iris, surprised. “Yes.”

Iris was thoughtful. “Maybe that can be enough. For now.” 

Chapter 4

There had been many unfortunate days in Getty Crane's life, and Alice Eades had 

seen her through most of them. Alice had known the madam since the day she stepped off 
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the Flagler train from a town she never spoke of, fresh from a life she was determined to 

forget. Alice hadn't known anyone when she'd arrived in Key West, her past unpleasantly 

fresh in her memory, and she would never forget the first time she met Getty at the 

Swansea boarding house. The tall, imposing redhead with stormy gray eyes had been in 

an absolute fury at old Llorus Waller, the proprietor who had suddenly doubled his rate 

when Getty Crane had burst through the door like a woman on fire, stirred to a roiling 

boil after her most recent fight with her father. Alice remembered the way her own heart 

thundered and her voice shook when she timidly reminded Llorus that she'd paid a 

substantially lower rate herself just moments earlier, and the sudden raise in price wasn't 

really fair. As she stammered, her change, the few coins she had left to her name, had 

rattled in her fist. 

The proprietor had looked from Alice to Getty and then back to Alice with a sour 

expression on his withered face, turned down his lips, unlocked his cash box, and slid 

Alice's deposit back across the counter. Alice's mouth had fallen open in shock and in all 

the years that had passed since she had thought of a million cleverly barbed retorts to 

respond to the man's overt rudeness, though at the time she had been too upset to speak. 

Getty, of course, had not. As the towering beauty scooped up the crumpled bills and 

coins, she had showered Llorus with a diatribe of words so colorful that Alice's ears still 

burned whenever she thought of the look on the old man's face. With a satisfied huff, 

Getty had linked arms with Alice and ushered her from the boarding house, bags in hand, 

into her brand new life. 

“Well c'mon girl,” Getty had said as she towed her down Duval Street, “We're 
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burning daylight.”

Alice had been shocked, and probably close to tears, but still she went. “My 

name's Alice Eades.” 

Getty had looked her up and down and nodded briskly. “Congratulations on that. 

I'm Getty, and I have big plans. I'll bet you're a good person, aren't you? You seem like 

one. You'll be my friend, Alice. My best friend—everyone needs one. We'll have each 

other to be friends with, then, and we won't need anyone else.”

Alice had thought it over for a moment, and she nodded in agreement, never 

realizing what she was getting herself into. “Alright, I'll be your best friend.” 

Getty smiled, satisfied. “Good. With your help Alice, one day soon I'm going to 

run this town.”

Though it had been over 45 years since they had started up the cobbled street arm-

in-arm, Alice marveled at how little her dear old friend had changed. Her first impression 

of Getty hadn't been wrong. She was confident and capable, a woman born to rule. To 

those she held dear, Getty was loyal and trustworthy and honest and dedicated. Alice 

couldn't imagine anyone having a stronger friendship than the one she had with Getty. 

There was nothing Getty wouldn't do for those she loved, and nothing they wouldn't do 

for her in return. For everyone else, though, Getty Crane was a woman not to be trifled 

with. (Alice always cringed at the memory of poor Llorus Waller; Getty had snapped up 

the Swansea for a pittance when the market crashed years earlier and offered the 

proprietor unlimited use of a bungalow overlooking a large septic ditch when she leased 
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the place to the Navy for a handsome price during the war). Everyone knew that the 

madam took deep offense to slights and she had a long memory. As anyone in Key West 

who'd had the misfortune to cross Getty could testify, life could rapidly become quite, 

well...foul. 

“Dammit, Alice, how the hell did this happen?!” 

The funny thing about the worst days in Getty's life, Alice mused to herself as 

something shiny and crystal and undoubtedly expensive broke against the hardwood and 

scattered across the floor like chips of ice, was that they were never good for anyone else, 

either. Particularly Alice. Getty’s shout reverberated through the finely decorated rooms 

on the first floor of Ashley House, a handsome, old Victorian mansion at the edge of 

Catherine Street. A crystal decanter sailed across the parlor, hit the floral-papered wall 

and shattered. Getty stormed over to a corner table and poured herself a drink from an 

amber-colored bottle into a delicate snifter. 

 With a resolute sigh, Alice entered the parlor and quietly closed the big French 

doors behind her. She surveyed the scene in front of her and frowned. 

It had been many years since Alice had seen Getty cry, but the effect was no less 

spectacular then it ever was. Her gray-blue eyes sparkled like pools of lightning, her face 

awash in bitter rivulets of tears. Bits of shattered crystal covered the thick Persian rug like 

fallen stars, and Alice noted that the contents of Getty’s antique desktop had been 

launched across the room. 

“Getty. Enough.”

The older woman halted, suddenly aware that she wasn’t alone. Getty crossed the 
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room and poured herself another drink. She looked at Alice again, the misery in her eyes 

bottomless.

“Everything's ruined. Carl's dead, and now Marianne. And Sally...”

“Sally?” Alice though back to the first girl who had been taken by the fever. She 

shot Getty a questioning look but she shook her head. 

“Is this what I brought Henry back for?”

Alice sighed and started picking up the items that had survived Getty’s wrath. The 

framed pictures of her with the girls and the globe-shaped marble paperweight that had 

been there for as long as Alice could remember appeared to be unscathed, but the same 

could not be said for the crystal decanter set and a fine golden nautical compass, whose 

gleaming components were now strewn throughout the parlor. 

“I just wanted to see him,” Getty said, her hands falling limply into her lap, “It 

was only supposed to get him down here.”

Alice frowned. “I don’t see what you’re so worried about.”

Getty hesitated for a moment, drying her eyes with the tips of her glittering 

fingers. 

“The girl and I got off on the wrong foot.” 

Alice felt as though Getty was finally circling around what was truly bothering 

her. The fever had thrown Ashley House into absolute upheaval, and Henry finally 

coming home after all of Getty's plotting and planning had been stressful, and the full 

weight of the recent deaths, especially Marianne's, would be incalculable once it was 

truly felt. But there was something else bothering Getty. Alice listened to her fitful chatter 
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for another minute or two, until she heard the distinctive break in Getty's voice that she 

had come to know so well. When she spoke again, there was no trace of anger, only fear. 

“She's Cora all over again,” Getty said finally in a voice that wasn't so much as 

whisper as a loss of sound. 

Ah, Alice thought to herself. There was nothing that Getty despised more than 

fear, and nothing she had ever feared as much as Cora. Never had there been a woman as 

determined, independent and stubborn as Henry's mother Cora, with the sole exception of 

Getty Crane herself. 

“Iris is so sure of herself. She doesn’t have any business doing the things she 

does. Traipsing around graveyards in the middle of the night, dragging poor Henry into 

situations…”

“What?!” 

Getty was quiet for a moment, a troubled look darkening her elegant features. She 

twisted one of her rings, a large amethyst set in white gold and flanked by pink sapphires, 

around her finger. 

“Sally came back in the graveyard last night.”

Alice gaped at Getty and listened in horrified disbelief as she told Iris’s story. By 

the time she was finished, Alice was white and her hands were shaking.

“But how? My God, Getty, do you think Carl’s behind this?”

“No.”

“But he’s the only one who-”

“It wasn’t Carl. I’d bet my life on it.” Getty shot her old friend a withering look. 
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“By the time they finished with him yesterday, it was a miracle that his head was still 

attached to his body. I’m afraid that we have a new madman in Key West, and from the 

sound of it, he’s not nearly as considerate as Carl.”

“So what happened to his body?”

“I don’t know, but he was dead when they hauled him out of Mallory Square.”

Alice shook her head. “Try telling that to the rest of the town. No one’s going to 

believe that Carl wasn’t responsible for what happened to Sally.”

“I know that. But I also know that he was in jail for nearly three months before 

Sally got sick.” 

Alice bit her lip. “She just died so fast. All three of them did. I never saw anyone 

get that sick that fast, and then three of them in as many months…”

“I know,” Getty said. “Believe me, I think about it every day.” 

“And you’re sure it wasn’t the count? Maybe he was just playing a trick on all of 

us.”

Getty shook her head. “He’s dead. As far as I know, they don’t make any potions 

or firecrackers in Bahama Village that can cure a broken neck. Besides, he would never 

do something like that to one of my girls.”

Alice didn’t say anything. She had never liked the count, even before Elena. She 

never understood Getty’s faith in the man, especially after all of his crimes were revealed. 

Alice, for one, was relieved that he was gone. 

“What am I going to do? I don’t want Henry involved with this mess. I’ve been 

waiting for an opportunity to see him for 20 years. This is supposed to be my moment. I 

92



just want to find him and tell him everything.”

“You want him to love you,” Alice said. “You want him to love Key West. You 

want him to stay here forever. You want everything.”

Getty frowned at her. “God only knows what he heard from Cora, and now I’ve 

got Iris to deal with too.”

Alice had never seen her old friend look so despondent. The woman she knew 

was fearless and it unnerved Alice to see Getty lose hope in something that she wanted so 

badly. 

“I don’t want Henry involved with this, whatever it is. The last thing I need is for 

them to be chasing around after a lunatic.”

Alice nodded. Like Getty, Alice was a woman who collected favors. It was time to 

call one of them in. 

The old brass lock shattered on the third try and Cott Morand had both of his 

hands on Lens’ collar before he could scramble out of bed. 

“Where is he?” Cott shouted, his face millimeters from Lens’. His breath smelled 

like coffee and rum and Lens could feel the heat radiating off the sheriff’s skin. 

Lens looked at him, startled, puzzled and still half asleep. He knew that he had 

been out cold for hours and he had no idea what time it was, which only added to his 

confusion. 

“What?”

“Where is he?” Cott repeated through gritted teeth. 
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The sheriff pushed Lens against the wall, knocking over a glass Tiffany lamp in 

the process. The lamp hit the wood floor with a sharp crack and Lens drew in a breath, 

his panic quickly melting into mild hysteria. He was wide awake now, but he still had no 

idea what Cott was talking about.

“Who?”

“Stanley Winnicker.”

“Are you drunk?”

Cott shoved him again and let go. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out 

a pair of handcuffs. Lens looked at the sheriff incredulously. 

“You can’t be serious.”

“Try me.”

Lens put his hands up in front of him and eased away from the wall. His body was 

exhausted. His bones ached and his neck hurt. After the previous day’s events, Lens had 

been relieved to come back to the inn and fall into bed. Iris had suggested that they get 

some sleep before comparing their notes, and Lens had readily agreed. Cott Morand in 

his face was the last thing Lens had expected to wake up to. 

“I saw Stanley Winnicker at the cemetery this morning. He was fine.”

“Then what happened?”

Lens shook his head. “I have no idea what you’re-”

“What are you doing?!” Iris charged through the doorway from her room across 

the hall, her outfit wrinkled and her mossy green eyes fixed warily on Cott. In a few 

seconds, she was standing between the sheriff and Lens, her eyes staring daggers at Cott. 
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“He was at the cemetery this morning,” Cott said, jabbing a finger into Lens’ 

chest. “The secretary said he checked in at the desk and then went for a walk around the 

grounds with the sexton.”

“So?”

“That was the last time anyone saw him. He missed three appointments today. 

One of the maintenance men found a pool of blood on the footpath. Anything you want to 

tell me about that?”

“I didn’t do anything to him. We just talked.”

“This is ridiculous!” Iris said. 

“You’re coming down to the station until we get this sorted out. Both of you.” 

Cott reached around Iris and grabbed Lens by the arm. He led him out of the room 

and down the stairs with Iris following at their heels. 

“Iris, call Harry.” Lens said over his shoulder. 

Cott came to an abrupt stop in the front lobby and glared from Lens to Iris. 

“I’ll bet you can’t wait to write this up, can you? Big city reporters getting 

roughed up in the sticks. You might even make the front page.”

“Excuse me?”

“I never should have trusted you,” Cott said. His voice was cold. “All you want is 

a story. The only thing you see in this whole mess is a headline. You don’t care about 

Sally or anything else.”

“What the hell is your problem?” Iris asked, her face inches from Cott’s, her voice 

never wavering.
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“Iris--” Lens started. 

“No. The sheriff and I had a nice chat this morning. What I want to know is what, 

or who, happened in the last eight hours to convince you that Lens and I had anything to 

do with this? I swear to God everyone in this whole damn town is crazy.” 

Cott hesitated, and for a moment he looked unsure of himself. Iris saw his 

hesitation and seized her chance.

“You going to waste an awful lot of time questioning us when you should be 

looking for Mr. Winniker,” Iris started. At that moment she was interrupted by a shriek 

from the surly owner of the Mayflower Inn. 

“Keep your voices down. This is an inn, not Sloppy Joe’s at high tide,” Louise 

Miller said. 

She spotted Cott, who was still holding Lens by the arm, though with much less 

conviction. Louise looked from him to Iris suspiciously. 

“I knew they were up to something,” Louise said. 

Her voice was expectant and there was a vicious gleam of delight in her eyes. A 

nasty smile played across her sour face. The middle-aged woman with frazzled gray-

brown hair was swathed in a bright pink-and-purple flowered muumuu that clashed with 

her garish tangerine nail polish and lipstick. 

“I just want to ask them a few questions, Louise. There’s nothing to be alarmed 

about.”

The older woman nodded her head so vigorously that Iris was sure her neck 

would snap, and when she spoke it was apparent that she hadn’t heard a word the sheriff 

96



had said. 

“Doesn’t surprise me, Sheriff. Not one bit.”

“What?” Iris said. 

“They’ve been nothing but trouble since they rolled into town in that big fancy 

car. They’re in and out at all hours. I’m sure all of the guests have been terribly 

disturbed.”

“We are all the guests,” Iris said through gritted teeth. “Unless you’re hiding Lucy 

and Ricky in that back office, in which case you might tell them to keep it down.”

Lens noticed that Iris’ face was getting red, and also that Cott let go of his arm.

Louise ignored her. “Banging around, slamming doors, leaving the rooms a mess. 

I’ll tell you one thing, though, Sheriff, it ain’t the boy you need to be worrying about.”

Cott looked at her with interest, but put the handcuffs away. “Oh yeah?”

Louise nodded. “It’s the girl who’s trouble. Not even married, out with that boy all 

night long. When I first saw her, I just assumed she was headed over to Getty’s place. 

You know how the whores are. You can’t trust any of them.”

Cott stiffened, but Louise didn’t notice and kept on in her matter-of-fact tone, 

thrilled to have an audience. 

“And she treats the place like it’s her own personal post office, what with all the 

letters.” 

Iris looked at Louise, dumbfounded. 

“One letter,” Iris said. “I got one letter.”

Louise sniffed and walked over to the desk. 
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“Well, here’s another. You know, Miss Elliot, I’m not your secretary and I’m not 

in charge of your personal correspondence. I’m quite busy.” 

Iris strode across the room and tore the small white letter from Louise’s 

Technicolor hands. She glared at the woman, who shuffled off to her back room in a huff. 

Iris frowned at the letter. 

“Who’s it from?” Cott asked. 

“Who do you think it’s from?” Iris said, her tone glacial. She slid her pinky 

through the flap of the envelope and Lens noticed that her hands were trembling. Iris 

pulled a small ivory card from the envelope and Lens’ eyes never left her face as she read 

the letter. Something in his chest froze as he watched the color drain from her face. For 

the first time since they stepped foot on the island, Iris looked genuinely scared. 

“Iris, what is it?” Lens asked. 

Iris looked at both Lens and Cott and the letter fell from her fingers and fluttered 

to the ground. 

“It’s a wedding invitation.” 

The bride and groom were suspended from the tallest beam in the small chapel, 

their necks noosed with lengths of rope. Vibrant hues of pink, purple, blue and green bled 

through the stained glass windows that ran the length of the chapel above wide, airy 

doorways that lined the east and west walls, painting what could have been a scene from 

the Garden of Eden on the bride’s delicate lace train. The tips of their shoes, his black and 

shining, hers satin ballet slippers, dangled a couple of feet off the polished wooden floor, 
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swaying lightly like rag dolls as an almost imperceptible breeze threaded through the 

chapel. 

“Mendel,” Cott said. The sheriff, huddled at the head of the aisle with Iris and 

Lens, turned around and called to the shaky young officer who reluctantly drove them to 

St. Mary’s. 

“Yes, sir,” the white-faced Officer Mendel said from a fair distance behind them. 

Officer Mendel hesitantly met them at the head of the aisle, saw the scene at the 

other end of the chapel, and promptly turned back around without a word. He returned to 

his self-appointed post at the doorway at the farthest end of the rear of the chapel, ready 

to bolt. Cott glanced from Iris to Lens and back to the young officer. Lens could tell from 

the look in Cott’s eyes that he, too, would give anything to be anywhere but St. Mary’s 

Star of the Sea.

“Find a phone and call Smith and Rios. Tell them to get down here right away. 

Tell them to bring the coroner. And the mayor. Hell, tell them to bring everyone.”

“Yes, sir.”

The young officer nodded and slipped out the side door of the airy chapel, where 

he spent the next little while loudly throwing up in the bougainvillea in St. Mary’s sacred 

grotto. Lens knew just how he felt. 

“We should wait for them,” Cott said. His hand rested on his gun. 

Lens nodded in agreement, glad to see that the sheriff was finally acting in a 

sensible manner. Iris started down the aisle. 

“Iris, no,” they both said, their dismay echoing through the rafters. 
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Iris ignored them and kept walking towards the beautiful white altar. Carved from 

bleached coral, the altar was illuminated by the golden sunset filtering through a large 

stained glass window that depicted Our Lady, the Star of the Sea and baby Jesus with 

white halos over a stormy green ocean beneath a congress of angels. Emerging from the 

gale in vivid colors of blue, gold, red and orange were ships and lighthouses, safe from 

the peril of the sea. 

After a moment, Lens and Cott followed her. For the second time in as many 

days, Lens felt bile rise up in his throat. The only thing that kept him from turning around 

and running for the door was Iris, the woman who led him through the graveyard at 

midnight; Iris, who walked through a yard of snakes under the black, black sky seeking 

nothing more than the truth. 

“This is terrible,” Iris said. 

Lens watched at she got as close as she dared, and then she got closer. 

The crown of the sexton’s head was crushed like a crater and most of his soft 

white hair was matted with dark blood. Purple ligature marks strangled what was visible 

beneath his noosed throat. His neck was bent at an odd angle, as though his head had 

fallen off and been reattached with careless hands. The expression on his face was one of 

the utmost surprise and his fuchsia-rimmed eyes, bloodshot maps traversed with broken 

vessels, bulged out of their sockets. If he hadn’t been hanging there with the top of his 

head bashed in, Iris would have guessed the old man died from holding his breath for a 

moment too long. His limbs were stiff with rigor mortis and Iris knew that if she touched 

him, his pallid skin would be as cold as death. Iris turned around and glanced at the men 
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standing behind her. Lens had his eyes closed and his mouth tightly shut and Cott had one 

hand backed against his mouth and the other clutching his gun. He looked at Iris and 

shook his head. 

“We should wait outside.” His voice was quiet. It was as though he was afraid of 

waking the dead. 

“No.” 

Iris stepped back several feet until she was standing next to the sheriff and Lens. 

When Lens opened his eyes and they finally rested on the horrific tableau in front of 

them, Iris’ heart seized for a moment because she was almost certain that he had stopped 

breathing. 

At first, Lens didn’t even feel Iris’ fingers clutching his elbow. In fact, he didn’t 

feel much of anything. It wasn’t right for something so hideous, something so unholy, to 

be on display in that lovely little chapel. And yet, there it was. 

The girl’s eyes were closed, the tawny wax adhered cleanly to her skin like a layer 

of fondant icing. The wax was the color of the café con leche the old Cuban men served 

at the fragrant stands lining Duval Street. The girl wore a long, white wedding dress that 

was maybe a size too big for her, the ivory tulle hanging from her thin frame. Her mask 

looked almost like a real face, though Lens noticed with horror that there were deep 

incisions stretching from ear to ear beneath her jaw line. The stitches were clean, though, 

and if it were not for the violent purple marks encircling her throat beneath her glittering 

pink sapphire and diamond hibiscus pendant, Lens would have though her to be asleep. 

Her long black hair was held up by beautiful jeweled hairclips and the makeup on the 
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death mask was muted and tasteful, not like the garish reds and blues painting Sally 

Brass. She was a young woman dressed for her wedding day. A horrifying thought 

occurred to Lens. 

“Oh my God, we have to get her down! She might still be alive.”

Lens looked wildly around the chapel for a chair, a ladder, anything to stand on.

“It’s too late,” Cott said. 

Iris gripped her nails deeper into his arm and shook her head. 

“They’re both dead.”

“But Sally…”

“Look at her lips,” Iris said quietly. “He didn’t take any chances this time.”

Bewildered, Lens craned his neck to look at the girl’s corpse. Her body was rigid 

and Lens examined her lovely wax face. Her light pink lips were flecked with tiny glints 

of gold around the edges, outlined at even intervals like a shimmering constellation. 

“What is that?”

“They’re sewn shut,” Cott said. 

The sheriff took his hand off his gun and shook his head. He walked over to the 

first pew, sat down, and put his head in his hands. For a moment, nobody said anything. 

Lens couldn’t tear his eyes away from the girl. 

“Why?”

Lens looked more closely at the hanged woman and saw that her nostrils were 

plugged with the same tawny wax that was adhered to her face like a second skin. Lens 

shuddered and then realized that her eyes had been shut with the same golden thread. His 
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stomach churned. 

Cott let out a long, slow breath, and then “God damn it.”

Iris let go of Lens and walked over to the first pew. She sat down next to Cott, 

notebook and pen in hand. 

“Do you know who she is?”

Cott said nothing, only staring at the body. 

“She’s one of the girls from Ashley House,” Lens said. Iris looked at him. 

“Are you sure?”

Lens nodded. “She has a necklace.”

Cott nodded and sat up in the pew, a look of quiet fury darkening his face. 

“Her name is Lola Morena. She’s one of Getty’s. I mean, she was. She came over 

from Havana last year and she died from a fever last month. At least, we thought she did. 

Lola was a nice girl.”

“Why did he sew her mouth shut?” Lens asked. 

Cott swallowed and wiped a thin sheen of sweat from his forehead. 

“In the final weeks of Elena’s life, the count was in Bahama Village every day, 

buying stuff to save her. He must have learned about it there.”

At the mention of the count Iris rolled her eyes, but she didn’t say anything and 

Cott didn’t notice. 

“Learned about what?”

“When someone dies in Bahama Village, they stuff the person’s mouth with dirt 

and sew it shut so that they can’t come back to life.”
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There was silence in the chapel as Cott’s words settled around them. 

“Has that sort of thing been a problem around here?” Lens ventured. 

Cott shrugged. “The people in Bahama Village bury their dead as soon as 

possible. No embalming, no wake. I’ve heard about drunks in the village passing out and 

waking up under a few feet of dirt, yeah. Sometimes they can claw their way out, if 

they’re lucky.”

Lens’s jaw dropped in disbelief and Iris frowned. “Do they practice voodoo or 

something over there?”

Cott nodded. “Santeria. It’s kind of like voodoo. Close enough that you don’t want 

to mess with it. My officers won’t go into the village without extra pay, and even then 

some of them refuse. You can’t even imagine some of the stuff they get up to over there.”

Iris was quiet for a moment.

“You still think the count did this, don’t you?”

Cott let out a hollow, bitter laugh. 

“It’s kind of obvious, wouldn’t you say?” Cott gestured up at the bodies hanging 

from the rafters. “An old man and a beautiful young Cuban woman hanging from the 

ceiling in a Catholic church—who else do you suppose we could pin this on?” 

Iris raised her eyebrows. “I don’t know, maybe someone who wants it to look like 

the count killed these people for revenge.”

“Or the count himself,” Cott said.

“You can’t put this off on a ghost.”

Iris’s voice rose and Lens saw her cheeks color. 
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“Watch me.”

“You’re wrong,” Iris said, glaring at him. 

“The count did this.”

“An hour ago you thought Lens and I were involved.”

Cott let out an exasperated sigh. “That was a misunderstanding. There are people 

in this town who don’t want you around. But this is different.”

“Trading one irrational explanation for another doesn’t make you right,” Iris said. 

Cott met her glare. “I couldn’t be any more convinced that the count did this if he 

sent us an invitation to the crime scene. Oh, wait, there’s one right here.”

Cott pulled the invitation from his front shirt pocket. Iris stood up and took the 

small note from his hand, her face burning. She crossed the aisle to the other set of pews 

and sat down. Lens noticed that her hands were trembling again, though this time he was 

pretty sure that fear had nothing to do with it. He walked over to the pew and sat down 

beside her. The invitation lay open in her hands and together they read it for the tenth 

time. 

My dear Miss Elliot, 

Storms are fickle friends on our fair isle of bones, and you, my brave Miss  

Elliot, weather them better than most. The tempest has not passed, however, and 

there is still much to be done before we see our story to its final end, if there was 

ever such a thing as an end. It is with delight, no, rapture, that I watch your 

progress, you brilliant girl. Another headline for your troubles, then. Please  

accept my cordial invitation to attend the blessed union of an enchanting young 
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woman and the man who loved her at the St. Mary Star of the Sea chapel. It will  

do you well to remember, Miss Elliot, now and forever, that the devil’s in the 

details. Keep a weather eye. 

Ab initio

Count Carl von Cosel 

“Where the hell is everyone?” Cott said, breaking the silence in the chapel. Iris 

looked at him, her mouth drawn in a tight line. 

“You mean you don’t have them chasing after a ghost?”

“Everyone please! There is nothing to be afraid of. I need your full cooperation,” 

Cott said to the half dozen officers lined up in the grotto of St. Mary’s Star of the Sea. At 

the edge of the grassy yard stood a Catholic priest and three nuns from the convent next 

door. 

A chorus of doubtful murmurs rose up from the blue-clad officers, the shiny 

buttons on their uniforms glinting in the last golden rays of sunlight. Two large German 

shepherds flanked either end of the column, warily eyeing the silent chapel. Finally, the 

silence broke in a flurry of objections. 

“There’s never been murders like this down here.”

“Yeah, who the hell does something like that?”

“It’s the count. He’ll kill us all.”

“Can’t you see he’s sore about being hanged?”

“I am not going in there.”
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Cott raised his hands above his head and shouted to be heard. 

“We have to get them down from the rafters so that the coroner can examine the 

bodies. I want to know what happened to them. I don’t know about you all, but I want to 

know how they died.”

Cott’s statement was met by six incredulous faces. A heavy set officer spoke up. 

“They were hanged, just like the count.”

Cott started to say something, and then hesitated. 

“Is it true then, what everyone’s saying happened last night with Sally? We all 

heard that she came back to life in the cemetery.”

Lens watched as Cott looked around the grotto and then back at his officers. 

“Yes. It’s true.”

Groans of disbelief echoed through the graveyard. Cott took a deep breath, looked 

at Lens and Iris, and then fixed his gaze back on the officers. 

“This is Iris Elliot, a reporter from the Herald, and her photographer, Lens 

Burnside. There’re going to be helping us on this case. Last night Miss Elliot received a 

letter from someone who identified himself as the count and he told them where to look 

for Elena de Hoyos’s remains. Instead, they found Sally in a shallow grave with a wax 

death mask adhered to her face like the one the count created for Elena.”

Cott looked at the officers and the clergy, and Iris noticed that each of them was 

hanging onto his every word. He continued. 

“Sally woke up briefly and died from shock a short time later. Officer Mendel was 

the first officer on the scene and I commend him for his quick thinking. Miss Elliot 
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received another letter today. It led us here, where we discovered the bodies of Lola 

Morena and Sexton Stanley Winniker. Sexton Winniker was known to be alive as late as 

ten this morning. At this time, all three crimes appear to have been committed by the 

same person.”

Cott glanced at Iris for a moment, a flicker of doubt in his eyes, and then looked 

back at the small crowd in the grotto. 

“Everyone, I know this looks like the work of the count, but we have to remember 

that Carl von Cosel is dead until proven otherwise. The only way to figure out who did 

this is to examine the bodies and see what they can tell us.”

“You want us to go in there,” the heavy set officer said flatly. 

Cott nodded and Iris spoke up. 

“We’ve been led to three bodies in less than two days. This isn’t going to stop 

with Lola and the sexton. Whoever’s doing this is out for blood, and we need to find him. 

He had a purpose and he’s motivated by something, and at this point we have no idea 

what. He’ll keep going until he is stopped.”

The officers looked reluctantly at one another, a few of them nodding in 

agreement, and began to file into the church. Iris watched the reluctant procession and 

looked at the golden sky with concern. 

“We’re losing light fast,” Iris said. 

A worried looked crossed Cott’s face. “What time is it?”

Lens checked his watch. “Ten after seven.”

Cott frowned. “We have maybe an hour before nightfall, if we’re lucky. My men 
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aren’t going to want to be working in there once it gets dark. I can’t say that I blame 

them.”

Iris bit her lip. “What are we waiting for? Why can’t they get them down?”

“The coroner’s not here yet,” Lens said. “They can’t move the bodies without the 

coroner seeing them first.”

“Officer Mendel moved Sally Brass.”

“Sally was alive,” Cott said. “We have to have the coroner sign off before any 

dead bodies can be moved from the scene of the crime. I also wanted the mayor to see 

this. He expressed doubt earlier about the gravity of the situation, and I think this may 

change his mind. Mendel!”

Officer Mendel jumped at the sound of Cott’s voice. He was across the grotto, as 

far away as he could get from the chapel, mingling with the clergy. The young officer 

looked up at Cott, startled, but made no move to join the sheriff near the chapel doors, 

which were directly parallel to the crime scene. Cott shook his head and started over to 

him, muttering all the way.

“Quick thinking, my ass. That kid is a total waste of space. I swear to God.” Cott 

glanced back at Lens and Iris. “I’ll be right back.”

“This is taking way too long. If the count left behind any clues, we’ll never find 

them,” Iris said. 

Lens raised his eyebrows. “Have you been hanging out with the Miami PD?”

Iris shook her head. “Sherlock Holmes, and let me tell you he’s a hell of a lot 

more useful than that Hemingway crap you read.”
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“So now you think the count did it?”

“No, I don’t. I just don’t have anything else to call him.”

Lens nodded and put his hands in his pockets. He walked over to the rough-hewn 

coral structure that rose out of the ground about twenty feet from the chapel. It was 

covered with island flowers and waxy red candles, pictures, statues and handwritten 

notes. Lens knelt down on the rough, plasticky Florida grass and noticed a small, pewter-

colored plaque affixed to the face of the towering stone. He steadied himself with a hand 

on the porous coral and read the plaque: 

Grotto of Our Lady of Lourdes

We thank Thee, Blessed Mother dear,

When we with grateful heart revere

Protect us from the winds, the rains

That come from storms and hurricanes.

-Eugenia Rivas

Lens felt Iris walk up behind him and he stood up. 

“Did you read that?” Lens asked Iris, pointing at the plaque. 

Iris nodded. “According to a local legend, the presence of this grotto makes the 

island impervious to hurricanes. Fifty years ago, a nun named Sister Mary Louis Gabriel 

was instrumental in building the grotto. She placed the island under the protection of St. 

Mary, the patron saint of the Star of the Sea church, and said that a hurricane would never 

destroy the island of Key West as long as the grotto stands.”
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Lens raised his eyebrows, impressed. 

“Have you been reading up on Key West, too?”

Iris smiled. “No, I got cornered by Sister Mary Thea on the way back from the 

ladies’ room. I swear, she could work for the tourism board. She also told me that this 

year is the church’s 100th anniversary.” 

“Good to know.”

Iris looked through one of the full length doorways at the crowd of policemen 

standing around the altar, gaping up at the bodies. At that moment, Cott jogged across the 

yard back to where Lens and Iris were standing. 

“Where’s the coroner?” Iris asked.

“He’s with the mayor,” Cott said, his voice laced with irritation. “They’re drinking 

themselves under the table at Sloppy Joe’s. Officer Rios finally tracked them down in the 

private room, throwing back Americanos like there’s a run on Campari and sweet 

vermouth.” 

Iris’ jaw dropped. “The mayor?”

Cott nodded.

“But the coroner’s, like, 70,” Lens said. 

“Well, I don’t think he’s spent a full day sober since he was in high school,” Cott 

said, “And I know the mayor hasn’t. I just sent for the undertaker to cut the victims down, 

but I want those bodies examined tonight and the coroner’s in no fit state to do it. There’s 

another doctor in town and one of my officers said he just saw him at Ashley House. I 

don’t even want to know what he’s doing there. Anyway, I’m going to go get him and see 

111



if he’ll do the examination.”

“You’re going to Ashley House?” Lens asked. 

Iris looked at him and raised her eyebrows. 

“Yeah,” Cott said, pulling his keys out of his pocket. “You want to come with 

me?”

Despite a look from Iris that expressed that she clearly thought it was a bad idea, 

Lens nodded. Cott looked at Iris and gave her a crooked smile.

“You want to come, too? I’m sure there’s nothing Getty would appreciate more 

than a reporter in the brothel on orders from the sheriff. Plus, I’m sure she’d be delighted 

to see you again. From what I’ve heard, you two ladies really got on this morning at The 

Marigold.”

“Like a house on fire,” Iris said wryly. “Actually, do you think I could borrow one 

of your officers for a little while? I’d like to run over to the cemetery and see if I can find 

anything on the footpath where the sexton was abducted.”

“Yeah, sure thing,” Cott said. 

Lens looked at Iris, alarmed. “Do you really want to go over there this late? It’s 

going to get dark soon. We could just go over together in the morning.”

Iris looked at the sun fading in the western sky. 

“I’ve still got time. Besides, wandering around cemeteries at night is becoming 

something of a hobby for me.” 

Lens bit his lip. 

Cott shrugged. “Suit yourself. Hey, Mendel, come here. I’ve got a little job for 
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you.” 

“Can I get you a drink, sweetheart? Hemingway Hammer’s are the specialty of the 

house tonight.”

Lens felt his jaw drop as he gaped up at a towering man wearing a dramatic red 

satin ball gown, scarlet evening gloves that stretched tightly across his muscular forearms 

and a wig styled in a curly blond bob that was not entirely dissimilar from Iris’s. His 

voice was modulated and saccharine. 

“Um…no, thanks,” Lens stammered. 

“That’s okay, Lil, we’re here on business,” Cott said. 

Lil’s ruby painted lips twitched into a smile. 

“I’ll just bet you are, sugar. If I had a nickel for every time the KWPD dropped by 

Ashley House on business, I could buy the Little White House.”

“Well, I don’t think President Truman’s quite ready for that,” Cott said, “Do you 

know where I might find Dr. Middleton? Officer Rios told me that he was here earlier.”

Lil winked at Cott. “He would know. Honey, your officer Rios was here on 

business all afternoon. He’s taken a liking to that Georgia peach Getty has working the 

breakfast shift over at The Marigold every day. As for the doctor, well, he’s certainly not 

my type, all skin and bones, but I think you’ll find him out back by the bar.”

“Thanks, Lil,” Cott said with a smile. “It’s always a pleasure.”

Lil smiled coyly, batting her long false eyelashes. “Darling, you can’t even 

imagine.” 
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Lil smiled widely at Cott and tweaked Lens on the nose before sauntering away 

from the front entrance of Ashley House. 

“That’s for damn sure,” Cott said under his breath. He turned to Lens. “That was 

Lil.”

“I gathered as much.”

“We went to high school together over at St. Xavier. Of course, back then we all 

called him Murray. We were both on the basketball team, but then he started hanging 

around with that playwright Tennessee Williams at the Tradewinds over on Caroline 

Street. He’s been Lil ever since.”

“I see.” 

“I guess I don’t need to tell you that Key West is a colorful town. Pretty much 

anything goes.”

“I got that, too.”

Cott smiled. “I think Lil’s enough excitement for you for one night. Wait here 

while I go out back and grab the doctor. It should only take a minute.”

Lens nodded and watched Cott walk down a long hallway decorated with floral 

wallpaper and filled with antiques and disappear around a corner. Lens sighed and stuffed 

his hands in his pockets and looked around the entry hall of Ashley House. 

From the moment Lens walked through the door of the rambling old Victorian on 

Catherine Street, he knew that it was a very different sort of place. The front doorway 

itself was nothing short of spectacular. The massive double doors stretched at least ten 

feet across and were twice as tall as Lens. They reminded Lens of an entrance to a castle, 
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or the captain’s cabin of a grand ship. The varnished wood was the color of hot caramel, 

and parts of the door were carved into the shape of a massive merchant galley with 

billowing ivory sails beneath a blue and silver stained glass sky. It was the most beautiful 

door he had ever seen. 

Walking through a door like that raises one’s expectations of what should be on 

the other side, and Ashley House did not disappoint. The satiny wallpaper was etched 

with gilt flowers the colors of a golden Key West sunset, and the spotless teak floors were 

covered with thick burgundy carpets. The walls were lined with framed artwork and 

sepia-toned pictures and there were several little benches with red leather seats and 

clawed feet that gripped turquoise balls of glass. Everywhere there were little objects and 

trinkets, from small crystal birds and brass compasses to delicate instruments whose 

purpose Lens couldn’t even imagine. At the edge of the entry hall, Lens noticed another 

set of French doors. They were ajar, and, after looking cautiously around the hall to see if 

anyone was around, Lens slipped inside, leaving the door open behind him. 

The parlor was large and quiet. With the exception of the space occupied by a 

large bay window with a window seat that looked out over the front garden, every wall 

was filled with bookcases that stretched from the floor to the printed tin ceiling high over 

Lens’s head. The shelves were set at varying heights and stuffed with books and pictures 

and objects. Yellowed maps were tacked from corner to corner behind displays of trinkets 

from faraway places: long strands of natural pink pearls looped around candlesticks that 

shined in the evening light, a menagerie of ivory carved animals sitting atop a serengeti 

of ragged Grosset & Dunlap children’s classics, a wooden carousel of whimsical horses 
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and winged beasts. Some shelves were packed tight with enormous leather-bound tomes 

and slim red volumes, while others were occupied with pictures of well-dressed ladies 

and gentlemen posed at various places in Key West. He scanned the faces, wondering if 

he would see his mother. Lens also noticed a few framed pictures that were lying 

facedown and he wondered why. He tried to imagine his mother living in Ashley House. 

Strangely, it wasn't difficult. 

In the center of the room stood a beautiful antique wooden desk that reminded 

Lens of the one his step-father had in his office. Like everything else in the parlor, it too 

offered evidence of a full life, and a busy one, with books and calendars and notepads 

covered with neat, even script. There was a little globe of the world holding down a stack 

of papers, and a marble tray full of lacquered pens. The room made Lens wonder about 

the person to whom it belonged. What struck him the most was the absolute silence of the 

place, something that was hard to come by in Key West. The air in the parlor was so still, 

in fact, that Lens didn’t hear the woman sitting in the straight back chair in a shadowy 

corner until she spoke. 

“May I help you?”

The woman’s voice was rich and confident as it carried across the parlor. Twilight 

seeped through the big bay window and Lens nearly jumped out of his skin. He whirled 

around and looked for the woman who matched the voice. 

“I am so sorry,” Lens said. “I didn’t realize…”

The woman rose from her seat and turned on an electric wall sconce in the corner. 

The light was soft and yellow, but it gave Lens his first good view of her face. The 
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woman was tall and elegant. Her dark red hair was piled on top of her head and held in 

place with bejeweled hair clips in the shape of dragonflies with ruby eyes. She wore a 

slim-fitting black guipur lace cocktail dress that fell to her knees and shimmered when 

she moved. There were faint lines around her eyes and mouth, but beyond that it was 

impossible to tell her age. Her eyes were a radiant blue, the color of a gas flame, and they 

sparkled with the reflections of her glittering jewelry. Precious gemstones shimmered on 

every finger and thick gold bracelets encased her wrists. The diamonds in her ears were 

the size of lima beans, but Lens had a difficult time tearing his eyes away from her 

necklace, a pave encrusted Queen Anne’s lace over black lacquer. 

“Come here,” she said. 

Lens walked across the parlor and stood in front of her. In her tall black high 

heels, the woman was only a few inches shorter than he was. Her eyes seared through 

him, as though memorizing every detail of his gangly frame. 

“I’m very sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude,” Lens started, but the woman silenced 

him with a wave of her glittering hand. “I came here with the sheriff to get someone. 

Cott’s out back…” 

“Please, sit down.”

Lens sat in a high-backed chair across from the older woman, who settled back 

into her chair in the corner. 

“You’re that reporter from Miami.”

“Actually I’m a photographer,” Lens extended his arm to shake her hand. “My 

name’s Lens Burnside.  
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The woman looked thoughtful for a moment and then, to Lens’s relief, she smiled 

and shook his hand. 

“It’s very nice to meet you, Lens. I’m Getty Crane. I own Ashley House.” 

All of the questions that he wanted to ask her reeled on a loop in his mind, like 

film on the projector at the cinema he always went to as a kid in Cincinnati. This woman 

had known his mother in a way that he had never dreamed of. He opened his mouth to 

speak, but lost his nerve. His questions died on his tongue and Getty looked at him 

expectantly. He tried to think of something, anything, to say, but he could only nod his 

head. 

“I’ve heard that you’ve had quite a time since you arrived,” Getty said. “I met 

your friend Iris today at my café. It’s called The Marigold, on the edge of Mallory 

Square.”

“I’ve been there,” Lens said. “Yesterday, after the…”

Lens stopped short, mentally kicking himself for bringing up an execution in 

polite company. His mother would have been mortified. But Getty only nodded.

“Yes, that was a nasty business. Best that it’s over. So, what brings you to Ashley 

House this evening? You know, we’re having a party. I would think that you would enjoy 

yourself a lot more out back than in this stuffy old parlor.”

Lens smiled. With its warm light and shelves full of books, there were few places 

that he would rather be. 

“I’m afraid that I’m not in much of a partying mood this evening. I’d probably 

weigh the whole place down.”
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Getty smiled. “I know exactly how you feel. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt 

like celebrating. I’ve lost a lot of people that I care about lately. For all his faults, the 

count was a dear friend of mine for many years. And I’m just sick about what happened 

to Sally. She was an extraordinary young woman.” 

Lens nodded, deciding that it was not the time to bring up the horrific scene 

waiting back at the church. Getty didn’t need to know that one her girls and the 

cemetery’s sexton had been strangled and suspended from the rafters of the chapel by a 

madman. He wracked his brain for something else to say, but he couldn’t think of a thing. 

Getty, however, didn’t have a problem keeping up the conversation. 

“You’re from The Herald, right?” 

“Yes.”

“Do you like living in Miami?”

Lens nodded. “I do. It’s sunny and there’s always something exciting happening. I 

grew up in Ohio, so it’s pretty different.” 

Getty nodded and a frown creased her forehead. “Ohio. Hmm. I’ve never been to 

Ohio. It gets cold up there, doesn’t it? Your parents must love visiting you in Miami in 

the winter.”

Lens bit his lip. “Actually, my parents died a couple of years ago.”

Getty’s eyes widened and she took in a sharp breath. “Oh my goodness, I’m so 

sorry. How terrible.” 

Lens smiled a little. “It’s okay.”

Getty sat still for a moment, and Lens had a nagging suspicion that there was 
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something else she wanted to ask him, but she wasn’t sure if she should. It was a look 

that he often recognized on Iris’s face right before she said something that was wildly 

inappropriate. He was right. 

“If you don’t mind my asking, how did they die? Never mind, you don’t have to 

answer that. I’m sorry to pry.”

“No, it’s fine. They were on a train ride from Chicago to Cincinnati and the train 

derailed and crashed. A lot of people died.”

Getty nodded, her eyes troubled. Lens reached across the marble coffee table that 

separated them and touched her hand, which rested on the arm of her chair. It was cool 

and dry, the stones on her rings sharp and cold. Getty’s eyes met his, startled. 

“We’re quite a pair, Ms. Crane, what with death snapping at our heels and all.”

Getty laughed. It was the best kind of laugh, the sort that comes out of nowhere. 

Lens could tell that his dark sense of humor had caught her off guard, as it did most 

people. He let go of her hand and thought for a moment about all of the things he 

couldn’t ask Getty, all of the questions he couldn’t bear to have answered, and then he 

thought of one that he could. 

“Ms. Crane-”

“Please, dear, call me Getty. Everyone else does.” 

Lens nodded. “Okay, Getty. I had a conversation with the sexton at the cemetery 

this morning, and he wasn’t of the opinion that the count was responsible for Sally’s 

death.”

“Really? I’m glad there’s someone out there who isn’t jumping to condemn a 
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ghost.” 

“He said something really interesting, actually. He thinks that we can prove that 

this isn’t the work of the count by comparing the death mask the killer created for Sally 

Brass with the one the count designed for Elena de Hoyos. We just need to find her 

remains.”

Getty gave Lens a skeptical look. “You’d have an easier time figuring out where 

all those submarines they launch out of the Navy yard are headed. No one’s seen Elena’s 

remains since after the count was thrown in jail the second time. The police turned this 

island upside down looking for them. Now that the count’s dead, no one has any idea 

where they’re at.”

“The sexton didn’t think so. He said that the count would have told someone 

where he hid the remains.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. I was hoping that you might have some idea of who he was talking 

about.”

Getty frowned. “Well, didn’t you ask him? It’s certainly not me. Carl knew how I 

felt about all that wretched business. He wouldn’t have told me for all the tea in China.” 

“I didn’t ask him. I thought I could some back to it and I had several other 

questions for him.”

Lens bit his lip and Getty’s frown deepened. They both knew they were on a 

treacherous road that was headed no where good. Getty hesitated for a moment, and then 

asked the question that Lens knew she was dreading. 
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“Why can’t you ask him now?” 

“Because he’s dead,” Cott said from the big French doorway. He wasn’t alone. 

Getty stood up quickly and turned to the doorway, where Cott was standing with 

an average looking man with gold-rimmed glasses, who Lens guessed was Dr. Gabriel, 

and a pretty girl with copper colored ringlets. 

“This can’t happen,” Cott said. Lens stood up from his chair and saw that Cott 

had his hand wrapped around the girl’s arm and he was glaring daggers at Getty. “She 

can’t be here.”

“I certainly didn’t let her in,” Getty said, returning his glare with an icy gaze. Her 

tone was very different from the one she used with Lens. “You can’t expect me to keep 

track of everyone who comes through my front door.”

“I expect you to keep track of her,” Cott said. “If the mayor finds out, he’ll have 

all our heads.” 

“Fine, then. Violet, it appears that you need to run your social schedule by our 

good sheriff before you make any plans.”

“This isn’t fair,” Violet snapped, eyes blazing. 

“Take it up with your father,” Cott said. 

“My father can go to hell. He’s probably facedown in a pool of his own puke right 

now anyway.”

Cott sighed. “We’ll drop you off at home on our way back to the office. I don’t 

want to see you here ever again. Something bad could happen.” 

“It seems like bad things are happening no matter where you go,” Dr. Gabriel 
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said. His voice was low and thin. 

Cott looked at him, plainly exasperated. “We’re leaving. Getty, I hope you enjoy 

the remainder of your evening.”

“What happened to the sexton?” Getty asked. 

Violet looked at Cott. “Something happened to the sexton?”

Cott shot Getty a look. “I’ll drop by in the morning and fill you in. Right now, we 

really have to get going.” 

Lens followed Cott, who still had a vise grip on Violet, and the doctor into the 

entrance hall. He heard Getty rustle behind him. 

“Wait,” Getty said. 

Cott stopped, his hand on the door handle, but it was Lens that Getty walked up 

to. 

“Here,” Getty said. She clasped one of Lens’s hand in both of hers, pressing a 

square of paper into his palm. She gave him a kiss on the cheek. 

“I hope this helps you. Please stop by here any time. I would love to have a 

chance to talk to you at length.”

Lens smiled. “I’d like that too.”

Getty hesitated, and that look that Lens knew so well appeared on her face once 

more. 

“You can tell Miss Elliot that she’s welcome at Ashley House any time as well.”  

Chapter 5
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“Why, exactly, did you become a police officer?” 

Iris looked at Officer Mendel as they started along the footpath at the cemetery. 

The young officer shrugged his shoulders and picked up his step. Iris sighed and hurried 

along after him. They were inside the graveyard despite Officer Mendel’s fierce protests 

and desperate bargaining. Iris offered to let him wait in the car, but with a mournful look 

of resignation he had refused. At first, Iris had been warmed by this selfless gesture of 

chivalry, but now she suspected that he simply hadn’t wanted to be left alone. 

“I don’t like the water,” Mendel said finally. “That’s why I joined the force.”

Iris looked at him quizzically. “What?”

“Around here, there aren’t a whole lot of career choices if you don’t want to spend 

your life out on the water.”

“Oh.”

They continued down the path. The sun was no longer visible, and the golden 

light was bleeding streaks of blue. 

“My grandfather was a salver, and so was his grandfather. My dad and his 

brothers grew up salving, and then shrimping and sponging when all the wrecks dried up. 

Then the shrimp slowed down and the sponging business moved up to Tarpon Springs 

and the Depression put everyone out of business. The only game left in town is giving 

boat tours to the occasional tourist, and that’s what my brother does. So I decided to 

become a cop.”

“I see.”

Iris found his explanation to be sufficient, but Mendel clearly didn’t, so he 
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continued talking as he quickened his step once more through the graveyard. 

“It’s not that I can’t swim, see? It’s that I don’t like being out on the water, with 

all the bobbing back and forth and the ships crusted with fist guts and the sharks and 

barracudas and drunk fishermen. My brother and I used to dive for sponges off one of my 

dad’s boats, and that was absolute hell, let me tell you. Those boats are covered with 

barnacles sharp as razors. One cut could bleed a man dry in a minute, if the tiger sharks 

didn’t get him first.” 

Mendel took a breath and cast a wary glance at the sky overhead, as though 

willing the earth to turn backwards on its axis and drown the island in sunlight. 

“No, it’s a much better life up on land. Solid ground. Terra firma.”

“Even if you have to take a reporter through the creepy old cemetery at 

sundown?” Iris asked. 

“The jury’s still out on that one. Usually, I just patrol the streets, take home the 

drunks and break up the occasional bar fight. I don’t ever do stuff like this.”

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, neither do I.”

A small white flag marked the spot where the pool of blood was found by the 

maintenance worker. The place on the path looked like the rest of the cemetery, 

surrounded by white tombs and statues of every variety. Out of the corner of her eye, Iris 

noticed a pair of angels guarding the entrance to the Catholic section of the graveyard, 

which was cordoned off by an iron fence that stretched to the edge of the path where they 

found the blood. Iris and Officer Mendel slowed as they came upon it. 

“This is it,” Iris said. 
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The blood had dried into a large brown stain, about the circumference of a 

Frisbee, on the fine gravel. Iris didn’t know exactly what she was looking for, though, 

and she was a little disappointed that nothing came to her, as if by reporterly instinct or a 

benediction from St. Nellie Bly. Officer Mendel seemed to sense her lack of direction. 

“Miss Elliot?”

“Hmm?” 

Iris knelt down and peered at the spot on the ground, as if expecting it to speak. 

“What are we looking for?”

“Clues.”

“Oh. Like what?”

Iris looked at him and tried to suppress her irritation. “Anything out of the 

ordinary. Look for anything that doesn’t belong.”

“Seriously?”

Though Iris didn’t appreciate his lack of cooperation, she understood Officer 

Mendel’s bewilderment. The Key West Cemetery was the oddest graveyard Iris had ever 

been to, and, though she didn’t know the place well, Iris surmised that it would be nearly 

impossibly for even a native Conch, a lifelong resident of Key West, to tell if anything 

was out of place. Iris had read up on the cemetery in one of Lens’s old guidebooks, which 

was so worn that the binding had to be taped, and she knew that the old graveyard was a 

place full of surprises. 

“Just keep your eyes open.”

The 15-acre expanse located at the edge of Old Town on Passover Lane was not 
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the first home of the Key West Historical Cemetery, which had to be relocated to higher 

ground after bodies were disinterred from the Southernmost Point during a hurricane. The 

graveyard was filled to capacity, with a jumble of white graves edged against each other, 

sometimes with less than a foot between the aboveground tombs. There were no stately 

oaks or tall willow trees guarding this final resting place, but rather a jungle of 

Washington palms and frangipangi trees lining gaps in the fenced perimeter. The 

graveyard itself was home to wild patches of native lilacs and gardenias, which were 

constantly being pecked at by the flock of snow white egrets that roamed the grounds. At 

the western corner of the cemetery stood a sausage tree that was home to a family of bats, 

useful both for pollination and scaring away intruders. 

Iris looked around the cemetery at the sea of white tombs and sighed. Other than 

the blood, there was no sign of a struggle, though, admittedly, Iris wasn’t entirely sure 

what a sign of a struggle looked like. She turned onto the nearest intersecting path, Laurel 

St., a gravel lane that was denoted by a concrete road marker. Mendel followed a couple 

paces behind her. 

“He leaves stuff for me to find,” Iris said, thinking out loud.

“What do you mean?” Mendel asked. 

Iris bit her lip. “He left me the letters. He knew that I would find out about the 

sexton being taken from the cemetery. He had to know that I would come here.”

Mendel sucked in his breath and whispered to Iris. “Do you think he’s here?”

The thought chilled Iris, and for a moment the quiet graveyard got a whole lot 

creepier. Iris looked around at the sea of statues and tombstones. She stopped walking 
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and Mendel came up beside her. Iris shook her head and a light breeze whistled through 

the monuments. 

“I don’t think so. I hope not. I don’t think he’s after me. I’m the one who’s telling 

his story.” 

Mendel looked uneasily around the graveyard and pulled out his gun. Iris looked 

at him warily.

“Put that away. Do you even know how to use it?”

The fear on his face was replaced by an indignant look. “I’m a great shot. My 

brother and I used to shoot the mullet that jumped out of the water off the side of my 

dad’s boats. I had target practice every day of my life for 10 years.”

“You shot fish with a .40 caliber pistol? What a man.”

“Hemingway uses a machine gun.”

They continued down the path, though at a slower pace. To Iris’s right, a low, 

silver wrought iron fence rose out of the ground, encircling a statue of a bronze sailor. 

The inscription on a small plaque at the bottom of the monument dedicated it to the 

sailors on the U.S.S. Maine who lost their lives when the ship was sunk in Havana 

Harbor during the Spanish-American War. Further on down the lane Iris spotted a 

beautiful angel carved out of stone. Her heart twisted in her chest when she read the 

inscription on the statue. It was for a child who only lived to be six. 

“Let’s go this way,” Iris said, turning onto a path that was marked 4th Avenue. 

“It’s getting dark, fast,” Mendel said. “We should head back.”

“We’ve already gone pretty far. We should keep going this way until we reach the 
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street. It’ll be faster than if we just turn around.”

Mendel hesitated, and then nodded. “Okay, but we need to hurry. I don’t want to 

be stuck out here in the dark. I don’t even have a flashlight.” 

“What, you never practiced shooting mullet in the dark?” 

Mendel gave Iris an exasperated look and started walking again. Iris fell into step 

beside him, keeping her eyes on the tombs and monuments. Up the path a large, square 

brick monument was flanked by a pair of gumbo limbo trees with wide, arching branches 

that hung low enough to sit on. The large monument was dedicated to the Mitchell 

family, and just past the stately headstone was a fallen white obelisk resting in a 

blooming purple hedge of bougainvillea. The lane ended abruptly at 4th Avenue, where 

Iris and Mendel were met by a life-size statue of a smiling man.

“Looks like a dead-end,” Mendel said with a nervous laugh. 

Iris rolled her eyes. 

“The street’s at the end of this lane. It’s not much farther. I think I can see the top 

of the fence.” 

Iris looked up at the rapidly darkening sky. She didn’t know why, but she was 

genuinely surprised that she hadn’t found anything. Iris admitted to herself that she 

hadn’t realized how much she had been expecting the count to leave her something until 

it looked like nothing was going to turn up. Thoughts raced through her mind and she 

wondered if she had missed anything. The markers and tombstones in the Key West 

Cemetery had been crafted to be as individual as their owners. As she walked the winding 

paths in the graveyard, Iris had seen monuments of birds, tree trunks, treasure chests, 
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open books, pets, benches and even a bottle of scotch carved out of amber and black 

granite.

“Damn it,” Iris swore. She ran her fingers through her hair, which was sticky from 

the humidity, and wondered if Lens was having any better luck over at Ashley House. 

“We need to leave,” Mendel said. “It’s going to be dark in just a few minutes.”

They passed the ingress to 7th Avenue and the B’nai Zion sign that announced the 

entrance to the Jewish section of the cemetery. 

“What was he known for?” Iris said, talking more to herself than Officer Mendel. 

She wished that Lens were with her in the cemetery instead of Officer Mendel. He always 

had the patience to sort out these kinds of things. 

Officer Mendel raised his eyebrows and let out a bitter laugh. “Well, let’s think. 

Murder, for one thing, but I don’t see any monuments of hangman’s nooses. Or wax 

masks he put on dead girls. Hmm.”

They continued up the lane. Iris heard sounds of people and music coming from 

the street and it sounded like it was going to be a rowdy night in Key West.

“He was a doctor,” Mendel said, his voice tinged with sarcasm. “And royalty, if 

you heard him tell it. According to the count, he was born in a castle in Dresden, Saxony, 

the tenth of his line. I guess he thought it was a shame to spill all that royal blood in 

Mallory Square. Maybe that’s why he’s so hell-bent on killing off the whores. I guarantee 

you he’s got issues with his mother. That’s what my mother said when I told her about all 

this nonsense. Hey, maybe we should see if we can find any statues of prostitutes. That’d 

be a new one.”
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Iris stopped in her tracks and she couldn’t stop the smile that came to her lips. 

“Not prostitutes,” Iris said, suddenly breathless. “Angels.”

Though they were only about ten feet from the exit onto Angela Street, Iris turned 

around. Mendel groaned.

“There are hundreds of angels in here,” Mendel said. He glanced at the exit. 

“But only one pair,” Iris said. She broke into a run and backtracked up the path, 

the exit no more than a memory. 

“Iris, stop!” Mendel shouted. “God damn it.” 

Mendel followed Iris back through the cemetery, along the twisting paths that 

weaved through thousands of white tombs. He caught up with her just a few moments 

after she reached the small flag on the bloodstained gravel. 

“What the hell are you doing? This is where we started.” 

Mendel and Iris were both out of breath. Iris felt a sharp pain go through her side 

and she clutched it as she swallowed huge gulps of air in an effort to catch her breath. 

“We missed something.” 

Iris stood up and went off the path, walking through the crumbling tombs. Mendel 

watched from the path as Iris walked up to the entrance of the Catholic section of the Key 

West Cemetery. 

Iris felt a shiver of excitement run through her as she stood in front of the 

wrought-iron gate. It was guarded by twin angels that stood a head above Iris, and in the 

last glimmer of golden light Iris found what she came for. Illuminated seemingly from 

within was a vibrant necklace gracing the nearest angel’s slender throat. It was just as 
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lovely as its dazzling sisters, the necklaces that Iris had seen on Getty Crane, Lola 

Morena and Sally Brass. Like all of the others, though, this necklace possessed a beauty 

that was as unique as the woman who would have worn it. Sparkling in the center of the 

pendent was a small yellow diamond surrounded by a circle of amethyst petals, burning 

against the black enamel like purple fire. 

“I found it,” Iris said. She reached up and slipped the necklace over the angel’s 

head. It was heavy in her palm. 

“Good. Can we leave?”

As darkness fell over Key West, Iris slipped the necklace into her pocket and 

sighed. The easy part was over. Now they had to find the woman who belonged to the 

violet necklace. 

“Are you sure this is it?” Lens asked. He looked from the splintered gray fence to 

Iris. 

“There’s only one Russell Conway in the phone directory, and this is the only 

address listed for him,” Iris said. 

She stood next to Lens and together they stared up at the fence, which hosted no 

fewer than four ‘No Trespassing’ signs. It was peeling and weather-beaten, with weeds 

creeping up the side, though the tall beams looked solid enough. There were three rusted 

locks bolted to the gate, but none of them were shut. Iris squinted in the early morning 

sunlight and pulled a pair of red-framed sunglasses from her white leather purse and Lens 

smiled. His partner wore white Capri pants paired with red-and-white polka dot, open-
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toed sandals, a red boat-necked top and a red satin headband. It appeared, Lens mused to 

himself, that the town of Key West was at the mercy of a pretty, acid-tongued candy 

striper. Iris caught him staring at her and Lens felt his ears go red. 

“What?” Iris asked. 

Lens shook his head and pulled from his front shirt pocket the scrap of paper 

Getty had pressed into his hand the previous evening. The name on the paper was, 

indeed, Russell Conway, assuring Lens that he hadn’t misread Getty’s neat script the first 

few times he read the small note. 

“Do you think we should knock?” Iris asked, brushing her fingers over the fence 

in search of a break in the cracks to peek through. “There’s no bell to ring, either.” 

“This fence is so high there’s no telling where the actual building is,” Lens said. 

“I’m going to go around to the other side and see if there’s another entrance. Maybe we 

missed the door.”

Iris nodded and watched Lens walk away, though she doubted that he would find 

another entrance. Whoever Russell Conway was, it was clear that the man didn’t put out a 

welcome mat for visitors. Located at the edge of the abandoned Navy yard, Conway 

Salvage was isolated at the northeastern corner of the island. Iris thought of Lens and 

sighed. She feared that this excursion wouldn’t turn up any new leads, but Lens had been 

adamant about following up on Getty’s suggestion. Their visit to the salvage yard had 

been decided over a dinner of citrus-grilled yellowtail snapper and fried plantains at the 

Mallory Inn the previous evening, even though Iris would have preferred to meet the new 

doctor and hear his opinion about what happened to Stanley Winniker and Lola Morena. 
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The violet necklace also weighed on her mind, and she wondered who it was meant for. 

Iris wasn’t thrilled with Lens’s glowing impression of Getty Crane, but if her help led to a 

break in the case, then Iris was all for it. 

Iris had been wary of visiting the salvage yard since Lens had pulled the Galaxie 

into what they thought was the front of the lot, though it was difficult to tell. From the 

outside, Conway’s was huge and gray and ugly. It was isolated, far away from the heart 

of the island, and Iris found the place to be incredibly lonely. She wondered if there was a 

reason for Russell Conway’s self-imposed exile. 

Iris frowned and placed her palm up against the tall gate. She pushed on the hard, 

hot wood and felt it give. She did it again. Then she pushed harder and stepped back as 

the gate swung open as though prompted by an act of God. 

“There we go,” Iris murmured to herself. “No harm in walking through an open 

door, is there?” 

Iris wasn’t sure what she was expecting to see when she walked through the gate, 

but it certainly wasn’t the sight that greeted her. Conway’s Salvage didn’t look like any 

salvage yard she had ever seen, which were usually junked full of rusting cars, lawn 

furniture and old refrigerators. 

“Holy smokes,” Iris said to herself, looking around the expansive yard. 

Rather than a salvage yard, to Iris, Conway’s looked more like a compound. Once 

inside, Iris saw that the lot was surrounded on three sides by the tall gray fence, though 

the fourth faced about 250 feet of waterfront. Bobbing in the warm green water were 

several boats, with two more suspended by davits on the concrete seawall. There were 
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speedboats crafted from honeyed teak, a sailboat with a tall white sail draped from the 

mast, a fleet of smaller motor boats and a what looked to Iris like a large houseboat roped 

to one of the docks. Iris walked further into the big lot, careful to leave the tall gate ajar 

behind her. 

The yard was completely quiet, save for the gentle rhythm of waves lapping at the 

seawall. There were four concrete buildings spaced out around the property and a very 

tall aluminum sort of garage. Three of the concrete buildings had no windows, though the 

fourth looked somewhat more welcoming. It had a wooden front porch with furniture and 

curtained windows, as well as a beautiful black Cadillac sitting out front. The ground was 

covered with a fine, white gravel, and all around the property were odd sculptures and 

objects. Iris walked up closer to what she assumed was the main dwelling, the one with 

the front porch, and knelt down to examine a statue of a very fat man with a broad 

smiling face. He had a huge belly and a thick stack of carved necklaces around his neck. 

Iris reached out and put her fingertips on the statue, mesmerized by the intricate carving. 

She didn’t hear the man who came up behind her until it was too late. 

“Miss, according to federal law you’re trespassing and I’m well within my rights 

as a citizen of this fine nation to blow your pretty head off. I suggest you get your hands 

off my Buddha, stand up and allow me to escort you from my property.” 

Iris heard a trigger cock somewhere behind her right ear and she stood up slowly 

and turned around. 

“Sir, I would not do that if I were you,” Iris said. She tried to keep her voice even. 

“My name is Iris Elliot and I am a reporter with the Miami Herald. I’m in Key West as a 
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special liaison of the police department. You can call the sheriff yourself and ask him, if 

you want.”

Iris pulled up her sunglasses and studied the man with the gun pointed at her. Iris 

didn’t think he would shoot, but she wasn’t willing to bet her life on it. He didn’t look 

like someone to mess with. 

“Are you Russell Conway?”

“Maybe.”

“Well, if you aren’t then you don’t have any right to be pointing that gun at me.”

The man looked at her strangely, as if that wasn’t what he expected a person with 

a gun to her head to say. The man was tall and broad-shouldered, with a deep tan. He 

wore khaki-colored shorts that fell just above his knees and a green and cream short-

sleeve, button-up shirt with a palm leaf pattern. The bottom half of a dark blue-green 

tattoo peeked out from under his sleeve and he wore a leather cord necklace with an 

anchor-shaped emerald the size of a quarter. The man had brown hair graying at the 

temples and brown eyes, and Iris guessed him to be in his mid-forties. What interested 

Iris the most, however, were the man’s shoes. The soles were completely flat and they 

appeared to be made out of some kind of black rubber. Two pieces of plastic, about half 

an inch thick, joined at an angle between his first and second toes and were attached to 

the base of the shoe about halfway down his foot. He had neat white toenails, clipped 

short, and his feet were exposed to the open air. It was a concept that appealed to Iris very 

much, and she wondered where he got them. 

“How do you figure I ain’t got a right to shoot you?”
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Iris looked in his eyes and she was pleased to see that he was more curious than 

angry, though he still had his gun pointed vaguely in her direction. 

“Russell Conway is the person listed as the owner of this property. If you aren’t 

Russell Conway, then I’m not trespassing on your property and you don’t have any right 

to shoot me.”

The man nodded. “Then be advised that I have every right to shoot you.”

“Alright, then, Mr. Conway.” 

“How’d you find me?”

“Getty Crane.”

“Ah shit. That old hag irritates the holy living piss out of me,” Conway said. He 

took his finger off the trigger of his gun and let his hand fall to his side. 

“That I can understand,” Iris said. 

“She never could just mind her own goddamned business.”

Suddenly, the gate swung open and Conway leveled his gun at it. 

“No!” Iris shouted, just as Lens hit the fine white gravel about twenty feet from 

where Iris was standing. 

“What the hell is going on here?” Conway said, his gun still trained on Lens.  

“He’s my partner. He’s a photographer with The Herald,” Iris said. She looked 

over at Lens, who was scrambling up from the dusty ground and brushing himself off. 

“You’re both trespassing. Is there anyone else I should know about?”

Iris shook her head. “No, it’s just us.”

“The next person to come through that gate unannounced gets a bullet between 
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their eyes, just so we’re clear.”

“Crystal,” Iris said, and she called over to Lens. “It’s okay. He won’t shoot.”

“You sound awfully confident for someone who had a gun pointed at them a few 

minutes ago,” Conway said. 

With hesitant steps, Lens walked over to Iris and Conway. He looked from the tall 

man with the gun to Iris. 

“Are you okay?” Lens asked Iris. 

She nodded. “Mr. Conway and I were just having a chat about why reporters 

aren’t appropriate for target practice.” 

Iris took Lens by the hand and brushed off his shirt. When Conway had pointed 

the gun at him, Iris had literally felt her heart stop. Lens’s hand was cold and clammy, but 

to Iris’s relief he was still very much alive. He looked at her and smiled a little. 

“It’s okay,” he assured her. “I’m fine.”

Iris looked at Lens and nodded. Still not letting go of his hand, Iris glared at 

Conway. “You could have killed him.”

But if Russell Conway had heard a word Iris said, it was impossible to tell. He 

was staring determinedly at Lens, his eyes glimmering with the glow of recognition. 

After a moment, Lens looked at him and was startled by the fixedness of his stare. He 

reluctantly let go of Iris’s hand and brushed his own off on his pants. He extended his arm 

to Russell Conway for a handshake. 

“Hi, I’m Lens Burnside,” he said. “I’m a photographer with the Miami Herald.”

Conway watched him, dumbstruck, and didn’t say anything. Lens’s sense of 
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disquiet increased tenfold and he withdrew his hand. Finally, the older man spoke. 

“You’re a Burnside, alright,” Conway said. “But I’ll be damned if your name is 

Lens.” 

Lens looked at him and he saw Iris’s mouth drop open. “Burnside is the last name 

on my birth certificate. In school, I always went by Chatsworth, after my father. He gave 

me the nickname Lens when he bought me my first camera.”

“Like hell he did.” 

Lens looked at him, at a loss. He noticed that, for once, even Iris couldn’t come up 

with anything to say. A feeling of mad, wild hope thrummed through his chest, though he 

dared not speak it, even to himself.

“The old man may have called you Lens Chatsworth, but your father certainly 

didn’t.”

“Somerset Chatsworth was my stepfather,” Lens admitted, his pulse quickening. 

A look of supreme contempt crossed Conway’s face. “How’s old moneybags 

doing these days?”

“He’s dead.”

Something in Conway’s face darkened. “I’m sorry to hear that. Cora must be 

devastated.”

“She died with him.”

In that instant, everything in the man’s demeanor shifted. Iris wasn’t sure if it was 

surprise or relief that she saw in his face. His eyes glimmered with sadness, and he 

looked genuinely disheartened. 

139



“I’m sorry. Jake loved her very much.”

“Jake Burnside,” Lens said. It wasn’t a question so much as an affirmation of 

what he already knew to be true. 

“Yeah,” Conway said. “You two should probably come inside. We have a lot to 

catch up on.” 

In a small, clapboard house on the other side of town, Gabriel looked at the thin 

figure lying prone on the narrow surgeon’s pallet and frowned. An IV dripped steadily 

into the patient’s arm and her sallow skin took on a waxy hue beneath the bright 

spotlight. Her hair was pulled tightly away from her face and tucked beneath a shower 

cap, her thin frame hidden beneath a hospital dressing gown. Her breathing was slow but 

steady, her chest rising and falling at regular intervals. 

Gabriel pursed his lips and thrummed his fingers against his chin as he paced 

around the sterile room. Beside the operating table sat a stationary counter laden with 

gleaming operating tools, everything he could possibly need. On a separate table sat the 

book, wide open, the instructions clear and specific, a series of pictures neatly 

diagramming the way the procedure had been done in earlier experiments. Those pages 

were spattered with blood, though, a testament to Gabriel’s mistakes. This wasn’t an easy 

procedure for him to do on his own, and he was anxious for it not to turn into a total 

bloodbath. He had much to learn, and it was essential that he get it right. He didn’t have 

long before it would truly matter, and then he would get only one chance. 

He washed his hands again, the coarse soap making his raw palms scream under 
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the near-boiling water. He dried them carefully on a towel dried in alcohol and put on his 

surgeon’s gloves. Gabriel looked at the patient. She was unconscious, and he had to 

remind himself that she wouldn’t feel a thing. Yet. 

Gabriel took a deep breath and picked up one of the small silver scalpels that lined 

the tray. He savored the weight of it in his palm, so harmless and so deadly. He glanced at 

the picture in the book. It mirrored the one that he had memorized in his head in every 

detail, every curvature of bone and tissue. With great precision, he sliced along the right 

side of the patient’s nose, carefully cutting from the bridge to the nostril. He put down the 

scalpel and picked up a metal surgical clamp that looked kind of like a pair of scissors, 

but without the sharp edges. Gabriel peeled up the flap of skin created by the incision and 

pulled it away from the prominent cartilage structure that it concealed. With a towel he 

absorbed a great deal of blood to keep the patient from choking. He deposited the soaked 

towel into the metal container beside the operating table and it hit the bottom of the bin 

with a wet slap. Gabriel took another breath and went for the next tool he would need 

from the tray, a heavy metal chisel. 

Without warning, the telephone in the next room rang and every bone in Gabriel’s 

neck and shoulders tensed. He removed his hand from where it hovered over the tray and 

took off his surgical gloves. The telephone rang again. Gabriel listened for his patient’s 

steady breathing and nodded to himself. He walked into the next room and picked up the 

telephone, already knowing whose voice he would hear on the other line. 

“This is Dr. Middleton.”

“Hey, Gabriel, it’s Cott. I’m down at the station and I just wanted to follow up on 
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the bodies from this morning.”

“I dropped off the report. It’s all in there.”

“Yeah, but I could walk to Miami in a shorter time than it would take me to cut 

through this medical jargon.”

“They were strangled.”

“But the sexton had his head bashed in.”

“It was a secondary trauma. It more than likely knocked him unconscious, but a 

wound of that degree would not have killed him immediately. His death was caused by 

strangulation prior to being hanged. There were definite ligature marks around his throat 

and trauma to that area was fatal.” 

Gabriel heard Cott sucking air through his teeth on the other end of the phone 

line. 

“Shit. So it’s the same guy.”

“It would be remiss for me to speculate on the cause of death of the initial victim 

without having examined her.”

“Right. Yeah, I get that.”

“I’m actually seeing a patient right now.”

“Sure. Well, thanks for the bad news.”

“Of course.”

With a murmured goodbye Gabriel hung up the phone and went back to work. 

“Your father was my best friend,” Russell began slowly. “We grew up on the 
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island together. I saw him almost every day of my life.” 

Lens and Iris sat next to each other on a deep loveseat in Russell’s sunroom. Lens 

had imagined this moment, meeting someone who could tell him about his father, for his 

entire life. Over the years a million questions had been archived in his brain, and now that 

he had the opportunity to get them answered, he couldn’t think of a single one. 

“He’s been dead for 17 years and every day there’s something I want to tell him,” 

Russell shook his head. 

Iris shifted in her seat next to Lens and he knew that she was dying to ask Russell 

a question but didn’t think it was appropriate. Lens was touched, because he knew that he 

was one of the few people that warranted the consideration of her censorship. He 

squeezed her hand, which he had been reluctant to let go of, and nodded to let her know 

that it was okay. 

Iris bit her lip. “What happened? How did he…?”

Russell’s gaze hardened and he looked at Lens. 

“What did Getty tell you?”

“Nothing. She just gave me your name on a slip of paper.”

“That woman,” Russell said through gritted teeth. He shook his head. 

“What?” Lens asked. 

Russell sighed, resigned. “I’m sure you have a lot of questions about Cora and 

Jake, and I’ll answer every one of them, but you need to talk to Getty first. I’ll be damned 

if I’m doing her dirty work for her. Getty needs to tell you herself. If she didn’t tell you 

earlier, it’s because she lost her nerve.”
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Iris raised her eyebrows. “Getty lost her nerve?”

Iris tried to picture the woman she got into a shouting match with at The Marigold 

losing her nerve. If there hadn’t been a roomful of witnesses, Getty probably would have 

scratched her eyes out. Russell looked at Iris and nodded, a glimmer of recognition in his 

eyes. 

“Why?” Lens asked. 

“Because it’s the thing that matters more to her than anything else in the world,” 

Russell said quietly, more to himself than anyone else. “Running Cora off was the biggest 

mistake she ever made and it’s haunted her for almost twenty years.” 

“Getty’s the reason my mother left Ashley House?”

Russell looked at Lens reluctantly. “You know about Cora and Ashley House.”

Lens nodded. “I found out a couple of days ago. My mother never said anything 

about Key West, not even when I asked her. I always knew that Somerset was my 

stepfather, but she never offered to talk about Jake, and I never asked because I thought it 

might hurt her. I always wanted to know about him, though. That’s why I moved down to 

Florida after I finished college.”

Russell looked at him, and Lens noticed a light in his dark eyes. 

“You went to college, huh?”

Lens smiled. “Miami-Oxford University, in Ohio. I studied history and 

photography.”

“I’ll bet Cora loved that. Jake would’ve too.”

Lens didn’t know what to say, so he just nodded his head. Out of the corner of his 
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eye, he saw Iris watching Russell with great interest. 

“What exactly do you salvage?” Iris asked Russell in that low, persistent voice she 

had, the one that thrilled Lens every time she spoke but seemed to really annoy other 

people, especially the ones who evaded her questions. 

Russell eyed her suspiciously. “All sorts of things.”

Iris eyed him right back, a curious smile playing on her lips. 

He turned back to Lens. “I really think you should talk to Getty.”

“What’s she going to tell me?”

“Something that I can’t.”

“Something that you won’t,” Lens said. 

“You need to hear it from her,” Russell sat his jaw in a stubborn line, and Lens 

knew that whatever secret he was keeping was staying kept. “They would have wanted it 

that way. I expect that Getty’s got a lot to say to you.” 

Lens’s breath caught in his throat and he looked Russell in the eye. “Just how 

sorry does she have cause to be?”

Russell didn’t answer Lens, but gave him a deep appraising look. He rose from his 

chair and walked across the cool sunroom. The room was a perfect glass cube, the roof 

shaded by towering gumbo limbo trees. White trellises ran up the length of the side walls, 

covering them with tropical foliage. Lens and Iris watched as Russell opened a beautiful 

teak cabinet and took something from the top shelf. He came back to the sitting area and 

handed Lens an old photograph, yellow with age. 

“This is Jake and me on one of our boats. It was taken a few months before he 
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died,” Russell said, his voice rough and grating. 

Lens took the picture and held it gently in his hands. For years he had tried to pull 

his father’s face from his obscure memories, but it was always beyond his reach. The face 

that smiled back at him from the photograph was not what he expected, and yet it fit 

seamlessly into the puzzle that was his past. He looked at his father, and he had no doubt 

that he had once loved him. He felt Iris shift beside him. 

“You have his expression,” Iris said. 

Lens looked at the picture and knew she was right. He and Jake had the same 

smiles, the same lift to their eyebrows, as if they were genuinely surprised to be happy 

about something. Though he was certainly tall like Lens, Jake was wider through the 

shoulders and definitely brawnier. His jaw was square to the point of being sharp, and his 

hair was light. Even though it was impossible to tell from the sepia tone picture, Lens 

suspected that Jake had the same color eyes that he did, the same deep, deep blue so 

different from Cora’s, which looked like green-tinted ice. Lens gazed at the picture of his 

father and Russell standing against the billowing mast of a sailboat. The name painted on 

the side of the boat caught his eye just as Iris looked at Russell. 

“Who’s Alice?” Iris asked, her gaze flickering to the “Sweet Alice” inscribed on 

the vessel. 

“An old friend of mine,” Russell said. 

Lens took one last look at the picture and reluctantly made to hand it back to 

Russell, but the old man shook his head. 

“Keep it. I have more. In fact, I’ve been holding on to a lot of stuff that belonged 
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to your father. I always hoped you’d come back.”

“Well, I did.”

Russell looked thoughtful for a moment. “Why now?” 

Images from the last few days flooded Lens’s mind. The hanging. The graveyard. 

Sally Brass. The sexton and Lola Morena, spinning in the light breeze, Stanley’s eyes 

bulging from their sockets. The wax peeling back from Sally’s face, taking her blistered 

skin along with it. He shuddered inwardly and was glad when Iris answered Russell’s 

question. He felt sick. 

“We came down here to write a story for The Herald,” Iris said. “We got a letter 

from the count saying he was ready to reveal the location of Elena de Hoyos’ remains and 

our editor wanted us to cover it.”

“We didn’t know that he was going to be executed,” Lens said. “We got to 

Mallory Square just as he was being hanged. We only wanted to get a story and a picture 

of the remains. Our editor said it would be a good story.” 

Russell let out a deep breath. “It is one hell of a story.” 

“That’s what we thought,” Lens said, and then he proceeded to tell Russell what 

happened after the execution. He started from the beginning and didn’t leave anything 

out. Lens and Iris told Russell the whole story, and watched as a look of disbelief, and 

something else, darkened his rough hewn features. 

“And I guess that everyone’s blaming the count for this?” Russell asked after they 

had finished telling their dark tale. 

Lens and Iris nodded and Russell shook his head. Lens noticed that he looked 
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angry, and more than a little unsettled. 

“The police think so,” Iris said. “You should have seen them at the church last 

night. After they saw the bodies, none of them wanted to go inside.” 

“People in this town are so goddamn superstitious. They’re afraid of everything. 

They think it was the count because they feel guilty. Everyone knows that the count 

shouldn’t have been hanged.”

Lens hesitated. “The sexton said he had a choice.”

“Of course he had a choice!” Russell said, his booming voice echoing around the 

small room. “But everyone knew what he would choose. If it was between death and 

Elena, he would have gladly hanged himself. The man was crazy. He was absolutely 

certifiable. But he wasn’t a murderer.” 

Russell sounded so sure of himself that Lens had to ask his next question. 

“The sexton said that the count had a confidant, someone he told his secrets to. He 

died before I had a chance to ask him who. I thought that it might be Getty, because the 

sheriff seemed to think that she and the count were close.”

Russell snorted. “Getty’ll get close to anyone, if they have something she wants. 

I’ll bet she was crying her eyes out the day they hauled off the count. He was over at 

Ashley House once a week, treating those girls. He was good, reliable and he never asked 

questions or talked about it to anyone. He kept Getty’s secrets, sure, but I doubt if Carl 

trusted her with his.” 

“He didn’t,” Lens said. He glanced at Iris and she nodded. “When I spoke to Getty 

yesterday, I told her what the sexton said. She thought that he might have been talking 
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about you.”

Lens held his breath and he felt Iris do the same. 

Russell looked at them for a long moment and slowly he nodded. “He was. Yes, I 

was friendly with the count and occasionally he sought my advice. But you have to 

understand, the count didn’t confide in anyone. I knew him as well as anyone, but that’s 

not saying much.”

“He asked you to help him build a wooden plane,” Iris said. She touched her purse 

where her notebook was and Lens knew she was itching to look at her notes in order to 

more thoroughly question Russell. 

Russell sighed. “He though that if he put Elena in the plane and flew backwards, 

he could go back in time and rescue her from death. He really believed it.” 

For a moment, no one said anything. A thousand thoughts ran through Lens’s 

head, and he realized that they were still no closer to figuring out who killed Sally, Lola 

and the sexton. 

“Do you think that the count could’ve faked his own death?” Lens asked.

“He could, sure. But he wouldn’t.”

“How can you be so sure?” Iris asked. 

“Life didn’t have anything to offer him after Elena died. All he wanted was to be 

with her. He wasn’t upset about the execution—he was grateful. The only reason he 

didn’t do it himself is because Elena was extremely religious and he thought it would 

upset her. Believe me, the count thought of death as a gift.”

“So he wasn’t trying to find eternal life?” Lens asked. 
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“Not after Elena,” Russell said. “For the count, death was a gift.” 

Lens furrowed his brow. “So who would want to try to make it look like the count 

is back?”

“Who wouldn’t?” Iris said. “It’s the perfect cover. The real killer is out wreaking 

havoc while the cops are chasing a ghost.” 

Russell looked at Iris and a small smile appeared on his face as he looked from 

her to Lens.

Lens frowned. “Okay, so we know why the killer would try to make it look like 

the count was responsible. Now we need to find out how he does it.”

Iris looked at Russell, anxious. “We’ve been hearing a lot about Bahama Village. 

Where will we find what we’re looking for?”

Russell looked at Lens and Iris for a moment, and he seemed to be struggling. 

“If you want to know how the count learned what he knew, at least some of it, you 

need to talk to Mabel.” 
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Chapter 6: The Wreck of Your Whole Damn Life

“We don’t have to do this now,” Iris said, as she hurried after Lens up the 

landscaped walk to Ashley House. 

“Actually, we do,” Lens said. He had left Russell’s salvage yard with every 

intention of going to Bahama Village, but in his heart he knew that they were headed 

straight to Getty’s. There were some things that just couldn’t wait. 

Lens tried to keep his voice even, but he failed. He couldn’t recall the last time he 

had been so angry. Maybe never. Not when he got the phone call after the crash. Not at 

the funeral. Not even when he compared Cora’s necklace to the one worn by Sally Brass. 

He knew then that it was the maddest he had ever been in his entire life, and he could feel 

that Iris knew it too.

Lens walked through the door without knocking. He heard familiar voices in the 

parlor and followed them. Getty was standing by the big bay window with Cott. His face 

was serious and her arms were folded tightly to her chest, her face creased with worry. 

When Lens entered the parlor, her gaslight blue eyes lit up her whole face and Lens 

frowned. 

“Hey, there,” Cott said. “I was just coming to find you two.”

“We need to talk. Mendel and I found something at the cemetery last night,” Iris 

said. Her anxious eyes flitted to Getty for the briefest moment, a flash of second. Cott 

missed it, but Getty didn’t. 

“Later,” Cott said. “I want you to come to the coroner’s office with me. I had Dr. 

Miller come by this morning after Dr. Gabriel did his examinations. Apparently, he 
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missed something. I’d like you to take a look at it.”

Iris nodded and looked at Lens, her expression taut.

“Go with Cott,” Lens said, his voice terse. “I’ll catch up in a little bit.” 

Iris nodded. She looked like she wanted to say something else, but she didn’t. She 

touched his forearm and then she was gone. Cott nodded at Getty and followed Iris out 

the door. 

Getty said nothing for a moment, but she sensed the tension in the air. She walked 

across the room, giving Lens a wide berth, and closed the big French doors. She returned 

to where she had been standing and watched Lens with careful eyes. 

“Would you like to sit down?”

“No.”

Lens was surprised at the sound of his own voice. His response had come out 

much harsher than he’d intended. Getty’s mouth went slack. She didn’t say anything, and 

she didn’t seem surprised. She took a deep breath. 

“Lens, I am--”

“You knew. You knew who I was the whole time you were talking to me last night 

and you said nothing.” 

Getty nodded, her face empty. 

“I found out the truth about my mother in a coroner’s office. Do you have any 

idea what that’s like?”

Getty looked pained. “Lens, I am so sorry. I never intended for you to find out that 

way. I thought Cora must’ve told you something.”
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Lens looked at her incredulously. “You think that my mother would have told me 

that she was a prostitute? Are you insane?  That’s not something that you just bring up.”

“When I found out that you didn’t know, I wanted to tell you. I wanted so badly to 

bring it up last night, but I just couldn’t.”

“Because you’re a coward. Instead you sent me off to hear it from my dad’s best 

friend. But he wouldn’t tell me anything, either.”

Something changed in Getty’s face. “What do you mean Russell didn’t tell you 

anything?”

Lens looked at her, and when he spoke, his voice was bitter. “Nothing I didn’t 

already know. My mother, Cora, was a prostitute. She worked for you, in this house. She 

met some guy, some Jake Burnside, and had me. Then she left, and never mentioned any 

of it again.”

Lens leveled a glare at Getty. How he hated those mysterious eyes. He tore away 

his gaze and let his eyes wander around the room, taking in the tasteful décor that gave 

Ashley House such a refined disguise. At that moment, he wanted nothing more than for 

that vile house to burn to the ground. Lens walked over to one of the walls of shelves and 

looked at the pictures.

“She never took off that damn necklace,” Lens said, his voice low, his eyes never 

leaving the shelves. He remembered the way his mother’s elegant fingers used to absently 

twirl the gold, the way the pendent refracted light to every corner of the room. 

When Getty spoke, her voice was barely a whisper. “I never loved Cora.” 

Lens took a breath and his shoulders shuddered. He kept his eyes glued to the 
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framed pictures lining one of the shelves. The happy faces staring back at him caused 

Lens more distress than he ever could have imagined. 

“That was my mistake. I never should have let her go, but I couldn’t bear it. I 

thought that I would die. It was easy to let her leave with Somerset because I knew she 

would be taken care of. But it wasn’t right.”

Lens frowned, his eyes frozen at the shelf. He turned around and saw the silvery 

pools welled in Getty’s eyes. He was still angry, but he was also curious. 

“You couldn’t bear to see Cora?”

“I couldn’t bear to see you.”

With great determination, Getty crossed the room until she was standing next to 

Lens. Her mouth drawn in a tight line, she picked up a picture frame, not one of the 

smiling groups that Lens so despised, but another picture, one that had been lying 

facedown on the teak shelf. She pressed it to his chest and he accepted it without 

thinking. When he turned it around and looked at the faces staring back at him, his throat 

all but closed. 

It was a whole life frozen in a moment. It was a life that never existed in a world 

he couldn’t remember. It was a life that was over, and it was a life he knew he would 

have loved. He saw their eyes and their laughter, their joy at being alive in that moment, 

and he saw his own happiness wrapped up in their smiles. His parents were hopeful for 

that perfect second, staring brightly into a future that would never belong to them. 

Lens stared at the picture, tracing his fingers along the contours of Jake and 

Cora’s faces. Seeing them side by side, he saw himself, too. He guessed his mother to be 
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in her late teens, and in truth she looked almost the same the year she died. Though most 

of her youthful exuberance had faded, Cora’s kind smile wasn’t the sort that diminished 

with age. Jake, too, appeared to be absolutely bursting with life when the photograph was 

taken. This one was clearer than the picture Russell had given Lens, and in it he could see 

the depth of Jake’s eyes, the generous smile stretched across his face. 

“That’s Jake Burnside.”

The way Getty said it gave Lens the impression that she thought he had never 

seen Jake, though Lens had the picture Russell had given him tucked safely in his shirt 

pocket, right over his heart. 

“I know. He was my father.” 

Getty looked at Lens, her eyes grave and her glittering hands desperate to touch 

him, but she didn't dare. “He was my son.” 

 

“Dr. Miller said that Gabe did a real half-assed job on the examinations- didn’t cut 

them open or anything,” Cott said. He stood over the long metal tables that the bodies of 

the sexton and Lola rested on and pursed his lips. Iris wrinkled her nose at the smells of 

alcohol, formaldehyde and death that permeated the room and tried to quell the bile rising 

up in her throat. 

“Dr. Miller?” Iris asked, arching her eyebrows. She looked at the figures lying 

prone in front of her, covered to their shoulders by thin blue sheets. 

“Yeah, I went around and got him this morning after he slept it off. The old man’s 

liver might be pickled with gin, but he knows his way around a corpse.” 

155



Cott walked over to a metal counter in the small room in the coroner’s office and 

picked up two pairs of plastic gloves. He handed one pair to Iris and she looked at him 

skeptically, her eyes full of questions. 

“Oh, have I finally found your tipping point?” Cott asked with a small smile. 

“You’ll wander around graveyards and dig up bodies, but touching people through gloves 

is too much?”

Iris narrowed her eyes and snapped on her gloves. 

“Where do we start?”

Cott nodded and put on his own gloves. “Okay, so this is what the coroner showed 

me. Dr. Miller tried to clean it up, but I’ve got to tell you, this isn’t going to be pretty.”

Iris leaned in for a better look as Cott gestured at the girl’s jaw. Her corpse was 

splayed out on the table, her skin mottled and puffy. The smell in the small room was 

overwhelming. It was sinister and rotten, and when Iris tried to breathe through her 

mouth instead of her nose the smell of death lingered in her throat. 

“Do you see where the mask ends, here, flush with her jaw line?” Cott asked. He 

ran one of his gloved fingers along Lola’s jaw. 

Iris held her breath and peered more closely and nodded. The wax was molded to 

the form of Lola’s face like dough to a pie pan. Though the wax was smooth, the 

demarcation between it and Lola’s actual skin was clear. Iris shuddered as Cott picked up 

a pair of tweezers and peeled the mask back about half an inch right beneath Lola’s 

delicate chin. 

“Oh, yuck,” Iris said, in spite of herself. She put the back of her gloved hand to 
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her mouth and closed her eyes, though there was no erasing the image that had been 

burned into her mind. 

The line beneath the mask was deep and red and angry. Iris realized then that the 

cut she thought just went around Lola’s jaw actually went around her entire face. 

“What the hell is he doing?” Iris asked. She bit her lip and looked from Cott back 

to the killer’s handiwork. 

Cott shook his head. “Damned if I know, but he’s getting better at it.”

Iris thought about the mess left of Sally’s face, and she knew that Cott was 

thinking about it too. She remembered the deep, jagged cuts and the thick, uneven wax 

that had burned and blistered Sally’s skin, and the way that her lips disappeared in the 

wax and the hollows of her eyes. 

“This is what I wanted to show you,” Cott said. Using the tweezers, he pried apart 

the blood-crusted skin at the deepest point beneath Lola’s chin. Iris squinted and saw a 

small metal glint deep within the cut. 

“What on earth is that?”

Cott straightened and set the tweezers down on the metal cabinet. He picked up a 

small, round plastic dish off the counter and brought it over to Iris. Inside the dish were 

three minute, jagged pieces of metal that looked just like the one imbedded in Lola’s face. 

Iris looked at Cott, her eyes wide. 

“They look the same.”

Cott nodded. “Dr. Miller thought so.”

“So what are they?”
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“No idea, but the bastard ran them straight into the bone and they chipped right 

off. Dr. Miller said that there’s at least one other that he saw.” 

Iris bit her lip. “Is it from a knife, maybe? Or a scalpel?”

Cott looked at her sharply. “That’s what Dr. Miller thinks. He said that the metal 

looks kind of thin, though, not like that scalpels he normally sees.” 

Iris peeled off her gloves and threw them in the trash can. She shook her head. 

“There’s something we’re not seeing here.”

“No shit,” Cott muttered under his breath. 

Iris frowned at him and walked back over to the body. She stared at the golden 

threads along the girl’s lips and eyes. Even in death, Lola Morena’s face was lovely. She 

had high cheekbones and enviable bone structure that would have made her look elegant 

whether she was 18 or 80. Iris knew that it was no accident that Lola had been embraced 

by Getty. Though the older woman claimed to love her employees like daughters, she was 

definitely discerning in choosing them. Iris wondered to herself how many girls got 

turned away from Ashley House. Every girl Iris had met so far had been undeniably 

pretty. 

“Why does he need to cut them?” Iris said. 

Cott looked at her. “What do you mean?”

“If he’s just going to put a death mask on them anyway, why does he need to cut 

them up?”

Cott shrugged. “He’s psychotic. There’s no rhyme or reason to being crazy. He’s 

doing this because he enjoys it.”
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Iris walked over to the counter and picked up the tweezers. She shot a look at 

Cott. 

“May I?”

“Have at it, kid. It’s not like you’re going to kill her.” 

Iris walked over to the body and poised the tweezers at the place in Lola’s chin 

where the mask was peeled away from her face. Using the tweezers, Iris gripped the skin 

that was separated from Lola’s jaw by the deep incision and tugged at it hesitantly, then 

harder. Though Iris expected it to resist, Lola’s skin pulled up easily all the way to her 

bottom lip, exposing the tissue and bone beneath it. Iris supposed that the skin would 

have pulled away even farther, revealing what was beneath Lola’s entire face, if Iris 

hadn’t needed to stop and compose herself.

“Oh, Christ,” Cott said, looking at the scene on the table in horror.

Iris sunk to her knees, lightheaded, the tweezers falling to the floor with a clatter. 

Suddenly, it was all too much for her: the grave, the girls, the bodies swinging in the 

church, the beautiful wrecked face above her. Iris sat still on the floor, her knees to her 

chest, realization filling her like the smell of death swirling in the back of her throat. She 

had to get out of the small death chamber, immediately, but she couldn’t move. 

“Iris, what is it?” Cott said. He knelt down beside her, unable to look at the 

butchered figure on the table for another second. 

“He’s wasn’t making her a mask,” Iris said, the smells in the room and the terror 

in her head finally overwhelming her. “He was making her a face.” 

The look of deep, deep fear that clouded Cott’s eyes and went straight to his soul 
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was the last thing Iris saw before her world went black. 

Lens didn’t know how long he stood there in the parlor of that horrible house and 

stared at Getty Crane. It may have been seconds or hours or years, but, in that time, Lens 

was fairly certain that the world ceased to move. 

“We should probably sit down,” Getty said, her gentle voice both oddly 

comforting and profoundly irritating. “I think that’s what people do when this sort of 

thing happens.”

This sort of thing? 

Lens stared at her, doubting that there was any sort of established procedure for 

finding out that your mother was a prostitute and your grandmother owned the brothel. It 

was hardly the sort of thing that people discussed over tea. Getty appeared to be thinking 

the same thing. 

“Would you like a drink?” Getty asked, a note of desperation in her voice. “I 

know it’s a little early, but-”

“Yes. Thanks.”

Getty bustled over to a small marble table laden with crystal decanters and finely 

cut crystal glasses. She turned over two glasses and filled them generously with deep 

amber liquid the color of maple syrup. Lens walked over to the small sitting area in the 

corner of the parlor and sunk into a chair. A moment later, Getty followed him and 

pressed a glass into his hand. He noticed with passing amusement that she brought the 

decanter with her. Lens took a long, slow sip of his drink. The smooth liquor burned like 
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fire down his throat. He wasn’t a drinker, but in that moment he was just glad to have 

something to do. Lens took another drink and Getty did the same. 

“I am truly sorry about all of this,” Getty started, a deep crease carved into her 

forehead. 

Lens said nothing. Truly, he couldn’t think of a single thing to say. He wasn’t 

angry anymore, but he certainly wasn’t happy, either. 

“This wasn’t the way this was supposed to happen. When I sent that letter to 

Harry, I just thought you would be coming down for a stupid story.”

Lens paused, his drink halfway to his lips. “You what?!”

“I thought the count would be sitting in jail and I would just talk him into giving 

the interview. I never dreamed he would choose the execution. It just all happened so fast. 

And then Sally and Lola and the sexton—I swear I never would have sent for you if I 

knew…”

“Sent for me?”

Getty nodded. 

“How did you even know I was with The Herald?”

“Why, Charlotte, of course.”

Lens looked at her, confused. “Harry’s wife? The accounting secretary? She 

invited me over to their house for dinner a few months ago.” 

Getty smiled. “Yes, she called and told me that there was a Henry Burnside 

working at the paper. She knew you when you were a child, and she was sure that it was 

you.”
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Lens shifted in his chair, uneasily. “How do you know Charlotte?”

Getty looked sheepish and shrugged. “In her day, Charlotte was one of my best 

girls. I was so sorry to lose her when she met Harry.”

Lens thought about his boss’s round, pleasant wife who always wore her hair in a 

bun and brought homemade pies into the office. He tried to imagine her in the company 

of Lil and Getty, but it was too much for his mind to handle. 

Silence settled in the dark corner of the parlor, hushed and expectant. 

“Do you want to know anything about Jake?”

The bleak look on Getty’s face indicated that broaching such a subject would 

surely kill her, but Lens nodded anyway. Getty sighed. 

“Jake was my only child. I had him when I was very young, only 17. I grew up in 

Key West. Jake’s father was a sailor and a salver, and he wasn’t the type of man you 

marry. In those days, of course, people didn’t like that kind of thing—having a baby and 

not being married and all that. Key West isn’t like other places, though. They didn’t paint 

me with the scarlet letter but it was a long time before I could show my face anywhere 

near St. Mary’s.”

Getty took a drink and looked at Lens, and he could tell that she was trying to read 

him. 

“My parents were angry and we never got along, anyway. I couldn’t bear to be 

there any longer. Then I met Emily Winston. She owned the little building over on 

Caroline Street, The Lazy Susan. It’s the coroner’s office now. She had a nice little 

business going. She took Jake and me in and taught me everything she knew. Emily died 
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a few years later and I started out on my own. I guess I figured that if I was already a 

sinner, I might as well profit from it.” 

Getty looked at Lens and he noticed that there was no shame in her eyes. She was 

proud of the life that she built. He smiled a little to encourage her to keep going. 

“I moved the business to Ashley House at the height of the salving rush. I bought 

the house and The Marigold and a few other places. Jake was still very young, barely in 

school. Business was good and Jake grew up with a lot of people who loved him. It was 

everything I ever wanted for us.” 

“What was my father like?” Lens asked. They were both surprised to hear him 

speak. 

Getty smiled. “Jake was the brightest light. He was friendly and funny and he had 

a very clever sense humor. He was adventurous and always in trouble. I think he was only 

fifteen the first time the old sheriff threw him and Russell in jail for diving the wrecks off 

the southeast shoals. He loved the water and being out on the boats. Jake and his friends 

used to catch the ferry to Havana every chance they got. His first job was as a flier for 

Aeromarine Airways transporting mail and God knows what else to Cuba every week, 

and he just loved that. Jake and Russell bought themselves a pair of 2-cylinder Indian 

motorcycles while they were still in school and rode all the way up to Miami. Those boys 

had quite a business going for themselves during Prohibition. With all those trips to 

Havana, I think they kept both Key West and Miami stocked with rum.”

In spite of himself, Lens laughed. Judging from the look on Getty’s face, there had 

never been a better sound in the history of the world. 
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“Diving the wrecks was always his favorite thing, though,” Getty said, the light in 

her pearly blue eyes fading. “For Jake, life didn’t get any better than swimming down to 

those ships. I think he spent half his childhood practicing how to hold his breath. It used 

to scare the life out of me when I’d walk out to the beach to tell him to come in for dinner 

and see him floating facedown in the water.”

Lens was quiet for a long moment. “How did he die?”

Getty’s mouth went slack and her glittering fingers fluttered to her lips. The look 

in her eyes was distracted, and Lens felt an overwhelming sense of sadness. In an instant, 

he regretted asking. Minutes earlier, Lens had been sure he had never hated anyone as 

much as he hated Getty Crane. Now, even though he was still angry, he couldn’t bear to 

hurt her. 

“It’s okay,” he stammered, “We don’t have to talk about it right now.”

“No, I understand. I’d want to know, too.”

Getty took a deep breath and continued, her eyes never meeting Lens’s. “Jake and 

Russell were exploring a wreck site up north off Matecumbe Key. They were staying up 

there. Jake called me the day before it happened. It was right before the big hurricane of 

1935 and the weather was awful. The sky was black for days and wind and rain just 

wouldn’t stop. The boys wanted just one more dive before the storm came in. Russell 

stayed up on deck and Jake swam down to the site. He never came back…”

Getty’s voice trailed off and her eyes welled with tears. “I didn’t find out until 

days later. The phones were knocked, there wasn’t any power anywhere. The hurricane 

destroyed the railroad and washed out the bridges and no one could get on or off the 
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island. Russell spent weeks out at the wreck site, but they never found Jake.”

Getty shook her head and wiped her eyes and Lens swallowed his own tears with 

a drink of bourbon. He reached out and took Getty’s hand and she smiled. 

“I’m sorry for what I said about your mother,” Getty said. “We had a very…

complicated…relationship.” 

Lens nodded slowly. “Maybe we can talk about that sometime. Not today.”

Getty looked relieved. 

“That sounds like a good idea.”

Getty sat back in her chair and took another sip of her drink. She watched Lens, 

and the light came back to her eyes. 

“I’m very proud of the way you turned out. Your father would’ve been, too.”

Lens smiled and there was a soft knock at the door. A moment later, a tall blonde 

woman entered the room. 

“There’s a telephone call,” she said, her eyes flitting from Lens to Getty with 

interest. 

“Tell them I’ll call them back, Alice.”

“It’s not for you,” Alice said. She looked at Lens. “It’s the sheriff. He wants to talk 

to you.”  

The long wooden bar at Sloppy Joe's on Front Street was unfinished, and Iris felt 

thin splinters of gray wood bite into her forehead. Her stomach still uneasy after her 

grisly discovery at the coroner's office, Iris kept her head down as she heard the old 
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bartender sidle by her on the inside of the bar and strike up a conversation with a 

newcomer. 

“Ready for another?” the bartender asked. 

“Later, Tony,” answered a worn man's voice. 

Iris felt herself being watched. She hadn't heard anyone come into the decrepit bar 

after her, and she couldn't imagine why anyone would want to. Iris took a breath of the 

foul air, hot with the scent of cigars and whiskey and woe, and concentrated on not being 

sick. 

“Is she alright?”

“Doesn't look like it. The sheriff dragged her in a few minutes before you got 

here. Told me to keep an eye on her. You should have seen her. Swear to God she was 

green. Looked like something brought up in one of the crab traps.”

Iris heard the squeak of a dishrag inside the bottom of a glass. She didn't want to 

think about the state of the dishrags in a place like this. 

“Tight?” the old man asked. 

“No.” 

“Is she one of Getty's?”

Squeak, squeak. 

“I don't think so.” 

“I think I'm ready for another.”

A minute later, the sound of a glass sliding over the uneven wood. 

“It's good to have you back. Staying long?”
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“No, Tony, not this time. I'm headed for Havana in the morning. How about you 

send a Cuba Libre down her way. It's on me.” 

“Sure thing.”

Iris groaned inwardly as she heard the scrape of a bar stool against the dirty 

cement floor and felt someone sit down a seat away from her. Reluctantly, she sat up and 

put her head in her hands. She felt a splinter of wood go into her elbow. The red-faced 

bartender sat a tall glass of  rum and Coca-Cola with a thick wedge of lime and a floating 

block of ice in front of Iris and though the smell nearly knocked her off the rickety 

barstool, the astringent scent of rum was infinitely preferable to the sour-sweet stink of 

death. 

Please don't let him want to talk to me. Not today.

Iris sent out a silent plea to the very same God that saw fit to have her peeling the 

face off a dead undead prostitute only an hour earlier. Iris sat very still and stared at the 

squeezed wedge of lime poised at the edge of her spotty glass like a man ready to jump. 

She hoped the old man would take her silence as a strong hint to go away.

“You'll want to drink that before the ice melts, miss. It's not as good once the ice 

melts,” the man said. 

Iris sighed and looked at the man sitting a couple of feet to her left, on the other 

side of the corner of the bar. She was surprised for a moment, because the voice didn't 

match the face. Iris had expected to see someone old and weathered and defeated; a 

forgotten drunk who belonged in a seedy rundown bar in a tropical ghost town on the 

edge of the world at four in the afternoon. This man was neither ancient nor defeated, 
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though there was an unsettling blackness in his eyes that had nothing to do with their 

color, hazel against slightly yellowed whites. Even folded onto a barstool, the man was 

tall and imposing, with broad shoulders on a large frame. He wore a green shirt in the 

same tropical print that Russell Conway had seemed so fond of, and he had large hands 

with blunt fingernails. His skin was mottled with freckles and sunlight, and though 

physically he was by no means gone to seed, Iris surmised that he had probably once 

been muscular. His teeth were even and deep grooves cut into his forehead. His hair was 

brown fading to white in a way that made him look distinguished, which was quite a feat 

given their present surroundings. The man reminded Iris of a sea captain, or an army 

colonel, or her father, maybe, but not the type of hobo-voiced person who started 

drinking before sunset at a hole-in-the-wall like Sloppy Joe's. 

Iris hesitated and raised her glass. She took a drink and set the glass back on the 

bar. 

I like Cuba Libres. 

“Thank you,” Iris said. She took another drink. 

I like Cuba Libres a lot. 

“It's good,” the man said. He nodded at her and took a drink from his own tall 

glass. Iris noticed that it had green leaves crushed in the bottom and was filled with 

something clear and fizzy. 

Bet I'd like that, too.

“It is good,” Iris agreed. 

“Looks like you've had one hell of a day,” the man said. 
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In spite of herself, Iris smiled. The man gave her a look that wasn't quite a smile, 

but it was close. 

“That I have.” Iris took another drink. 

“Did it start out so bad?” the man asked, giving Iris another one of those odd half 

smiles and raising his hand at the bartender. 

“It sure did,” Iris replied. She watched as Tony, the bartender, came over to the 

man with a fresh drink.

“And then?”

“It got worse.”

The man clapped his hands in front of his chest and let out a low rumble of a 

laugh. Iris smiled again and took another drink, suddenly aware of the rapidly 

deteriorating rum-to-ice ratio in her glass. 

“It always goes that way, doesn't it? You're almost through the first level of hell 

and then you remember there's six more to go.”

“I guess so,” Iris said. 

The man gave her a knowing look. 

“It doesn't get any better, you know,” the man said. There was that darkness in his 

eyes again. Even as she was drawn to the man, Iris found the look in his eyes to be 

repulsive in a way that made her fear for him. 

“I figured as much.”

Frown lines dug trenches on either side of his mouth, making him look both 

pensive and troubled. 

169



“So what brings you down to Key West?”

Iris stared at her glass and considered the question. She was very clear on what 

brought her to the island, but not so much on why she had stayed. There was no hope for 

her initial assignment to be completed, and she wasn't sure that she wanted to, or even 

could, write about the events that had taken place since she and Lens had first arrived in 

Mallory Square. But why had she stayed?

Lens, of course. 

And curiosity, naturally. 

And those girls. 

That last thought surprised her. 

When Iris thought about Sally and Lola, something in her shifted. Thinking about 

Getty's girls, and what had been done to them, bothered her tremendously, and not just for 

the obvious reasons. Iris felt the old man staring at her again, and she realized that she 

had yet to answer his question. 

“A story, I think. I need to know how it ends.”

Tony walked to the end of the bar and placed a fresh drink in front of Iris. She 

picked up the glass and took a sip, finding comfort in the rum, which warmed her throat 

like the glowing red-gray embers of a dying flame. 

The old man took a sip of his drink, and when he nodded Iris felt as though he 

understood her completely. 

“I like stories, too,” he said. His tone was thoughtful, and his eyes were very sad. 
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They weren't looking at her. They weren't looking at anything. 

Iris noticed Tony watching them from the other end of the bar. He picked up 

another glass and went at it with the dishrag, and Iris thought that he looked unsettled. 

She wondered how long he had known the old man. 

“There's something about stories, though,” the old man started, drink in hand. 

“The good ones, anyway. If you're very fortunate, the best story is something that you are 

lucky enough to overhear. Otherwise, it may be the wreck of your whole damn life.”

With a sigh, the old man brought his drink to his lips. Iris didn't know what to say, 

so she said nothing. 

“Of course, for the purpose of telling a good story, one is as good as the other,” 

the old man said flatly. “It took me a long time to learn that.” 

For a long time, the only sound in the bar was the quiet hum of street traffic and 

the squeak of Tony turning a dishrag in the bottom of the cleanest glass in Sloppy Joe's, 

or perhaps on the entire island of Key West. 

The wreck of your whole damn life. 

Much to her distress, Iris knew exactly what the old man meant. She wished that 

she didn't. Iris's life had crashed on the shoals of her own foolishness almost before it 

began, and she had been paying for her mistakes every day since. Iris thought back to her 

biggest mistake. She wanted to tell Lens this one thing more than anything. He could 

never truly know her until he knew this, and it was the one thing she couldn't bear to tell 

him. Lens could never, would never, love her. She certainly didn't deserve it. Anyone who 

could behave as callously as Iris Elliot certainly didn't deserve someone as caring and 
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understanding as Lens Burnside. Bill Bailey could attest to that. 

Bill Bailey. Poor Bill Bailey. 

Iris's heart twisted with guilt every time she thought about the handsome, sweet-

tempered young man. All he had ever done was love her. That had been his mistake. 

Letting him had been hers. 

Iris had known Bill for much of her life. They had gone to school together and 

started dating in tenth grade. Like many people in Gaston, Georgia, most of Bill's family 

worked for Iris's father in one capacity or another. Weston Elliot, Iris's father, had 

inherited a mess of his own with Iris's mother, Julianne Bennett, and her family. There 

had been four children born into the Bennett family, all girls, who had about as much 

discipline and structure as a meadow full of wildflowers. Two of Iris's aunts had had 

lengthy stays at the asylum up in Dalton, and though most of the time Julianne couldn't 

actually be called crazy, she wasn't without her share of eccentricities. 

Iris's grandfather had been a savvy businessman. Unfortunately, none of his 

daughters shared any of his passion for business or financial acumen, and upon his death 

his businesses would've fallen apart had it not been for Iris's father and his determination 

to keep it all together. The entire town of Gaston depended upon the Bennett farms and 

mills and plantation for its livelihood, so the unique personalities that were born in the 

big white house on the red clay hill were allowed to thrive, unchecked. But people still 

talked. 

The Bennett sisters were legendary in the small southern town of Gaston. It was 

impossible to go to Hothill Dairy, the country store, without hearing about the time Edna 
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Bennett, the eldest, bought up all the ice in town in an attempt to frost the front lawn for 

Christmas so that her little sisters would wake up to snow.  And even as Iris was growing 

up, people still talked about how a 15-year-old Julianne ran off with a poet from the local 

college, only to be returned a few days later by a chagrined young bard who realized that 

he was in way over his head. 

Of course, that was nothing compared to the teenage antics of the twins, Carys 

and Hoy, who later in life had an entire wing of the Dalton Sanitarium dedicated in their 

name and outfitted for their comfort. One summer, the girls decided that Bennett Hall, so 

drab in all of its Civil War austerity, would look much better painted a nice Confederate 

red. Unfortunately, only one coat had had time to dry before Mr. Bennett caught wind of 

the restoration, so the big house on the hill shined like a blood orange in the sunlight until 

enough pearl-colored paint could be ordered. With its arches and columns and trim, the 

pink house was said to have looked like a giant Valentine on the horizon, born from the 

minds of two young women who once sent 1,000 love letters to soldiers fighting overseas 

during the first great war. It was hard to say how many lives the open invitations from the 

Bennett girls saved, but it was miraculous how many young men survived the shelling 

and the trenches and found their way to Gaston bearing lilac letters with lipstick kisses. 

With such a pedigree for caprice, mental instability, and disregard for decorum, 

much was expected from Iris Elliot, and no one was disappointed. 

For many years, it appeared as though the Bennett women's wild streak had 

skipped a generation. Their children were thoughtful and well-spoken, judicious and 

polite. They excelled at school, and team sports, and provided a shining beacon of hope 
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for the future of the Bennett businesses and the town of Gaston. They were also all boys. 

And then there was Iris. She looked liked Julianne, but with the same caramel-

colored hair as Carys and Hoy. Much to the relief of Mr. Elliot, in temperament Iris was a 

lot like Edna, whose youthful indiscretions were comparatively mild when compared to 

those of her sisters. Of course, Mr. Bennett knew nothing about his wife Julianne's 

teenage love affair with the poet, so he was the only one who was caught completely off 

guard when Iris announced her engagement to Bill Bailey, who was also a junior at 

Gaston High School. 

Iris didn't think he would ever forgive her for that. 

She knew he would never forgive her for what happened next. 

Looking back on it now, Iris couldn't quite remember what attracted her to Bill. 

He was nice to her, yes, and a kind person, to be sure. But beyond that, nothing. It had 

been nearly five months since the incident, as she had taken to referring to it in her head, 

and she could barely remember what the boy looked like. 

The incident. Such a callous way to put it. So dismissive, so cavalier. If it had only 

been her life that had been ruined, Iris might have  forgiven herself. But no, she had taken 

Bill right along with her. 

Iris had a hard time piecing together the events of that morning. It honestly felt 

like it had happened to someone else. The white dress, the drive to the old country 

church, the beautiful ceremony, the growing dread that the whole thing was a very bad 

idea. But then she saw the church. It had been lovely enough to convince her, for a 

moment at least, that marrying Bill was the right thing. There had never been a finer 
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event in all of Gaston. The Bennett women were in all their glory. Aunt Hoy had draped 

herself with a long ivory wrap to which someone had sewn a hundred pink magnolias. 

Dressed to the nines and smoking a cigarette from a long ivory holder, Julianne, which is 

what Iris had always called her mother, much to her amusement, strolled down the aisle 

with her daughter and husband. Julianne wanted her daughter to be a modern woman, so, 

much to the consternation of those gathered for the blessed event, there had been no 

nonsense about anything or anyone being given away. 

The ceremony itself was a blank spot in Iris's memory, as was much of the 

reception. She finally came to after she and Bill emerged from a torrent of rice and 

church bells. They were settled in the Cadillac and had just passed the city limits of 

Gaston when the enormity of her mistake hit Iris, and that was the first time that she truly 

understood what it meant to be her mother's daughter. 

It was as though all of the insanity that saturated the Bennett's blood had remained 

latent in Iris until the very moment Bill pulled onto Route 41. Iris looked at him, and he 

was smiling and happy to be on his way to Florida for their honeymoon, and it was like 

she was looking at a stranger. Iris had known she was in trouble when she started 

regretting all of the things that she would never do. Suddenly, she wanted desperately to 

cover the town in ice and flowers and paint the plantation blister red and run off with a 

poet if she wanted to. 

Iris looked at Bill and she saw the rest of her life. It would've been a nice life. The 

problem was, it was a life that she simply couldn't bear. 

It was that next part that Iris guessed put the town up in arms. She didn't know, 
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because hadn't been back since. In her wildest dreams, Iris couldn't imagine ever 

returning to Gaston, though she knew she would have to one day. There were too many 

empty plots in the church's graveyard for Iris to stay away forever. Of course, she hadn't 

been thinking about that when she dealt Bill the shock of his young life. Iris still cringed 

at the memory, and she was certain that Bill had probably tried to block it out all together. 

She didn't blame him. It wasn't her finest moment. 

“Stop the car.”

“Hmm?”

“Bill, please stop the car.”

“Here?”

“Yes, here. Now. Please.”

“Iris, what is going on? Are you okay?”

“Bill, stop the goddamn car.”

Iris was out the door before the Cadillac rolled to a full stop on the shoulder of the 

road. She felt like she was suffocating in her pink-pearl tweed suit and she ripped the hat 

that her Aunt Edna got her to match her travel clothes off her head. Her long, wavy 

caramel hair swirled around  her face in the muggy southern breeze and several strands 

got stuck in her frosty lipstick. The shiny gold and diamond ring on her finger was like a 

boa constrictor squeezing the life out of her. Nothing felt right to Iris, and she was afraid 

that nothing would ever feel right again. She had tried to be good, she had tried to be 

responsible, she had tried to be normal, but she just didn't have it in her. Iris realized just 

then that she didn't want to have a house in Gaston, or children to take care of, or inane 
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garden parties to throw. She didn't want any of it. And she especially didn't want it with 

Bill. 

“Iris, I don't understand. Did I do something?” Bill's voice, desperate and 

confused, still rang in Iris's ears.

“No. I'm sorry, but I can't do this. I'm so sorry.”

“Don't be upset. It's been a long day. It was stressful. You're just tired. Iris, you'll 

be fine. We're going to have a great time in Miami.” 

But there had been no changing her mind. The urge to run away was 

overwhelming. She couldn't have fought it if she wanted to, and she didn't have any 

desire to try. For no logical reason whatsoever, Iris knew that if she stayed married to Bill 

and lived in Gaston, the only home she had ever known with the only people she had ever 

cared for, she would be killing a part of herself that she would one day be unable to live 

without. When Iris relived the story in her head, she wondered how anyone could be so 

heartless.  

“You're right, I will be fine. But not with you.”

Bill was so quiet that Iris feared that she had actually killed him. 

“Look, let me take you home and we'll talk about this,” Bill said. His voice was 

slow and quiet, and Iris was strongly reminded of someone trying to corner a skittish 

animal.  

“Please give me the keys.”

“What?”

“Give me the car keys, Bill,” Iris had said. Her voice had trembled with fear, and, 
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she was now certain, unbridled excitement. 

“Let's just go home,” Bill had said, and the keys to the Cadillac clanged like 

church bells in his shaking hand. 

Unable to wait another second, Iris grabbed the keys from him and walked to the 

driver's side of the car. 

“The honeymoon reservation's at The Fountainbleau on Collins Avenue, right?”

“Iris, don't do this. Please, for the love of God, don't do this.”

“Tell them I've left,” Iris said out the open window to where Bill stood alone on 

the empty highway. “Tell them I'm sorry.” 

“Iris, I will never forgive you for this. None of us will,” Bill said, his face blotchy 

and eyes wet. 

“I know. Neither will I,” Iris replied, shifting the car into gear. “Tell Julianne I'll 

call her when I get to Miami. You can have all the wedding presents and everything. I 

don't blame you for hating me.”

“I don't,” Bill had said. 

“You will,” Iris said. 

“We'll talk about this when you get back,” Bill said. “It'll be fine. You'll see.”

“I'm not coming back. I'm sorry.”

Even as the words left her lips, Iris knew they were a lie. She felt sad, and angry 

with herself, and upset that she had hurt so many good people, but she wasn't sorry for 

what she had done and she never would be. As the weeks passed and she moved out of 
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The Fountainbleau and into a small, bright apartment on Washington Ave. in Miami with 

Julianne's help, Iris had fully expected to be laden with regret. But it never came. She felt 

tremendously guilty, sure. After all, she had left her new husband alone on the highway 

and gone on her honeymoon by herself. Even for the Bennett family, Iris's behavior was 

one for the books. The guilt was bottomless. The sorrow, however, was not. That had 

evaporated before she gunned the Cadillac over the Florida state line. Iris's sadness 

diminished with embarrassing alacrity, quickly replaced by the thrill of a new adventure. 

When they finally spoke, her father's terse words indicated his anger and disappointment, 

but Julianne had just laughed. 

Iris knew that it had been her mother's laughter, as well as several hefty deposits 

made by Julianne into Iris's Sun Tropic bank account, that helped her survive those first 

few weeks.  She had never spent so much time alone in her entire life. She would wake 

up early in the morning and read the paper and that's when she first decided that what she 

really wanted to do was learn about the world. Iris still didn't know who she was, but she 

had a better idea of who she wasn't. She wasn't a girl who belonged in Gaston, and she 

didn't want a normal life. She wanted excitement, and adventure; though she couldn't 

have guessed it at the time, she wanted ghosts and graveyards and shipwrecks and 

mysteries. She knew that now. If it took a few Cuba Libres from an amiable stranger at a 

grubby bar to help her recover from an afternoon of poking through corpses, so be it. 

Though she had only been in Key West for a few days, she loved the island hamlet. The 

town itself wasn't the only thing that Iris found herself to be quite taken with. There was 

also Lens Burnside. 
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Lens was unlike anyone she had ever known. He was smart and interesting, and 

Iris didn't feel stifled by him. But he was also kind, and good; he was the sort of person 

who would never strand his beloved on the highway and flee to another state in the throes 

of an internal meltdown,  and that was only one of the reasons why Iris knew that he 

wouldn't like her if he truly knew her. She wasn't educated, like he was; Lens knew so 

much about so many things, and Iris hadn't even finished high school. He was 

responsible, she wasn't even close. Lens had coped with the deaths of his parents and the 

search for his real father with grace and consideration, while Iris had celebrated her 18th 

birthday two months earlier by filing for a divorce. Iris shook her head and swirled her 

drink around in her glass. He deserved so much better than her. For the first time in 

several minutes, the old man at the bar spoke. Iris noticed that his face was red and his 

eyes were blacker than ever. His brightly colored cocktail had been replaced with a thick 

brown drink in a short glass. 

“How about those murders? You better take care to get yourself home before dark 

tonight,” the old man said, his voice slower and loose around the second syllable. 

“Someone's got a dark desire.” 

Iris nodded and took another sip of her drink. A dark desire indeed. When Iris 

thought about the murders of Lola and Sally, she wasn't frightened, or even sad. She was 

angry. It was too bad about the sexton, of course, but Iris didn't feel as bad for him as she 

did for the two young women. She had been startled when she found out that both Lola 

and Sally were older than her. Iris's heart broke for them because she knew what it was to 

be young and alone in the world. She suspected that neither of them came from families 
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willing to support them through their transgressions, and she could only dream that that 

degree of independence was as terrifying as it was exhilarating. They were prostitutes, 

yes, but they were also people, and, deep in the recesses of her mind, Iris could easily 

imagine a scenario in which she herself could have been taken in their place. That was 

another thing that Lens would never understand-- that Iris's determination to find the truth 

and stop whoever was killing the Ashley House  girls did not stem from her instincts as a 

reporter, but her empathy with the victims. 

“Iris!! Are you alright? Cott told me what happened.” Lens ran into Sloppy Joe's 

through the open-air porch, red-faced and out of breath. His brown hair stuck to his 

forehead and his eyes looked a little wild. His hands went to her shoulders, her face, as 

though he didn't trust his eyesight and needed further proof that she was alive and 

breathing. 

“I cannot believe he brought you here,” Lens fumed. Iris noticed that his ears were 

burning. The slight curl of his lip was all anyone would ever need to see to know that the 

native son had been away for a very long time indeed. His glare settled on the end of the 

bar and his eyes widened. Iris heard the scrape of the barstool against the wooden floor. 

The old man stumbled to his feet and nodded to Iris. 

“I don't know what you're up to miss, but it was damn fine talking to you. I wish 

you the best of luck.” 

Iris smiled. “You too. When you get to Havana tomorrow, I hope you find what 

you're looking for.”

“It isn't the finding that's the fun part. Take care of yourself.”
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With a wave to Tony and a nod to Iris and Lens, the old man disappeared into the 

hot, thick twilight. When Iris glanced at Lens, she saw that he was looking at her very 

strangely, with his jaw slightly slack. She also noticed, with grim satisfaction, that he was 

holding her hand rather tightly. 

“I didn't think he still came down here,” Lens said. Iris thought he sounded 

surprised, and she could also hear a twinge of regret in his voice. 

“He's not like he used to be,” Tony said. He had a rag in one hand and a glass in 

the other, but he wasn't doing anything with either. 

“You know him well?” Lens asked. 

Iris looked at the two men, confused. 

“I used to. He's not the same. The locals call it the dark lonelies, what he has. I 

don't know what it is, but it's bad, and every time I see him it's worse. He used to sit and 

drink and talk for hours on end, but now it's like everything good has left him. He only 

comes down here a couple times a year now, and he just keeps dying more and more. I 

really don't know what's to become of him.”

“Well, he knows a good drink,” Iris said. 

Lens looked at Iris, bewildered, as Tony laughed. 

“That he does,” Tony said.

Iris slid off her barstool and looked up at Lens, who was still gripping her hand as 

though he was the only thing keeping her tethered to the earth. She nodded her head at 

shiny drink on the bar, an island in a puddle of condensation. 

“It's a Cuba Libre. It's good. You should try one sometime. That man picked it out 
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for me.”

“Did he?” Lens said as he led her from the bar. “How kind of him.” 
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Chapter 7: A Prophet and a Liar

“And you wanted to come here at night,” Lens said smugly as they stood at the 

Petronia Street entrance of Bahama Village. 

Iris bit her lip and looked at the scene in front of her. Though somewhat rundown, 

no more so than other parts of Key West, Petronia Street appeared in every way to be a 

normal neighborhood. The cobbled road was lined with simple cottages painted white, 

yellow or light blue, their exteriors old but well-tended. Wild patches of flowers sprouted 

up in dirt yards populated by roosters while bright green parrots screeched their morning 

dialogues from intermittent fence posts. The ocean whispered in the distance and at the 

end of the street Iris saw a quaint clapboard building with a sign that identified it as 

Johnson’s Café and a slew of brightly colored bicycles were parked out front. In many 

respects, Petronia Street was perfectly charming. 

There was one very notable exception.

“You should probably get some pictures of this,” Iris sighed, pulling her notebook 

and pen out of her lavender purse. “I have a feeling we’re not going to want to make a 

second trip.” 

“I’m way ahead of you,” Lens said through his view finder. He snapped away, 

careful to get the enormous old banyan tree from every angle. It was an image that he 

knew would chill him for the rest of his life. 

Carved into the spindly heart of the banyan tree was a niche that cradled horrors 

far beyond what Lens and Iris expected to find in Bahama Village. Nailed above the 

rustic altar was a crucifix draped with shredded bits of animal skin and many strands of 
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brightly colored glass beads. Nestled at the base of the crucifix was a human skull staring 

at them from dark hollows, its teeth shining brightly in the morning sunlight. Beside the 

skull was a large, terra cotta tureen topped with a black doll wearing an elaborate red 

ceremonial costume, standing on a bed of dried herbs, coins and shells. Lashed to a low-

slung branch was a gold-painted figure of a baby, its forehead and tiny fists stained brown 

with dried blood. Resting at the baby’s feet was a dirty headless chicken with a black 

horn pierced through its throat. The air hummed with the sound of bugs feasting on the 

dead animal, as well as small piles of rotting bones. 

“Geez Louise,” Iris said. She gingerly sidestepped a dark green turtle shell that 

was filled with pennies and stones to get a closer look at the altar. The bare ground was 

scattered with small icons of saints and cigars and large bowls of red, blue and green 

water. Iris drew in a sharp breath when she noticed a dried snake’s head with piercing 

fangs atop a rough wooden staff that was planted in the ground next to the altar. 

Lens stood up and put his camera back in its case. He looked at the altar and 

shook his head and brushed his fingers against Iris’s sleeve. 

“Where do you want to start?”

Iris bit her lip, her eyes locked on the sightless skull. She looked up the quiet 

street and then turned to Lens. 

“I guess we should try the café.”

“Miss Mabel won’t want to talk to you,” Luther said. His speech was slow and 

clear as he looked Lens and Iris up and down with a disapproving gaze. 
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“It’s incredibly important,” Iris said. “We were sent here by Russell Conway. He 

said that she would help us.”

Luther frowned. His golden brown eyes shone against his dark skin. The thick 

muscles in the man’s back strained against the tight creases of his starched white shirt as 

he shifted on the porch in front of Johnson’s Café, where Lens and Iris had been ushered 

immediately after inquiring about Mabel. Every eye in the crowded restaurant froze on 

the young reporters, and Luther had taken them each by the elbow and hurried out front. 

The look on his face was wary, and Lens wondered if Russell had known what he was 

sending them into. 

“What’s this about?” Luther asked. His voice hung in the ether like liquid smoke, 

its impression remaining for a moment after the words left his lips. 

“There’s been a murder,” Iris started, but Luther cut her off. 

“Mabel hasn’t seen anything. She’s looked every day since the count was 

executed.”

“Seen?” Lens asked. 

Luther set his jaw. “The spirits aren’t talking to her. Not about this. She doesn’t 

know anything.”

“Mabel can see the future?” Iris raised her eyebrows skeptically. 

“Mabel can see the world,” Luther said quietly, his voice cresting in elegant 

waves. He turned around and glanced at the door of the café before turning back to Iris. 

“She sees things a lot more clearly than most people do.”

“I need to speak to her,” Iris said. “Three people have died so far. I believe that 
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Mabel has information that could be useful to this investigation.”

Lens watched Luther’s face as Iris gave him her most forceful look, the one that 

always made everyone give her whatever she was asking for, especially Lens. The 

reflection in her sage-colored eyes was anxious and demanding, pleading and passionate. 

Her expression suggested that seeing Mabel was a matter of life and death. Luther studied 

her for a moment and then jerked his head in a quick nod. 

“Mabel doesn’t let strangers into her home. I will ask her to meet you, but not 

here. Did you see the large banyan tree at the entrance to the village?”

“We saw it,” Iris said quickly. 

“I will tell her that you will be waiting for her there.”

“Thank you,” Lens said. 

“Yes, thank you,” Iris said. 

“There is nothing to thank me for,” Luther said. His voice was grave and when he 

looked at them his eyes were heavy with sadness. “You’re looking for the person who 

killed those girls from Ashley House?”

Iris nodded. 

“My thoughts are with you.” 

Luther turned around and stepped off the porch and a few minutes later he 

disappeared down the quiet lane. 

Lens and Iris sat on a low-slung branch of a gumbo limbo tree adjacent to the 

banyan altar, waiting in the stillness of the morning. Lens looked at the niche and listened 
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to the sound of Iris scribbling furiously in her notebook, the tip of the pen never leaving 

the page. Lens had tried to decipher her notes once from over her shoulder, but it was 

impossible to make anything out of her long, jagged lines of scrawl. He glanced at Iris 

when he heard her stop writing. 

“Do you think she’ll come?” Iris asked him. 

Lens shrugged. There was no steely confidence in Iris’s eyes now. She looked 

anxious, and more than a little worried. Lens wondered if she felt the way he did. Russell 

seemed to think that Mabel was their best shot at finding out exactly what the count had 

been up to in Bahama Village. After the reception they’d received at Johnson’s Café, 

Lens was afraid that Mabel wouldn’t show up to meet Lens and Iris at the Banyan tree. 

He was also terrified that she would. 

Iris shut her notebook and stuffed it in her purse. Then, she unzipped a side pocket 

and pulled out a delicate golden necklace that shimmered in the morning sunlight. Lens 

looked at the shiny little enamel pendent resting in Iris’s hand. She ran her fingers over 

the smooth surface and shook her head. The amethyst violet glittered against a dark blue 

background of lapis lazuli, each stone set with master precision. Iris turned the pendant 

over and frowned, and Lens knew exactly what she was thinking because it was the same 

thing that had kept him awake for half the night. The rich golden surface bore no 

engraved inscription, a trademark of Getty’s necklaces. The ownership of this necklace 

was a mystery, a prospect that Lens found terrifying. 

“What kind of place is this?” Lens said. His eyes focused on the dead chicken and 

he shook his head in disgust. 
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“I don’t know,” Iris said. “But I want to.” 

“You don’t scare easily, do you Miss Elliot?”

Both Lens and Iris jumped at the sound of the voice behind them. The air was 

completely silent, and still they hadn’t heard Mabel approach. Iris whirled around and 

found herself face to face with Key West’s very own witch. 

“Hello, Iris.”

One look at Mabel made Iris question everything she had ever heard about magic. 

As a rule, Iris didn’t believe in ghost stories or monsters or witches, but somehow she 

innately knew that the woman standing there possessed something special within her. 

“Hello,” Iris said. 

Mabel smiled at Iris and cast a wary glance at Lens. Hers was a perplexing face. 

Though her cheeks were smooth and her skin unlined, Mabel’s black eyes were ancient. 

The liquid onyx orbs were equal parts wisdom and doom and Lens felt a sense of extreme 

disquiet settle over him as the woman looked at Iris thoughtfully. Mabel was small and 

compactly built, several inches shorter than Iris, and she wore a full length red and black 

caftan with silver threading and a matching head scarf. Lens felt himself flinch inwardly 

as Mabel reached out a plump hand and ran her fingers over Iris’s cheek. Everything that 

Lens knew told him to leave this place, but when he looked at Iris he found her to be 

completely unfazed. 

“This is the most sacred place on the island,” Mabel said. She gestured to the 

banyan tree. “All of our ceremonies are performed here.” 

Lens looked uneasily at the crucifix and Mabel followed his gaze. 
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“Your friend doesn’t like this place,” Mabel said, her hand resting on Iris’s 

shoulder. 

“He doesn’t, but he’ll be fine.”

Lens thought that he saw a hint of a smile tug at Mabel’s mouth, a gesture that he 

found to be entirely inappropriate. 

“He will,” Mabel agreed. 

“So what do you do here?”

Lens watched as Mabel looked carefully at Iris, considering her as you would a 

key for a particular lock. He didn’t know how she was being tested, but apparently she 

passed. 

“We honor our saints. Yes, we have saints, many of them the same as your own, 

just with different names. We feed them and celebrate them and learn from them.”

“Learn what?” Lens asked. 

“That, I cannot tell you. The secrets of Santeria have been sacred since my people 

first came from Cuba and the West Indies over 100 years ago. Many have died to protect 

the sanctity of our religion and it is not my place to satisfy curiosity.”

Mabel’s face was stern and Iris shot Lens a look of disapproval. Lens sighed and 

decided that it was in his best interest to remain quiet. 

“My people came here as free blacks more than a century ago, when many of our 

brothers did not have freedom. In most parts of the world, they still don’t, but we have 

been able to build a strong life here in Key West. My family worked in the salt ponds and 

built Ft. Taylor and the Little White House and the lighthouses lining the coast. We 
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became merchants and doctors and ministers and we worship freely and without 

disturbance. The people in Bahama Village are on good terms with the rest of Old Town, 

thanks to your Sheriff Morand, and that is why I will help you, though at this point there 

is very little I can do. I will not have anyone accusing the Santeros of having any 

involvement with what happened to those people. What they did to the count was an 

abomination, and that abomination opened the door for the unimaginable horrors that you 

had the misfortune to witness.” 

Iris nodded and Lens’s eyes slid over to the altar, finally coming to rest of the 

human skull. 

“It’s very old,” Mabel said, her voice terse and annoyed. “It was a gift from your 

Mr. Conway. He found it on one of the ships he brought up. None of our rites ever 

involve the use of human remains.” 

“But it’s acceptable to sacrifice animals?”

“Lens…”

“We do not spill blood lightly,” Mabel said, her eyes fierce, “I believe that the 

events of the past week have proven that the Santeros are not the monsters on this 

island.” 

Lens frowned. He ignored the death glare he was getting from Iris and turned 

back to Mabel. 

“These things, these objects,” he said, gesturing to the icons crowding the altar, 

“What do they tell you?”

“They tell me nothing. They simply help me see what’s there.” 
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Lens raised his eyebrows but didn’t say anything. He didn’t like what was going 

on in Bahama Village and he also was concerned that Iris didn’t see how ridiculous it 

was. But then, almost as if she was reading his mind, Mabel looked at Lens, that 

mysterious smile tugging at one corner of her mouth. 

“Blood magic is a serious matter, Mr. Burnside. Rarely is it used for the right 

reason, but also rarely is it wrong. Perhaps you would like me to prove it to you? I’ll only 

need a bit of your blood.”

“No. Absolutely not.”

“I’ll do it.”

“Iris!”

Before Lens knew what was happening it was over. Mabel grabbed Iris’s wrist 

with one hand and withdrew a small silver knife from her pocket with the other. The little 

knife sliced through the air as Lens sprang to close the gap between them, his hand 

covering Iris’s wrist just in time for the blade to slice into his knuckle rather than her 

vein. For a moment he felt nothing and then a fiery pain as a stream of blood ran down 

his hand. 

“Lens!”

“Ow!”

“What did you do to him?” Iris hissed at Mabel as Lens’s blood pooled in her 

hand. 

“I showed him something that he couldn’t see before, something that you couldn’t 

see either,” Mabel said. Iris’s eyes bored into her but Mabel’s tone remained calm and 
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even. “He cares more for you than he does for himself. He didn’t even think before 

putting his hand over yours. Love can be a violent sort of magic. Surely that knowledge is 

worth a little bloodshed.” 

“You knew that I would do that?” Lens asked with a heavy measure of doubt in 

his voice. 

Mabel looked at him knowingly. “Yes, but you didn’t. She would have done the 

same thing, I think. That’s a powerful thing to know about someone.” 

Mabel wiped Lens’s blood off of her knife with her fingers and put it back in her 

pocket. Iris held Lens’s bloodied hand in her own, the look in her mossy green eyes 

indescribable as she looked at him. She reached up to touch his face but thought better of 

it when she saw the blood all over her hands. Instead, she held on to him more tightly and 

mouthed the words Thank You, her eyes never leaving his. For a second, he was sure that 

she was going to cry.

“I’m fine,” Lens said, smiling down at her, suddenly feeling much better than he 

had all day. “It’s okay.”  

Lens looked up at Mabel, who was watching them with an expression of profound 

satisfaction. His eyes met hers and suddenly he realized that this trip was about much 

more than a little magic. Again, it seemed as though she was reading his mind. 

“Magic is illusion, sleight of hand. It’s about making people see something that 

isn’t there. Real magic is about much more than parlor tricks; it’s about reading the world 

and interpreting the things we see. It’s about harnessing the positive energy in the 

universe and putting it to good use.”
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Iris looked at Mabel, still dazed. Lens put his arm around her and he could feel her 

rapid heart beating through her back like a runaway freight train thundering down the 

tracks. Iris usually shied away from him after a moment or two, preferring to stand 

independently, but today she didn’t. 

Mabel watched Lens and Iris and she seemed to warm to them. “I think that it’s 

time for the two of you to come to my home. We need to get that cut cleaned up. Son, you 

bleed like a stuck pig.”

Lens felt Iris tense, but he also knew that she was as curious about Mabel’s home 

as he was.

“Luther said that you didn’t let strangers into your home,” Iris said, finally 

shrugging off Lens’s hold on her. 

Mabel looked thoughtful for a moment. 

“Strange is a relative term when it comes to Key West. You two don’t appear to be 

any stranger than anyone else in this town.”

Lens’s hand throbbed as he followed Mabel and Iris into the tiny yellow kitchen 

of the little white cottage on Petronia Street. The pain was fiery and searing, his bloody 

knuckle wrapped tightly in one of the monogrammed handkerchiefs his mother had 

always made him carry in his back pocket. Iris kept looking at him with anxious eyes and 

Lens felt a surge of satisfaction that, for once, it was Iris who was worrying about him 

and not the other way around. 

“Please, sit down,” Mabel said. She gestured to a round table with four chairs. 
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Like the rest of what Lens had seen of Mabel’s home, the table was perfectly normal. 

There was a porcelain napkin holder shaped like a pair of swans full of white napkins in 

the center of the table and it was flanked by glass salt and pepper shakers. 

What did you expect, a carafe of human blood? A salt cellar of bat wings and 

beetle eyes? A pointy hat and broom on the coat rack? 

Lens hesitated for a moment. Iris shot him a look and he sat down next to her. He 

could feel the vein in his hand pulsing. The fine linen handkerchief was wet with deep red 

blood. 

“Let me see it.”

Mabel’s voice was low and controlled. Lens looked at her warily. 

“Maybe he should see a doctor. He might need stitches,” Iris said. There was a 

sharp edge to her voice. 

“I wouldn’t advise that. Let me see it.”

Lens unwrapped the handkerchief from his throbbing cut and Mabel leaned over 

him to peer closely at it. She took his hand in both of hers and Lens flinched. For an 

instant, her scary black eyes met his. The older woman smelled like lavender and 

cinnamon. She let go of his hand and straightened. 

“You will be fine.” 

Mabel turned around and walked over to one of the kitchen cabinets. She opened 

the door and rummaged through it for a minute and then returned to the table with 

bandages, gauze and a small amber glass bottle stopped with an eyedropper. Mabel put 

the items down on the table in front of Lens and Iris and then she walked over to the sink 
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and took a clean, dry, white towel from a neat stack by the faucet. She ran it under the 

water for a moment and brought it over to the table. 

“Ow!”

Iris squeezed Lens’s free hand as she cast a murderous look at Mabel. The old 

witch’s eyes met Lens’s with a knowing smile. 

“Love hurts, doesn’t it, son?”

Iris squeezed his hand harder but looked away from the proceedings. 

“Your time in Key West has not been easy?” 

“No. It definitely hasn’t.”

When Lens looked back down at his hand, all of the excess blood was gone. 

Mabel moved his hand to lie flat on the table and she unscrewed the top off the small 

amber bottle and pulled out the dropper. 

“But you found what you were looking for?”

“No. We need to find out who is behind these murders.”

Mabel looked at him, her black eyes magic. “But that’s not what you came for.”

“Well, no, I guess it isn’t.”

Mabel poured a few drops of greenish liquid from the dropper onto his inch-long 

cut. When the murky liquid hit his open skin, Lens could have sworn that he heard it 

sizzle. He drew in a sharp breath. His hand didn’t hurt any more than it had before, but 

the sound was disconcerting. Lens looked at Mabel and was horrified to see her rapidly 

mouthing the words to some unknown enchantment, her voice a hoarse whisper. Lens 

glanced at Iris, who was watching the old witch with a mixture of extreme unease and 
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curious fascination. Lens swallowed. As quickly as it had begun, the spell was over. 

“How is your hand?” Mabel asked. She wrapped a thin layer of gauze over the cut 

and taped it and put the stopper back in the amber bottle. She gathered up her materials 

and put them back in the cabinet. 

“Fine,” Lens said, surprised. He looked down at his hand and flexed his fingers 

and was shocked to realize that it didn’t hurt at all. “Thanks.”

Mabel nodded and sat down across the table from Lens and Iris. Her black eyes 

considered them carefully. 

“You’re welcome. Believe it or not, this isn’t the first time I’ve patched up a 

Burnside.” 

Lens looked at her. “You knew Jake?”

Mabel smiled. “I did. He was a wonderful young man. He came to me many times 

over the years, for one thing or another. He was very curious about my work.”

Lens felt a strange tug on the inside of his chest. He had felt the same thing, a 

sudden prickling coldness, when Getty had talked so wistfully about his father’s daring 

adventures. Mabel looked at him carefully. 

“Many people in Key West, in Bahama Village as well as Old Town, were very 

sad when he died.”

Lens leaned back in his chair and didn’t say anything for a moment. He felt Iris 

shift in her seat next to him and wondered why she wasn’t peppering Mabel with 

questions. 

“And I assume you’ve met Getty Crane by now?” Mabel phrased the question 
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very carefully, making it sound as though Getty could have been Key West’s official 

welcome lady. 

Lens nodded. “We’ve met. I know that she is Jake’s mother.”

Mabel paused. “Your grandmother is an extraordinary woman.”

Lens looked at Mabel, silent. He still couldn’t reconcile the idea of Getty, the 

enigmatic owner of the town brothel, as anyone’s grandmother, much less his own. Lens 

had never met Cora’s parents and Somerset’s were long dead when Lens was growing up. 

Getty simply didn’t fit the warm, kindly, wizened archetype that the word grandmother 

suggested. Somehow, Lens couldn’t imagine Getty in any other role than that of the 

proprietress of Ashley House. 

“She was very sorry when your mother left.”

Lens laughed hollowly, the sound bitter and devoid of humor. “It didn’t sound like 

she was sorry when she was running her off.”

“It was a very complicated story,” Mabel said, her black eyes never leaving Lens, 

“And a very sad one. Your grandmother made mistakes, yes, but she truly thought that 

she was doing the best thing for you. After her son died, there was no one she loved more 

on this earth than you. In twenty years, that’s one thing that hasn’t changed.”

Lens looked at Iris and she nodded. He’d had enough of talking to Mabel and it 

was time for Iris to take over. 

“We need to talk about the count,” Iris said. 

“Carl was my friend for many years.”

Iris frowned. “After he found out that Elena was sick, he came to see you in 

198



Bahama Village.”

“Several times week. The girl was very ill. There was little that I could do to help 

her. My beliefs allow me to pursue luck and good fortune on someone else’s behalf, but 

there was no luck left in the universe for Elena. She was dying, quickly. She got worse 

every day. The count knew that, but it didn’t stop him. He had hope that she would live 

until the very end.”

“What did you do for him?”

“I guided him. I told him what saints Elena needed on her side in order to survive 

and I helped him prepare ceremonial gifts for them. He brought more offerings every day. 

We chanted, and we prayed and I did everything that I knew to keep her in this world. 

And still she died.”

“What sort of offerings?” Lens asked. 

“Candles, letters, exotic foods, money, everything we could think of. We made 

offerings to many of our orishas, our saints. Everyone has a patron saint who protects 

them, and to see Elena’s fate I prayed to hers. I used the Diologgun of cowrie shells every 

day for a week to try to find out how to help her, but by the time Carl came to me, Elena 

was already marked as one belonging to Oya.”

“Oya?” Iris asked. 

“She is the orisha of the wind, the guardian of thunder and lightning. Oya is the 

owner of the cemetery, the watcher of the doorway between life and death. The shells told 

me that Elena’s spirit already belonged to the other side.”

“The angel of death,” Iris said, her voice soft and thin. 
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“Not death,” Maybel said, “Merely the awareness of death. In our culture, the 

kingdom of the dead is just as real as the one of the living. Oya simply eases that passage. 

Once Chango, the god of all beings, has chosen someone to go to the other side, it is not 

for saints or believers to try to intervene on that soul’s behalf. Death is unavoidable in our 

culture, just as it is in any other.”

Iris bit her lip. “But the count didn’t think so. He was looking for a way to cheat 

death so that he and Elena could be together.”

Mabel stiffened, her mouth tight and her eyes as impenetrable as ever. “That is 

where Carl and I parted ways.” 

There was a long moment of silence, and then Mabel spoke.

“I did not approve of the things that Carl did to Elena’s body after her spirit had 

departed for the next world. He had no right to do the things he did. It is not for men to 

tamper with sacred things.”

“He thought he could bring her back,” Iris said. She leaned forward in her chair. 

Mabel nodded. “He thought a lot of things. He was wrong. I don’t approve of the 

way that his life was taken, but nobody welcomed death more than Carl did. Once he 

knew that Elena was gone forever, all he thought about was death.”

Iris bit her lip and her heart started to race. “The count didn’t fake his own death 

and kill Sally, Lola and Sexton Winniker, did he?”

“No.”

“Could he have faked his own death?”

“Yes. Not by hanging, though. Carl considered it after he was arrested for the first 
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time. He wanted everyone to leave him alone so that he could work through his plans in 

peace.” 

Iris chose her next words very carefully. “You told him how to do it. You showed 

him how to create the appearance of death.”

Lens looked at Iris and thought about the fever that had taken the girls from 

Ashley House and their rapid deaths. Mabel frowned, her dark eyes brooding. 

“It is a grave sin to reveal the secrets of Santeria. My religion’s survival depends 

on secrecy.”

“You helped him.” 

When Mabel spoke, her voice was strained. “I told him things, yes. Things I had 

no right to tell him. His misery was killing him. I trusted him with my secrets. He swore 

to me that he would never tell a soul.”

“He lied.” 

Mabel was silent. Iris leaned forward. 

“Do you have any idea who the count may have told your secrets to?”

Mabel sat there, stone faced. Iris bristled. 

“I know that he betrayed your trust, but someone out there is doing a lot worse. 

Half of the police think they're chasing after a ghost. Mabel, we have to find the person 

who is killing these girls and stop him. Sally and Lola did not die of natural causes. 

Whoever did this drugged them and held them and experimented on them. If you 

could’ve seen what happened to Sally, her face--”

“Stop.”
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The pain in Mabel’s eyes was bottomless. “Please, I can’t hear this. I don’t know 

who he told. Carl had a notebook that he wrote everything down in. A small, leather-

bound book. It contains everything. His experiments, his thoughts, lists of things he 

needed, the things he did to Elena, my secrets…all of it is in the notebook. Whoever took 

Sally and Lola knew my secrets that I told Carl. That’s the only way he could have done 

it. Carl wrote down everything I told him word for word in that notebook. He promised 

me that he would burn it as soon as he had what he needed. You have to find it.”

“It’s gone?”

Mabel nodded. “I begged Cott to find it for me. It wasn’t in the count’s house or 

his workshop or his office or his jail cell. Cott asked Carl about it before he was executed 

and Carl said that it was somewhere safe. He said it was in the safest place in the world, 

and no one would ever find it. But of course someone found it, and they’re using it and 

it’s my fault for trusting him. Please, please, find the notebook. It has to be destroyed. 

You’ve seen what our secrets can do, Miss Elliot, in the wrong hands. If you find the 

notebook, you’ll find out who’s doing this.” 
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Christmas Island

Lens knew that he had absolutely no reason to be happy. The short amount of time 

he had spent on the island of Key West had been fraught with more gore and mayhem 

than he’d known in his entire life. In four days he had watched an execution, seen the 

handiwork of a psychopath, dug through a graveyard and been accused of murder. The 

door to his room at The Wildflower still wasn’t fixed, and in between radio broadcasts of 

All My Children and Days of Our Lives Lens was fairly certain that Louise the innkeeper 

was plotting his death. And then, of course, there was Iris. 

After all they'd been through, Lens still didn't feel like he knew Iris, a fact that 

gnawed at him like a barracuda to bait. He collected bits and pieces of her: she had a 

family, that much he knew, and she had told him that she was from Georgia, though any 

fool who'd ever driven through Atlanta could have figured that out from the way she 

lilted her words. Iris liked lemons in her water and limes in her tea; she drank despair 

with legends and had no patience for fools. She would bleed for him. He supposed that 

better lives had been built on less. 

Lens Burnside braced himself against the stiff ocean breeze that charged the bow 

of Russell Conway’s boat, an old white skiff named The Queen Bea. Though he was loath 

to admit it, Lens felt more relaxed than he had in weeks, or even months. Years, actually, 

if he was truly honest. Lens hadn’t been on a boat more than a handful of times in his 

entire life, but he’d never felt more at home. Lens liked being on the water. There was a 

cleanness to it that appealed to him. It seemed like it should always be this way: 

skimming across the calm blue-green water with the fresh, clean wind in his face and Iris 
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sitting beside him. They were on their way to his father’s house. 

“Are you okay?”

Lens had to shout over the metallic cough of the boat’s motor. He looked at Iris. 

Her head was tilted up toward the sun, her eyes closed and her skin radiant in a nimbus of 

warm golden light. At first, Lens didn’t think she heard him. He brushed his injured hand, 

wrapped by Iris in a fresh bandage more elaborate than the small cut perhaps warranted, 

over her forearm. Iris cracked open one eye and grinned at him. 

“We better make this a quick trip. I could get used to this kind of thing.”

Lens smiled. “I know what you mean. You hardly even notice the heat when 

you’re out on the water and the boat’s going so fast. I could do this every day.”

“There’re an awful lot of people who would be really happy to hear you say that, 

myself included,” Russ shouted from behind the wheel of the boat. 

Lens turned and looked at him. He shaded his eyes from the sunlight with his 

uninjured hand. 

“Really?”

“You’re grandmother would probably get together all of her friends and throw a 

parade on Duval Street if you decided to stay down here.”

“That’d be interesting,” Iris said dryly.

Lens laughed at the thought of the women of Ashley House, with their shiny hair 

and satin garters and bright red lipstick, gliding down the town’s main road in their 

plunging necklines and towering heels like a battalion of Zeigfield girls, Getty leading the 

way with a thin brown cigarette in one glittering hand and a double shot of aged caramel 
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scotch in the other. 

“You think she wants me to stay? I mean, after the case is solved?”

Russell smiled. Lens imagined his father seeing that very same smile every day of 

his life, and the thought pleased him. If Jake was anything like Russ, Lens imagined that 

he would have liked him very much. After their awkward introduction, Lens found that 

he enjoyed Russ’s company. The tall, somewhat burly man wore khaki shorts and a short-

sleeved red and white shirt in a loud print that clashed magnificently with his orange hair 

and scruffy beard, a blue fishing hat with silver hooks through the bill, several long 

necklaces on leather cords, a thick gold watch that was blinding in the sunlight and those 

funny rubber shoes that he had been wearing the previous day when he nearly shot Lens. 

Japandals, he’d called them. Iris liked them  and Lens wondered where he might find her 

a pair. Lens thought about what the older man had said for a moment and looked at him 

again. 

“I don’t think there’s anything Getty’d like more than to see you set up shop down 

here.”

Russ looked at Lens, his eyes thoughtful. 

“If you ask me, the Burnsides belong to this island. Definitely make it a helluva 

lot more exciting.”

Lens ran his hands through his hair. He felt Iris looking at him. 

“Stuff like this doesn’t ever happen around me. I swear, I’m not that interesting.”

A sonorous laugh boomed from somewhere deep within Russ. 

“You don’t think so? From what I’ve seen, boy, you Burnsides are born 
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interesting.” 

Lens felt Iris shift in her seat next to him and twist around to face Russ. Lens 

glanced at her and read the curiosity in her eyes. Russ met her gaze and winked. 

“If you agree to move down here, your grandma may even warm up to Blondie.”

Lens felt his face go red and knew that it had nothing to do with the heat. Russ 

turned the wheel of the skiff and the boat banked to the left, where a heavily treed island 

cozied up to the horizon. As they got closer, Lens saw a long wooden dock that stretched 

out into the water like a skeleton. Toothy mangroves poked out of the sea, which faded 

into clear turquoise shallows as The Queen Bea approached and Lens got his first glimpse 

of a yellow house in the distance. 

“Oh, how pretty!”

Iris put her hand on Lens’s shoulder and stood up. Russ cut the motor and let the 

skiff drift to the edge of the dock landing, a rectangular lattice of wood large enough to 

park Lens’s Galaxie and Iris’s Cadillac side by side. A faded gray spine of wooden planks 

bridged the distance between the dock and the beach, about the length of half a football 

field. The boat met the dock with a jarring thump that scattered sharp bits of barnacles 

onto the seats. Lens stood up and followed Russ, who jumped onto the dock with 

practiced ease. While Russ tied up the skiff, Lens turned back to help Iris onto the dock 

and found himself staring into empty space as the reporter hopped off the boat on her 

own. 

Lens felt his pulse quicken as they approached the house. He’d never really 

thought about what his dream home might look like, but it was a safe bet that Jake’s 
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yellow house came pretty close.

“Do you like it?” Russ asked.

Lens was surprised that his father’s old friend sounded nervous. 

“We tried to keep it up all these years. Getty never wanted to change anything 

from the way it was when, well. I had to put a new roof on a few summers ago. Shingles 

aren’t worth a shit come hurricane season. Jake knew that, but he thought they looked 

nice. I suggested switching them out for tin or copper or Spanish tiles, but Getty wouldn’t 

hear of it. She said that if you ever came back that you could fix it the way you liked, but 

we weren’t going to make it look any different. The house is exactly the way Jake left it.”

As they approached the end of the dock, Lens found himself at a loss for words. 

The yellow clapboard A-frame house was bigger than it looked from the boat, two stories 

with a wide wrap-around porch that had the hot caramel shine of teak in the sunlight. 

Where the beach met the front yard, there was a stone pathway leading up to the house 

surrounded on either side by wispy sea oats. A pair of faded pink flamingoes guarded the 

stairs, which looked like they had recently received a fresh coat of varnish. An old sign 

that read Casa de Burnside was nailed above the porch. 

“Lens!”

“Hmm?”

“Don’t worry, Russ. He loves it.”

Lens turned around and saw Iris and Russ watching him. Iris had her arms folded 

across her chest and Russ was tugging at the big green stone he wore from a leather cord 

around his neck. His eyes were anxious and the glare Iris had fixed on Lens was 
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absolutely scathing. 

“I love it,” he said quickly. 

Russ smiled, and his apparent relief was such that Lens felt guilty for keeping him 

in suspense. In truth, he had never seen any place look more appealing than the yellow 

bungalow. He could see himself spending years stretched out on the front porch swing. 

He glanced at Iris, and he imagined this place being their home. 

“Jake loved this house. He bought the island with his share of our bootlegging 

stash. It was the Depression, and the owner begged Jake to take it. Can you imagine? 

Unloading an island on a 20-year-old rumrunner? That was just the beginning for your 

dad. The salve money from a freighter wreck we brought up off Sugarloaf Key built the 

house. The next wreck furnished it.” 

“This salving thing that everyone keeps talking about, where they bring up the 

shipwrecks—is it legal?” Iris asked. 

“It isn’t illegal. The law is a bit, well, it’s cloudy,” Russ said. 

Iris raised an eyebrow and Lens saw her lips quiver as she tried to suppress a 

smile. “Cloudy?”

“Murky.” 

“Doesn’t the wreck technically belong to the person who owns the ship?”

“Not necessarily. Some of these wrecks are over 200 years old. There’s Spanish 

galleons in those waters that haven’t seen the light of day in centuries. The law is very, 

um, convoluted, when it comes to who owns what. I like to follow the law of the sea.”
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“And what might that be?”

“Finder’s keepers.”

“I see.”

Lens smiled at the sound of their easy chatter, but he wasn’t really paying 

attention to the conversation. He couldn’t believe that he was actually sitting in Jake’s 

living room. He could see why his father loved the house. He loved it too. After giving 

them a tour of the bungalow, Russ  led Lens and Iris to the living room. It was a bright, 

clean room with smooth wooden floors warmed by the sunlight from a large bay window 

that looked out over the blue-green ocean. Russ opened the windows and as Lens sat in 

his comfortable loveseat, all he could hear was the champagne fizz of soft, foamy waves 

breaking on the brown sugar sand. He thought of all the endless, frostbitten winters he’d 

spent under gloomy Midwestern skies and suddenly he understood his mother’s bottom 

dresser drawer. Lens didn’t know how she ever let go of this place. He never would. 

“You kids sit tight for a few minutes,” Russ said. He lumbered out of his chair and 

stood up. “I’m going to go out back and get the power turned on so we can get the fans 

working. We've got some important stuff to discuss. I've got something important that I 

need to show you. I'll be right back.” 

When Russ left, Iris turned to Lens. Like him, Iris looked more relaxed than he 

had ever seen her. Until coming to Key West, Lens never realized how tense Iris always 

was in Miami—she was nice and pleasant and amiable, but she was never relaxed. Down 

here, though, things were different. Everything was different. Today, her mood matched 

his. He wondered about her thoughts. 
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“It’s very peaceful here,” Iris said. 

“It really is. I can see why my dad liked it so much.”

Lens paused for a moment and considered her face. Her skin was smooth and lit 

from within by the exuberant glow of youth. Her fine eyebrows were a few shades darker 

than her platinum blond hair, which he imagined to be a golden mahogany color in its 

natural state. He would like to see that. Her eyes were a deep, intense green that reminded 

him of the woodsy foliage that covered the island, and beneath their lovely shimmer was 

an intuition and depth that startled him. Without thinking, he shifted his body closer to 

Iris and took both of her hands in his. Lens expected her to be startled, but the look in her 

unfathomable eyes was unreadable. He thought that he could look at her forever. Without 

thinking, and at the same time thinking too much, Lens leaned closer to Iris and lightly 

brushed his lips against hers. She tasted like salt and smelled like sunlight. Lens didn't 

think that there was any sensation in the world that could feel as good as kissing Iris. 

Until, of course, she kissed him back. 

Like the picture of his parents when they were young and happy, Lens found an 

entire world in that kiss. He could have a life with Iris, a sincere, adventurous, 

spontaneous, and at times probably quite terrifying life. He didn't care about her secrets, 

and he couldn't imagine there being anything about her that would change the way he 

felt. The kiss was over too soon for Lens, and when Iris spoke, his dreams died on his 

lips. 

“Lens, we can't,” Iris said. She shook her head and stood up, looking bothered. 

Her ears were red and her lipstick was smudged. Lens brought his fingers up to his own 
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lips, which still tasted like Iris. She folded her arms and stared intently at something that 

wasn't him. Lens stood up. 

“Whatever it is, I don't care. I don't care about anything but you,” Lens said, 

trying to figure out what to do with his hands. He settled on his pockets. 

The problem was, Iris didn't believe him. He may not know it yet, but Iris was 

positively certain that when Lens found out about her being a still-married, high-school 

drop-out runaway, he would mind very much. And she wouldn't blame him for having 

that reaction, Iris thought to herself. She just couldn't bear to see that look on his face 

quite yet. Iris stared stonily at the water from the yard beside the bungalow, and she 

noticed that Lens was doing the exact same thing several feet away. Russ nudged Iris. 

“Are you sure you two are okay? For Christ's sake, I was only gone for ten 

minutes,” Russ said.  

Iris forced a tight smile. “Never better.”

They had been like this when he returned to the living room several minutes 

earlier. Lens and Iris had been standing there, both silent and bitter, and Iris had been 

profoundly irritated at the way Russ had just shaken his head and smiled. It was as 

though he was seeing something that he had missed for a very long time. “C'mon,” he 

had said to both of them, “There's something that I need to show you.” 

Lens hadn't said much since the kiss. Now outside, Russ looked from one of them 

to the other and shrugged. Iris watched as a lone pelican dove into the water and retrieved 

a fish, whose body thrashed inside the bird's feathery throat, surely searching for a means 
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of escape, and was then swallowed whole. 

Russ cleared his throat and then spoke in a low whisper to Iris. “Whatever it is 

dear, don't get yourself too worked up about it. Jake and Cora  used get into spats like you 

wouldn't believe.”

And their story had such a happy ending, Iris thought to herself. 

“Of course, their fights usually involved a lot more liquor and a lot less silence,” 

Russ remarked, and there was that infuriating smile again. Iris gritted her teeth. 

“There was something you wanted to show us?” Iris reminded him. 

Russ nodded. “Follow me.”

Iris turned to Lens, who still refused to look at her, and then set off behind Russ as 

he headed into the trees. She heard the snap of twigs and the shuffle of sand as Lens 

trudged behind her, several paces back. 

“Now be careful of the snakes,” Russ called back to them. Iris took a deep breath 

and wondered silently to herself if the day could get any worse. 

It could, of course, and Iris knew that as soon as the path they were following 

narrowed and gradually disappeared. Russ was mumbling something to himself and 

stopped every few feet and touched the trees and stared at the clear blue sky overhead. He 

squinted his eyes and rubbed his chin and knelt in the sand and then got up and walked 

forward a few more paces. They were truly in the woods now, and Iris didn't like it. She 

stayed put as Russ meandered around the clearing, and Lens walked over and stood next 

to her. Though he didn't say anything, Iris supposed it was an improvement. Finally, she 

couldn't bear the silence any longer. 
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“I'm sorry,” Iris said quietly. 

Lens looked at her but didn't say anything. Several yards away, Russ got on his 

knees and started patting the sandy earth with his hands. 

“I like you a lot, Lens, but there's so much that you don't know about me,” Iris 

said. His dark blue eyes reminded her of the deep blue-black water that they crossed 

when they were on the skiff. 

“So tell me!” Lens said. 

Iris shook her head. “I just don't think that it's a good idea. I'm so sorry.”

Iris swallowed his silence with her tears. He would never know how sorry she 

truly was. The past few days in Key West had both made her cherish and regret every bad 

decision she had ever made. She had to tell him, but she just couldn't bear to see the way 

he would look at her. She could only imagine the censure, the regret. She wondered if it 

could possibly be any worse than the way he looked at her now. 

After several more minutes of agonizing silence, Russell's palm smacked against 

something solid. With a cry of triumph, he stood up and brushed his knees off with his 

hands. He looked up at Iris and Lens. 

“What is this, Russ?” Lens asked. His voice was wary, Iris noted, and he sounded 

as worn-out as she felt. When she thought about it, all she really wanted to do was find 

her way back to the pretty yellow house and lay down in one of the sunny bedrooms that 

overlooked the ocean. She most certainly did not want any part of whatever had made 

that resounding thud beneath Russ's palm a few moments earlier. 

To Iris's surprise, Russ leaned down and tugged up the edge of something. With 
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the creak of a hinge, a wave of sandy brown earth billowed several feet into the air as 

Russ threw back what Iris soon realized was a wooden door in the ground. An uneasy 

sigh escaped from Lens's lips. Russell looked at them intently, and Iris could have sworn 

that a nearly-imperceptible smile stole across his lips. 

“Make of it what you will, kids,” Russell said. He knelt beside the hole in the 

ground. “But it's the God's honest truth.” 

The truth was, the count was dead. Very dead, as far as Iris could tell. The old 

man's eyes, opaque and tearing away from their sockets, stared up at Lens, Iris and 

Russell from the floor of the underground chamber, no bigger than a woodshed. Beyond 

his short white hair and beard and oddly twisted neck, Carl Tanzler was unrecognizable. 

His mouth was open, and his skin was crusted over with a layer of thick white powder 

that made it appear as though the dead man had been caught in a freak snowstorm in the 

tropics. He could have almost been frozen, Iris thought to herself as something stuck in 

her mind. She took a deep breath and tasted the air above the underground room. 

“Quicklime,” Russell said. He leaned back on his heels. “That's why you can't 

smell anything.”

That wasn't exactly true, Iris thought, but she would take a harsh chemical scent 

over that of death any day. 

“I covered him with it when I dumped the body. It's a trick I picked up from a 

fellow I met in Bali a few years ago. Don't ask how. You don't want to know,” Russell 

said, though he couldn't keep from grinning at the memory. 
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Iris looked at Lens, thinking that this new information more than merited a break 

in the silent treatment, but his eyes were fixed on the hole. Iris braced her hands in front 

of her and peered farther over the edge of the hole. With a start, she realized what Lens 

was staring at so intently. The count had been placed in the center of the hole, rather 

quickly, too, Iris surmised by the way that his limbs were in stiff disarray. Most 

interesting, however, was the fact that Carl Tanzler, Royal Count of Dresden, Saxony, 

tenth of his line, expert surgeon and madman to boot, was not alone. 

After five years, the death mask was nearly all that remained of the old man's 

beloved. Elena's bones were wrapped in a bundle of white linen, and the death mask that 

encased her skull was indeed unlike the ones Iris had seen adhered to the faces of Sally 

and Lola. The skin looked like rough ivory clay, the brows thick strips of fishtailed silk. 

The long black hair that fanned around Elena's head on the dirt floor looked like doll hair, 

and Elena's mouth was fashioned from molded red wax. Her eyes were black glass and 

lifeless. Unlike Lola, and even, to a lesser extent, Sally, Elena looked nothing like a real 

person. There was another man out there, Iris had been certain before and now she had 

proof, and he was an artist as well as a killer. 

“Why didn't you say something earlier?” Lens asked. Iris noticed with dismay that 

his voice was hollow as he stood up. She hated the thought of him being disappointed by 

another one of the few people he cared about today. She looked in the hole one more time 

and stood up beside him. Lens didn't give Russell a chance to answer him. “You know 

that there are people in Key West who are convinced that the count has something to do 

with the murders.”
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“Well, those people are fools,” Russell said, as though that answered the question. 

“But how...” Lens started.

“After the execution, right?” Iris said. She looked at Russell. “Cott said that you 

helped him put the body in the freezer.” 

Russell nodded. He bent down and heaved the heavy wooden door up on its 

hinges and slammed it shut. 

“Carl wanted to be with Elena. They were going to bury him in an unmarked 

grave in the cemetery. He begged me not to let that happen. This isn't going to be their 

final resting place, but I figured until all the hubbub died down it was a good as any. I 

promised him that I would see to it that they were together, that's all.” 

Iris made a slow circle around the hole. Lens shook his head and stared into the 

trees, his eyes dark. 

“You made this?” Iris asked Russell. She pointed at the door to the cellar, which 

the older man was covering with sandy earth. 

Russell laughed. “Oh no. I'm not nearly that handy, despite what you may have 

heard. This place was here when Jake bought the island. It was a great little hideaway 

during the height of our business. Jake liked to think that it was used by the pirates a long 

time ago. It's the perfect place to keep the things you don't want found.”

Russell gave Iris a significant look that made her suspect that the bodies were not 

the only things being stored in the handy little forest cellar. Iris watched with interest as 

Russell turned to Lens. “I hated to lie to you, kid.”

Lens said nothing, for a moment, and when he spoke it was as though he hadn't 
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heard Russell, though of course he did. 

“What about the notebook? Mabel said that we had to find it. She thinks that the 

count wrote down a lot of important things in it. She's afraid that someone is going to 

find out all of her secrets.” 

Russell looked doubtful. “It's true that Carl was desperate near the end of Elena's 

life, everyone knows that, but I don't think that he put nearly as much stock in that 

voodoo shit as Mabel thinks he did.”

“Santeria,” Iris and Lens said at the same time. 

Russell paused and a look of exasperation passed over his face. “Right. Can it be 

that Mabel's already turned you two into believers? I swear, that woman is something 

else. She could sell snow to an Eskimo.” 

“So what happened to the notebook?” Iris asked. 

“It's in the house,” Russell said. “You're welcome to it, but I can already tell you 

that you won't find it to be of any use.”

“I'd like to see it,” Iris said. 

“I figured as much,” Russell said, nodding. “I couldn't make heads or tails of it, 

but I'd love to help you hash it out.”

Iris started to nod her head, but Lens cut her off. 

“Actually, we really need to be getting back.”

Iris noticed that Russell didn't even bother concealing his disappointment. 

“Maybe you'll have time to come out tomorrow?” Russell asked. “I'd love to take 

you around the shoals, and Iris too. You know, they call this place Christmas Island. No 
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one knows why. Your dad really loved it out here. Not too many people get to have their 

very own island. If you give it a little bit of time, I'm sure you'll start to love this place.”

It's not the place that's the problem, Iris thought to herself as she looked at the 

young man who she would love to be in love with, it's the people he's unsure about. And 

really, she added, who could blame him? 

“Sounds great,” Lens said with that forced smile that Iris hated. “I'll give you a 

call tomorrow. We should really get going. Cott might've turned up something.” 

Even from the outside, the Lazlo mansion didn't look like a happy place. Located 

on Front Street, poised at the end of the island and the edge of the world, the three-story 

red-brick mansion was tall, imposing, and, Lens thought, profoundly ugly. The rounded 

glass windows were opaquely gray and reminded Lens of cataracts belonging to a very 

old person. Far larger than his grandmother's house, (Lens realized with a pang that he 

had, in fact, taken to calling Getty his grandmother, at least to himself), or any other 

dwelling on the island, for that matter, the Lazlo mansion was grim and somber, and it 

matched his mood perfectly. 

What had started out as a promising day had quickly turned as gruesome as all the 

rest, though it had been Iris that had really put Lens in a foul mood. Kissing her in the 

sunny living room of his father's house had been one of the best moments of his life, and 

what she had said next had been one the worst. She didn't think it was a good idea, Lens 

repeated her words in his head as he glared at the eyesore of the house in front of him. 

Well, he hadn't really thought it a good idea to wander through graveyards and dig up 
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bodies, he wanted to tell Iris, but he had done it for her. What really killed him though 

was the look in her eyes. Iris had an uncanny ability to sound sincere, even when she 

didn't mean it, but this time she was earnest; Iris meant what she said. She didn't think 

that being with him was a good idea, and that was something that Lens just couldn't 

understand. He had dated quite a few girls in college, none of them memorable, and he 

simply couldn't accept the idea that the most interesting woman he had ever met didn't 

want to be with him. 

“Should we go in?” Iris asked. Her voice was quiet and hesitant. Lens knew that 

his silence bothered her. 

“I don't know, do you really think it's a good idea?” Lens asked. He tried to avoid 

sounding sarcastic, but failed. 

Iris blanched and for a second Lens thought that she looked very sad, but then she 

pressed her lips together. 

“Yes, I do.”

Lens followed her up the brick steps and through the gaping maw of the beastly 

house. 

In every way, the Lazlo house was cold. In addition to the austere formality of the 

entry hall and parlor, there was an interior chill in the air that Lens hadn't felt since he left 

Ohio. The sensation was as familiar as it was unwelcome. Lens had been to several places 

in Miami that had air conditioning, but none with the wintry bite of the air in the Lazlo 

house. And it was dark. Outside it was a damp ninety degrees and Lens had been 
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sweating in his shirtsleeves. He felt like he had walked into a basement, like the ones they 

had up north, an underground cellar as dry and quiet and cold as a tomb. Sharp wrap of 

footfalls sounded on the marble floor as a uniformed police officer hastened into the 

hallway. 

“You two the kids from the paper?” a short man with brown hair asked. Without 

waiting for an answer, he continued, “Cott's waiting for you in the dining room. Follow 

me.” 

The first floor of the house was endless. Lens followed the officer down three 

hallways and though he heard Iris lagging behind him, trying to take in every detail, he 

didn't stop to wait for her. He knew that she was keeping something from him, and he 

didn't like it, especially considering how much he had told her about himself. Lens briefly 

wondered if that was why she didn't want to be with him. He knew that Iris liked him. 

When he kissed her, she had kissed him back. There was definitely a mutual attraction, 

which was how Lens knew, he just knew, that there was something important that Iris 

wasn't telling him. After turning the corner of yet another hallway, Lens stopped and 

waited for Iris to catch up. He idled for a moment and then started back to find her just as 

she turned the previous corner, looking dazed. 

“What's wrong?” Lens asked, immediately forgetting his irritation. 

“Nothing,” Iris said. 

“No, what is it? Tell me,” Lens said. He could tell that she was still upset about 

his comment on the steps. He smiled, just a little, to put her at ease. 

“They have a Renoir hanging on the wall back there,” Iris said, a little awestruck, 
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“It's beautiful.”

Lens hadn't known that Iris liked art. He loved it; this was just one more way that 

they were perfect for each other, and it killed him that she refused to see that. He briefly 

wondered what else he didn't know about her. 

“The mayor bought it for his wife a long time ago, right after they got married,” 

the officer said as he rounded the corner and met Lens and Iris in the hallway. “The 

Lazlos were a lot happier back then. C'mon, Cott's waiting.”

The long teak dining room table was set for a party that no one would ever attend. 

Eight places were set at the immense table, which could have easily seated 16 with elbow 

room to spare. Like the rest of the house, the dining room was dark. The bright sunlight 

coming in from the windows was extinguished by thick maroon drapes, and the room was 

dimly lit by an old crystal chandelier and weak candles whose wax had overspilled their 

elegant silver holders like tiny volcanoes spreading waxy crimson lava over the cream 

tablecloth. Two glasses of wine, one red, one white, flanked each setting, and Lens had 

never seen so much silverware in his life. A thick film floated on top of each bowl of 

whitish-colored soup, which Lens took to be some sort of chowder. The air in the room 

was thick with tobacco and wine and sorrow. 

Cott stood in the corner of the room with Officer Mendel. Lens watched Iris stride 

over to the sheriff and he followed her. 

“What happened?” Iris asked. 

Lens heard the sounds of people milling around the mansion, but there wasn't 
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nearly the flurry of activity he had expected. Not for the mayor's daughters. Lens vaguely 

remembered Violet, the copper-haired girl who Cott dragged away from Ashley House 

the night he first met Getty. He recalled that she had been quite spirited, with particular 

enmity reserved for the owners of this very house. Lens looked around and wondered 

where the parents were. 

“No one's seen the girls since this morning,” Cott said. “My officers have looked 

everywhere. They're gone.”

Lens moved over to where Iris was standing with Cott and Mendel. He heard an 

anxious hitch in Iris's breath. 

“Oh no, what did the note say?”

Lens didn't miss the weighty looked that passed between the two officers, and he 

knew instinctively that Iris didn't either. The depth of that look, the grimness of it, made 

him very uneasy. 

“That's part of the problem,” Cott said. His tone was careful, like that of a soldier 

walking across a minefield. 

“There wasn't a note?”

Cott waited several seconds; the pause was too long, in Lens's opinion. 

“No, there was.”

Another look passed between Cott and Mendel. Cott took a deep breath and 

reached into his shirt pocket. He pulled out a carefully folded sheet of lavender stationery 

and held it for a moment before shaking his head and handing it to Iris. She carefully 

unfolded the note and Lens stood behind her and read over her shoulder. Her hair smelled 
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like springtime. Iris breathed sharply and Lens felt a tug of surprise as he read the letter. 

Consider us gone. Consider us dead. Consider us even. 

Forever sincerely, 

Violet Lazlo and Ruby Lazlo 

Well that's an interesting twist, Lens thought. He read the note again and was 

certain that Violet had been the scribe. 

“The count didn't write that,” Iris said immediately. 

“We matched the handwriting to Violet's journal. It's the same,” Mendel said. 

Cott rolled his eyes. “The words are pure Violet, anyway. Short and to the point 

and just a shade vindictive.”

“At least we know where she gets it from,” Mendel said in a low voice. Cott shot 

him a look of warning. 

Before Lens knew what was happening, a large, red-faced man snatched the letter 

from Iris's hands. Lens guessed the man was in his early fifties. He was well over six feet 

tall, but he had the soft, wobbly look of someone who had lived very well for far too 

long. The man had a beer gut and hanging jowls, and his face was swollen and puffy. His 

brown hair had thinned on the crown of his head and he had the distinct look of someone 

who was just exhausted by life. Lens's thoughts briefly flitted to the white-haired old man 

with Iris at Sloppy Joe's the previous evening. 

“No one sees this,” the man growled at Cott before glaring at Lens and Iris. He 

crushed the note in his meaty palm. 

“Calm down, Tom,” Cott said. “They're here to help. They've been working on the 
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murder cases with us. Lens and Iris work for The Miami Daily News. I'm sure they can 

help us figure out what happened to the girls.” 

“I already know what happened,” Tom Lazlo said. Lens watched as the mayor, 

one of the men who had been standing on the platform the day of the execution, poked 

Cott in the chest. “The count took her. The execution was botched and that lunatic got 

away. He killed those girls and the sexton and now he has Ruby and Violet.” 

Lens was close enough to Tom Lazlo to smell the rum rolling off the man's breath 

in a flammable wave. His eyes drooped and his mouth slagged. Lens looked at Cott and 

could tell that he was struggling to come up with a tactful response. Iris, of course, had no 

such dilemma. 

“Carl Tanzler is dead. He didn't take these girls. And neither did whoever killed 

the others,” Iris said. She looked from Tom to Cott and back. 

“The count--” Cott started. 

“Is very, very dead. Lens and I saw him earlier,” Iris said. “And he's not 

responsible for any of this. Someone else is out there. We have to find him. But--”

“But what? We have to find my girls.” Tom said. His voice was rough and coarse. 

He walked over to the dining room table, picked up a goblet of red wine and downed it in 

a single gulp. He then picked up a glass of white wine and drank that as well. 

“Where did you find the note?” Iris asked. Lens saw her hand slide to the pocket 

of her purse that held her notebook, and now the count's as well. Despite everything that 

Mabel had said, the count's leather-bound diary had been a tremendous disappointment 

and no help at all, though Iris insisted on keeping it. 
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“The maid found it on Violet's bed in the room she shared with Ruby on the 

second floor. She looked a couple of hours ago, after she realized the girls were gone.” 

Lens couldn't see Iris's face, but he didn't have to to see the expression of doubt 

that was surely be clouding her features. 

“Do you have any enemies?” Iris asked. 

Tom shrugged, but Cott shook his head no. 

Iris was quiet for a moment, the way she was when she was struggling to find the 

gentlest way to make an accusation. 

“How was your relationship with Violet and Ruby?”

It seemed to Lens that the small corner of the dining room went silent. The mayor 

shifted his weight and it was like watching a skyscraper waver. 

“Fine.” Tom's voice was flat, but it spoke volumes. 

Lens remembered the night of the party, right after the bodies had been discovered 

at the church. He thought about the pretty young girl that Cott had dragged from Ashley 

House and the lecture that she had received. Violet Lazlo had shown little regard for her 

father that evening, and the copper-haired beauty hadn't seemed terribly concerned about 

being seen at Ashley House. It didn't seem right to Lens that a normal girl, much less the 

mayor's daughter, should be spending time at the island's most infamous brothel, but no 

one had seemed shocked by it at the time. Lens wondered why. It wasn't difficult to 

surmise that the mayor's relationship with his older daughter was rocky at best. 

Lens was just about to ask the mayor where Violet might have gone to when the 

commotion started in the front hall. 
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Isidore Lazlo was a sight to behold. The spindly, bony woman reminded Lens of a 

witch. A stream of pitch-black hair shot with strands of gray and white fell down to the 

waist of her black mourning dress. Large blue veins protruded from her wrists and hands, 

which were adorned with long red fingernails. If it weren't for the powdery whiteness of 

the woman's long neck, it would've been difficult to tell the color of Isidore's skin 

because she wore so much makeup that her complexion was that of peach paste. Despite 

the chill in the room, her makeup ran in a mudslide down her face, giving her the 

appearance of a something that was slowly melting. Isidore's eyes were caked with purple 

eyeshadow and black coal eyeliner and mascara, which was as dark as tar and twice as 

thick. A large freshwater black pearl, which looked blue in the daylight and was a big as a 

marble, was nestled in a silver broach setting at the woman's throat. It was a spectacular 

sight, made only more so by the harsh stream of words issuing forth from her burgundy-

painted  lips. 

“I said, I want you to get that whore out of my house! NOW!!” Isidore yelled. If 

she saw the terrified look on the young officer's face, she gave it no consideration. The 

only person Isidore had eyes for was the young woman, probably no more than fourteen 

or fifteen, standing in the mansion's opulent doorway. “As a matter of fact, I want all of 

you to leave. None of you have done a damn thing to find my daughters.”

With that, Isidore turned to Cott, who was standing in the front hallway with Lens, 

Iris and Officer Mendel. Out of the corner of his eye, Lens saw Tom Lazlo trudge up the 

stairs, a glass of wine in each hand.
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“When those girls turn up dead, Cott Morand, it'll be all your fault. Now everyone 

get out!” Isidore screamed. 

Within minutes, a group of about 15 people, all of them officers, neighbors or 

friends, where standing outside in the cool shadow of the large mansion at the edge of 

Front Street. Cott was certain that the group would be permitted to return inside with a 

matter of minutes, but Lens noticed the Mendel looked doubtful. Without thinking about 

it, Lens followed Iris over to the girl who had incurred Isidore's wrath. She was young 

and plainly pretty, with the sort of beauty that shined during the height of youth but 

expired not long after, though there was a sort of petulant meanness to the set of her 

mouth that Lens didn't like. 

“Hi, I'm Iris,” Iris said, extending her hand to the girl, who shook it warily. She 

eyed Iris with suspicion. 

“I'm Mirabel. You two are the ones from Miami, right?” the girl asked. Lens 

noticed that she was talking to Iris but looking at him. 

“That's right. We've been helping with the investigation,” Iris said. She took the 

girl by the arm and led her away from the crowd. They walked towards the pier, which 

Lens soon realized was in spitting distance of Mallory Square. 

This time, Mirabel looked only at Lens. “You're Getty Crane's grandson, right? 

That's what everyone's saying.”

Word travels fast, Lens thought to himself. He wondered why Mirabel wanted to 

know. He looked at Iris, who just rolled her eyes. She had a decidedly annoyed look on 

her face, which Lens enjoyed. He smiled at Mirabel. 
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“Yes, I am. Lens Burnside,” he reached out his hand to shake hers. She held on to 

him a little too long. Iris cleared her throat. 

“Why did you come here?” Iris asked. “Do you know something about what 

happened to Ruby and Violet?”

Mirabel bit her lip. “Maybe,” she said. “I came here to talk to Cott, but you're 

even better, I think.” 

Iris frowned as Mirabel gazed at Lens. 

“Why's that?” Lens asked. 

“I know exactly what happened to Violet and Ruby,” Mirabel said. 

“What? Mirabel, people are very worried about them. If you know anything that 

could help, you have to-” Iris said.

“Look, I don't have to do anything,” Mirabel snarled at Iris. “Besides, there's 

something that I want.” 

“Mirabel, whatever it is, we can help you,” Iris said. 

“You can't do anything for me,” Mirabel gave Iris a sour look and then smiled 

sweetly at Lens. “But he can.” 

Iris gave Lens an anxious look. He didn't like where this conversation was going. 

Mirabel continued. “You know everyone has secrets in this town. Violet and Ruby 

were just like the rest of us. I know what they did, and I know about the count too. I'll tell 

you, but you're going to give me what I want, first.”

“And what might that be?” Iris asked. 

“I want to work for Getty. I'm fifteen, I've been going to Ashley House for almost 
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a year now and I have lots of friends there. Alice said that I'm not what Getty's looking 

for, but I know that she's wrong. If you would just talk to Getty for me, I know that she'd 

listen. Everyone says that you're like the second coming to her. And if you do this, I'll tell 

you whatever you want to know about Violet and Ruby.” 

The girl's voice was pleading, and to Lens she just looked so young. Mirabel was 

far too young to be considering this sort of life for herself. She even looked young next to 

Iris, which was saying something, though Lens still wasn't quite sure what. He looked at 

his partner, who seemed at a loss. Lens sighed. 

“Absolutely not,” Lens said. “You're too young, first of all. What about your 

parents? You must have other options.”

“I don't,” Mirabel said quickly. “I don't have anyone. You don't understand. 

Ashley House is like a family. Getty takes care of her girls.”

Lens wasn't moved, but he was puzzled by the way that Iris's expression had 

softened, somewhat. 

“Lens, maybe,” Iris started. 

“No. Iris, I can't.”

Mirabel's gaze shifted to Iris when she sensed that the reporter held sway over 

Lens. She was right, though Lens couldn't imagine anything she could say to change his 

mind. He found himself thinking about his mother, and wondering at the path that had led 

Cora to Ashley House. To Jake Burnside. Lens tried to push the thought from his head. 

“Mirabel, are Violet and Ruby in danger?”

Lens heard the tension in Iris's voice and felt something in his throat when 

229



Mirabel answered. 

“Yes, oh my yes,” Mirabel said, nodding. Lens noticed that she had freckles and a 

small gap between her teeth. There was a small pink bow holding her long brown hair 

back to one side. He just couldn't. 

“This isn't for you to decide,” Iris said to Lens. She stared into his eyes. “We have 

to find those girls.”

“I can't. What if something happens to her? Three girls at Ashley House have died 

in the past month.”

“I don't have anywhere else to go. Please, do this for me,” Mirabel wailed. Large 

tears pearled on her eyelashes. 

Lens turned to Iris. “You can't really think this is a good thing for her. I know you 

don't.” That much, at least, he knew was true. 

Iris shook her head and her blond hair gleamed in the sunlight. She stepped closer 

to him, so close that Mirabel couldn't hear what she said next. Her words were lost on the 

clean ocean breeze. 

“Taking this girl to Getty is the best thing for her,” Iris whispered, her words soft 

on his ear. “I know what she's going through. When we get back from Getty's, I promise 

I'll tell you everything.”

Her lips brushed over his for just a moment, so fleeting that he barely knew they 

were there. Lens nodded. He glanced over at Mirabel. A sour look had returned to her 

face. 

“We'll take you to Getty.”
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Mirabel nodded. “I'll tell you what I know when we get to Ashley House. But she 

can't come.”

Mirabel nodded at Iris. 

“What? Why?” Iris asked. Mirabel looked her. 

“Well, from what I've heard, Getty doesn't like you.” 
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Chapter 9: The Last Letter

From her place on a cold concrete bench stationed at the edge of Mallory Square, 

Iris watched a shrimping boat drift across the horizon. Christmas Island was out there, 

she knew, though she couldn't pick it out of the dozen greenish-black dots in the distance. 

There was one straight ahead that looked rather winning, but Iris feared that it didn't 

matter where the happy stretch of land was because Lens would never want her back 

there anyway. Lens belonged on Christmas Island, and in Key West; Iris had known that 

the second she saw him standing on his father's doorstep. For just a moment, when Lens 

had kissed her, Iris had imagined that it could be her life, too. 

Iris felt the same way she had that first night in the graveyard, just after Sally 

woke up, though she wasn't afraid. She just was. So she sat there, immovable as stone, 

and thought about what a mess she had made. She was no closer to helping any of the 

girls, living or dead, than she had been when she started. Her article was a shambles that 

would prove just how unfit she was for the job that she hadn't been qualified for in the 

first place. Lens was in a foul mood because of her, and Iris suspected that Getty wouldn't 

do anything to discourage his ire. Her confession was fast approaching, and he would 

hate her ever after for letting it get as far as that wonderful kiss. She should cry, Iris 

thought to herself. That always seemed to get women in the movies out of the stickiest 

predicaments, though she knew that her own eyes would remain as dry as the bleached-

bone coral grotto at St. Mary's. They always did. Iris couldn't remember the last time she 

had cried over anything. No, her grief preferred to remain welled below the surface like 

an up-tapped reserve of oil on the Texas prairie. Heaven help whoever was there when it 
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finally blew. 

Sweet Jesus, my ownliest in a black humor today, her mother would have said if 

she had seen her. Iris could almost hear Julianne fretting over her only child's bouts of the 

dark lonelies, as she called them. 

A black humor indeed, Iris thought to herself as she rifled through the worthless 

leather-bound notebook. The book was thick, at least three hundred pages, and all of them 

crammed from edge to edge with tiny Edwardian scrawl. Iris could tell from a date 

written on the inside of the front cover that the notebook had been started two years 

earlier, and the information within its pages would've undoubtedly proven invaluable to 

her, if it weren't for the fact that she couldn't read a goddamn word of it. 

Before arriving in Miami, Iris had never even heard another language spoken, 

much less read it herself. She recalled bits and pieces of foreign dialects on the radio in 

her father's office when she was growing up, especially during the war years, but she 

hadn't really paid them much mind. She regretted it now. If she had to guess, Iris 

supposed that the words crowded onto the page were German, but she really wasn't sure. 

She had read that the count was born in Dresden, Saxony, but when Iris tried to locate it 

on a map in her head, she came up short. She had never fared well in geography class, 

though she did love hearing the teacher talk about exotic places like Istanbul and 

Singapore. Europe had never really captivated her though, and her Uncle Wes had said 

that the parts of it he'd been to had been blown to dust, anyway. She wouldn't have 

minded having a primer in German right now, though. Lost, she stared at the count's 

elegant, precise script and hoped that it would tear apart and reform itself into something 
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that she could read. Iris closed her eyes to the page in front of her and then opened them. 

No such luck. The man's last words still meant nothing to her. For Iris, the count's 

innermost thoughts and observations were written in a silent language, the hanged man's 

words as dead to her as they were foreign. 

Frustrated, Iris threw down the notebook far harder than she intended to, so hard 

that it bounced off the stone bench and landed open and face down, so that the pages 

kissed the worn red cobblestones below. And that's when Iris finally got her miracle. 

Iris stood up from the bench and walked over to the forsaken journal. From an 

unseen pocket in the back cover peeked the edge of a butter-colored envelope. Iris knelt 

down next to the book and carefully picked it up. As she opened the book, it's spine 

cracked in protest, as though the book desired nothing more than to guard the secrets 

buried by the author within the wilted pages. The book's concern was unnecessary, of 

course, as Iris now realized that she was in search of words belonging to another. Iris ran 

her fingers lightly over the seal that had been made by the humid air. Only about an inch 

of the envelope had broken through. At first, she tried to gently lift the edge of the thin 

pocket and extract the envelope with the precision of a surgeon, but she succeeded only 

in creating a large tear. Iris's impatience won out, as it usually did, and she ripped away 

the surface of the pocket. To her surprise, five thin envelopes had been lurking beneath 

the notebook's back cover. She picked up the envelopes and read the postmarks and 

selected the earliest.  As she did so, Iris could feel herself come back to life as her cheeks 

flushed with excitement. It was addressed to George Karl Tanzler, one of the many names 

the count went by. Iris opened the first envelope and took out the thin letter carefully 
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folded within. Her breath caught in her throat as her eyes scanned words written in a thin, 

spidery scrawl that ran over the paper  in uneven dips and ridges.

March 1944, Zephyrhills,  

Florida

Dear George, 

Though I cannot be certain that this letter will ever find you, it is with both 

profound sadness and a heavy heart that I tell you of Crystal's passing. She was taken by 

diphtheria ten days past, and gloom cloaks our halls. Though her sister succumbed 

quickly, Ayesha grows. Our elder daughter thrives, and she asks about you, though of  

course I have no words for her. Anna has been a great comfort to us in the months that  

you have been gone. Your sweet sister and I often dream about returning to England 

during our walks around the springs, though I fear the war has all but ensured that we 

will not find our home as we left it. Anna tells Ayesha wonderful tales about the castle,  

while our finances here grow increasingly strained. Not so very long ago, Anna told me 

the story of the dark-haired girl you dreamt of when you were traveling in Genoa. I often  

wonder if you found her. 

Meanwhile, the letters continue. George, my darling, though I harbor no illusions 

about our own lamentable arrangement, and I think that's the most anyone would call  

two married people who share the same world and nothing else besides, I must implore 

you not to forget about them. I'm far past believing that you'll ever do anything to help 

me, either by returning to our home or just cutting me loose entirely, but you must never 

forget about them. Consider the condition of those who seek you. Those men have no one 
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else to help them, no one else who can. Just last week I directed a man you treated at  

Queen Mary's Hospital, when we were staying in Sidcup, to the same address as I am 

sending this letter. His name is Mr. Robbins, God guide him to you, and he is unwell. It  

seems to me as though his metal plates may have shifted, and perhaps the paraffin has 

deteriorated. Of course, I do not know. Many of your old colleagues from England have 

searched for you and somehow found their way to my doorstep. One gentleman told me 

that you had left Havana at the New Year and were perhaps bound for this address in Key 

West. He was passing through on his way to Washington and was kind enough to pay for  

Crystal's funeral. 

The war has torn the world apart, though I know in my heart that those hostilities 

are not what are keeping you from me. If you are considering returning to us from 

wherever you are out of a newfound sense of duty or obligation, stay. I've never heard of  

a man running away for a woman who doesn't exist, though I learned long ago that the  

general rules do not apply to you. Barring death or dire need, you will not hear from me 

again. I wish you well, George, and I do hope that you find that which you so desperately  

seek. 

Sincerely, 

Doris 

Iris read the letter with a mixture of interest and bewilderment. For some reason, 

she had never considered that the count might have been married. He just didn't seem like 

the marrying kind, Iris thought to herself. Consider the condition of those who seek you, 

Iris read again. She wondered what that meant, and tried to remember if the count had an 
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area of expertise. She knew that he was a surgeon, but that was it. Iris read through the 

letter again and thought about the picture of the darkly beautiful Elena that she had seen 

in the Miami Daily Mail archives, the vibrant young woman who was now no more than 

a bundle of bones hidden beneath a trap door in the woods on Christmas Island. Iris also 

thought about Doris, and hoped that she had made it back to England after the war.

Iris put the letter back in its yellowed envelope and found the letter with the next-

oldest postmark. Like the first letter, this one was addressed to George Tanzler, and it was 

from someone named Dr. Linus Hurston-Clow, Sidcup, England. Iris unfolded the 

missive and began to read. 

                     February 

1946

Dear George, 

Warm greetings, old friend. I hope this letter finds you well. I expect it should, as 

the New Year marked the fourth since you left England on holiday. If nothing else, I  

anticipate that you shall read this humble note well-rested. I rather enjoyed your last  

letter, though I imagine a report of your findings would be even more engaging were I to  

hear them first-hand. I have greatly missed your conversation, as have all of your friends 

here, but I fear your work has been missed even more. 

The end of this great sad war found Queen Mary's more flooded with special cases 

than we have ever been in my memory, including those dreadful early years. Our patients  

are many, and their needs are drastic, as is ours for you. I swear on my life, old friend,  

the boys seem younger than they ever did before. Their wounds heal, but they do not.  
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Their hearts do not, and I fear that so many of their wounds have cut straight to their  

souls and left them forever marked. We haven't enough available doctors to treat a tenth  

of the requests we receive and it falls upon me to turn the rest away from our gates. It's  

true that your expertise is wanted, and even more so that it is desperately needed. 

I read your last article with great interest. I have long suspected that paraffin was 

not a long-term solution to facial reconstruction, and I am ashamed to say that I feared 

the repercussions of its deterioration even as I used it on my patients, even as you showed 

far greater caution and wisdom with your own. Mortuary wax, though? I loathe your 

brilliance even as I praise it. On my first few test procedures, I found it to be a much 

sturdier compound and I have been quite pleased with the results I have seen in my 

patients, particularly a young man whose cheekbone was shattered by shrapnel and had 

to be wholly reconstructed in a lengthy series of procedures, though the stiffness of the  

mortuary wax enabled the patient to heal much more quickly with little drifting of the 

bone fragments, a great deal less pain, and absolutely no trace of infection. As a fellow 

surgeon, I applaud your insight. As your friend, however, I feel compelled to remind you 

of our pressing need for a man with your abilities. 

Man may very well be the only animal that deals in that atrocity of atrocities, but 

seldom do those of our profession have more opportunities for the furtherance of  

knowledge than we do banging at our door at present. Understand that it is in the spirit  

of discovery that I plead for your return. Stiffen the sinews! Summon up the blood, as that  

great bard once said. Though your work with prostitutes plagued by saddle nose has 

been admirable, and no one doubts the nobility of your intentions, this exercise is both  
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beneath your skill and your capabilities. You need to be where you are needed most, and 

that is here at Queen Mary's Hospital. I can promise you supplies and assistance far 

finer than we ever had before. Our great theatres need a final encore. Please send word 

of your departure date. 

Once more unto the breach, dear friend, once more,

Linus

Iris furrowed her brow and read the letter all the way through again, and then 

again. It seemed as though the count was loved as much as he was reviled. She sifted 

through the information she had just acquired and added it to what she already knew 

about the count. She felt as though she was on the periphery of what was going on—still 

on the outside, but circling the truth. Iris suddenly had the feeling that rather than being a 

disparate set of random events, everything that she had seen and everyone she had met 

since arriving in Key West was far more interconnected than she had ever imagined. She 

thought of Cott and Getty, the prostitutes Sally and Lola, the drunken mayor and his 

wretched, miserable wife Isidore, the Lazlo's unhappy children (Iris would never be 

convinced that they had been taken—she knew a runaway when she saw one, and also 

that a fortunate beginning was no guarantee of a satisfying life). And then there was the 

sexton, the count and Elena. They all knew each other, or at least of each other. And Iris 

was quickly realizing that it had been that way for a long time. There was definitely 

something at work that she didn't understand, a game with players she didn't know and 

rules she wasn't privy to. Key West was a different kind of place, Iris knew, but until that 

moment, she realized that she had underestimated exactly how different it was. 
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Iris's heartbeat quickened as she read the return address on the third letter. Maria 

Elena Milagro de Hoyos, 22 Angela Street. It was made out to Count Carl von Cosel, and 

Iris wondered when the old man had decided to dispense with his given name entirely. 

What made him dislike being George Tanzler so much? Iris wondered to herself as she 

opened the envelope, which had resealed itself in the humidity. The letter itself was a 

very light pink and the handwriting was absolutely beautiful. Elena's script looked like 

the perfect samples of arches and swirls that Iris had seen at school but had never been 

able to imitate. It curled like ivy across the page, fluid and dainty, completely different 

from Iris's own hurried scrawl, which sometimes she herself could barely read. As she 

read the letter, though, what struck Iris even more than the elegance of Elena's script was 

the sincerity of her sentiments. 

             August 20, 1947 Key West,  

Florida 

Dear Sir, 

It is with the deepest gratitude that I thank you for your services at the Marine 

Hospital last week. I endeavored to write sooner, but as you know I have been unwell.  

Your letters, flowers and gifts have been received with surprise and appreciation. The 

copy of Shakespeare's sonnets is the loveliest book I have ever seen, though I must 

confess that I read little. The lilies, however, I enjoy every day. They have been of  

tremendous comfort during a very dark week. 

My family and I are all forever grateful for your concern for my health, and I 

have never seen kindness such as yours displayed by any of the other doctors who have 
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treated my lamentable condition. I am not long for this world, I fear. Every day I feel  

worse than the one before. My loved ones have been of great comfort to me, though I fear 

my sister has been stricken with this awful white death as well. She coughs every day,  

sometimes nearly as harshly as I do. 

Your services have been a tremendous comfort to my parents, particularly my 

mother. She believes with all her heart that you will save me. I do not. I deeply appreciate  

your efforts, though I sometimes wonder at your intentions. I deeply admire you and 

respect you, but I cannot, with an honest heart, return your affections. I have loved no 

one since my husband left after the death of our dear, sweet child, nor will I ever. I  

understand if this changes the way you feel about me and your interest in my health, but I  

could never live with myself knowing that your interest in treating me was done so with  

an eye to our future, when I know that even if I survive we do not have one. 

Please know how highly I regard you, sir. I have been deeply touched by the way 

that you have cared for me, though you should feel no obligation to continue to do so. I  

have enclosed a small picture of myself taken at the carnival last year, when I was still in 

good health. These days I have the pallor of a ghost. Mother's friend Mabel says that I  

put her in the mind of a vampire. I wish you the best of luck in your life and work, and I  

rest easy at night knowing that our wonderful island is under the care of such an 

extraordinary physician. I have heard things about you, sir, and the unimaginable work 

that you did during the wars. It sounds too incredible to be true, giving those men back 

their faces and all, but if I see you again I would love to hear the story. 

With regards, 
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Elena

Iris frowned and folded the letter and put it back in it's envelope. So Mabel had 

also known Elena, if the woman mentioned in the letter and the Santero Iris and Lens met 

two days earlier were one and the same. The sick girl could have been referring to 

someone else, but Iris didn't think so. Her friend's daughter, Iris thought to herself, so 

perhaps Mabel had loved Elena, too, and maybe that was why she had shared her secrets 

with the count. Iris felt a familiar hint of irritation towards the witch woman from 

Bahama Village. Like so many other people whom Iris had met since arriving in Key 

West, Mabel had found it unnecessary to tell the whole truth. Iris had never seen such a 

group of liars in her life. Mabel, Russell, Cott, Getty—they all served diluted versions of 

the truth in varying concentrations. Even Lens hadn't been totally honest with her about 

why he really wanted to come to the island. It appeared that evading the truth was a local 

pastime. 

Hell, Iris thought to herself, maybe I do belong down here. 

Iris looked out over the water and thought about what she knew. She decided to 

assume that everything was connected. Getty found out from her old friend at the paper 

that Lens was working there as a photographer, so she cooked up the story about the 

count revealing the location of Elena's bones to get him down there. The story of the 

count had been popular in the paper, the second trial had just ended, and the old man was 

either going to leave or stay in jail. It was the perfect time for the interview, which Getty 

planned to use as her ticket back into her grandson's life. It was actually a pretty good 

plan, Iris thought, though she had come to expect nothing less from the wily madam. 
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Getty hadn't thought that the count was actually going to choose to be executed, but he 

was. Iris had seen the proof of that with her own eyes. 

There were just so many holes. Iris still didn't know where the murders fit in, or 

why the victims were the same girls who had suffered from that mysterious fever at 

Ashley House. She also knew that the Lazlo girls were connected, though she couldn't 

imagine how. Lens had described the older girl, Violet, as petulant and contrary, those 

were his exact words, though what had had really seared into Iris's mind was that he had 

also said she was pretty. That had been a bitter moment for Iris. She had been surprised to 

learn that Violet had been at the party at Ashley House. It certainly didn't seem like the 

sort of place that the mayor's daughter should be seen cavorting. An idea started to form 

in Iris's mind as she thought about Violet Lazlo and the amethyst necklace that she had 

found around the neck of the marble angel when she went to the graveyard with Mendel. 

Iris shook her head and closed her burning eyes. She didn't have all the information she 

needed. She had to find out more. Iris opened her eyes and found the second to last 

envelope. It was postmarked just one month after Elena's letter and Iris noted with 

interest that it was sent from Coral Gables. The name of the sender rang familiar in her 

ears, though she couldn't place it. 

September 1947 Coral Gables,  

Florida

Dr. Tanzler, 

My name is John Gabriel. I have recently completed my coursework at the 

University of Miami School of Medicine and I was urged to contact you by Dr. Flynn 
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Whitehall, one of my instructors who says that he is an old colleague of yours. I am 

following his advice because I am deeply interested in your area of expertise, and have 

been for many years. You see, my uncle, Orson Gabriel, was a patient of yours a long 

time ago. He was grievously wounded in combat and was treated at Queen Mary's 

Hospital in Sidcup, England. He told me that he never expected to survive his injuries—

he lost an ear, an eyelid, and a good part of his nose when a German grenade exploded 

in the trenches—much less recover with so few scars. Though Uncle Orson had two tours 

of Europe, he says that the year he spent in your care was one of the most remarkable of  

his life. Though I have never met you, of course, the great Dr. Tanzler was a fixture of my 

childhood. 

I have been a subscriber to medical journals since I was 14, and I have saved 

everything that was ever written by you or about your techniques. With a background 

such as mine, naturally medicine was the only career option I ever considered. I find the 

field of reconstructive surgery to be of particular fascination and I have read every book 

I could find on the subject. Your name, of course, has appeared in a great many of them. I  

even followed your technique when I attempted a lower jaw reconstruction on a cadaver 

in our research theater. The results of this procedure were satisfying, though, as you 

know, there are specific limitations and drawbacks to performing an operation of this  

caliber on an inanimate being rather than a living patient. I can only imagine the depth 

of medical knowledge and insight you garnered while at your post in Sidcup. I would find 

the opportunity for such unlimited research to be absolutely invaluable, though I  

understand that the knowledge you garnered while in England was born from necessity,  
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as are so many great discoveries. 

I write to you with a sense of urgency, Dr. Tanzler, because I have reached a point  

in my education as a doctor where reading has failed me. Though I am a diligent student,  

I now find a dearth of material available in my area of interest. I have no greater desire  

in this world than to pursue a specialization in reconstructive surgery, but in this area I  

lack the greatest of all necessities: a teacher. Though I feel my attempt at rebuilding the  

corpse's jaw was an ambitious endeavor for someone of my capability, the procedure was 

by no means a success. Please don't think me immodest when I tell your that I possess  

skill. I do. I have excelled in the arena of general surgery and when you review the 

transcript I have sent with this letter you will see that I am first in my class. Unlike many 

of my peers, I have been permitted to assist on challenging surgeries and in nearly all of  

those attempts I have been successful. I am talented with a scalpel. I have even 

performed procedures outside of the hospital. The local brothels in Miami are overrun 

with young women who exhibit the ravages of their profession. Syphilis is rampant  

among the streetwalkers, several of whom have permitted me to surgically correct the 

saddle bridge side effect. I did so employing your technique and I reinforced their sunken 

bridges with mortuary wax instead of paraffin, as I read in your article written for 

Medicine Today two years ago. That technique was a stroke of absolute genius and I only  

wish that you could have seen the results for yourself. (As it is, however, should you ever 

find yourself in conversation with Dr. Whitehall, perhaps you would be so kind as to not  

mention my enterprise. He is of a school of thought that frowns upon a student taking this  

sort of initiative.) 
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I am also deeply intrigued by your discussion of creating death masks of living 

patients to use as models for surgery. 

Iris's heart stopped. Something in her brain tingled. She didn't know quite how, 

but something monumental had changed. Iris took a deep breath and went back to John 

Gabriel's letter. 

Using a death mask is an extraordinary idea. To have a perfect replication of a 

patient's face and to know how it can be manipulated and to what degree it can be  

altered is astounding. I first employed the technique by creating a plaster-of-paris mold 

of a young woman's nose. The patient was afflicted with a particularly deteriorated 

bridge as a result of a lengthy syphilitic infection and much of the cartilage was 

destroyed. My attempt to restore her features was a success, and though the patient later  

died as a result of her disease, I was pleased to see that my work remained intact. The 

potential applications for this technique are innumerable, and I have many ideas for  

future procedures. 

I wish to complete my medical residency under your direction at the Key West  

Marine Hospital. I believe that this match would be advantageous for both of us, and to 

pursue this particular field without your guidance would leave my education incomplete.  

I know of no other medical student who is as familiar with your history as I am, nor 

anyone with my level of interest in your field. I have been offered a residency at Queen 

Mary's in Sidcup under the guidance of doctors with fine reputations, but I feel as though 

the hospital represents the great discoveries of the past, indeed, your past, but not those 

of the future. If you will have me, I will arrive in Key West fully prepared to assist in any 
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area your research demands. I know from the frequency of your publications that your 

years of research in Florida have been fruitful, and I must admit that I am curious to  

discover more fully what that research has entailed. 

Upon your approval of my request, I can start working at the Key West Marine 

Hospital immediately. I eagerly anticipate your reply. 

Sincerely, 

John Gabriel

Iris felt cold as she let the letter fall into her lap. She was beginning to get an idea 

of what had happened in Key West. She was starting at the beginning of a story that had 

begun long ago, and she felt a little sick. Iris didn't see how a story like this one could 

possibly end well. There was a Dr. Gabriel in Key West, Iris now remembered. He was 

the man Lens went with Cott to retrieve from Getty's the night they found the bodies 

hanging from the rafters in the church. He was the doctor who had missed the metal chips 

embedded in Lola's jaw—the ones that Iris pulled from the delicate gray bones with 

tweezers after peeling away the skin on the poor girl's face. John Gabriel, Iris now knew, 

was a doctor who couldn't have possibly missed that, unless he had done so on purpose.

 Iris's sick feeling went deeper in her stomach as she thought about the young 

doctor's interest in doing research in the count's field of expertise. On the page, John 

Gabriel's words were creepy, but Iris knew firsthand that the real-life results of his 

macabre specialty were chilling. A wave of fear, genuine, paralyzing fear, settled over Iris 

and she was too afraid to move. Iris looked out over the water at the specks of land 

shadowed by the dusky sky. Christmas Island was farther away than ever now. Iris 
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realized that she was afraid to read the last letter. As though things could get any worse. 

Well of course they can, Iris thought to herself. A bitter laugh escaped her lips as she 

reached for the final envelope. For a moment, Iris just looked at it, puzzled. The envelope 

was sealed, but there was no post-mark, and no return address. After considering it for a 

moment, Iris ripped open the envelope and took out the letter. Her eyes widened when 

she noticed the date of the letter, written in tiny, precise handwriting. 

July 10, 1952  Key West,  

Florida

Dear Linus, 

It has been many years since I have seen you, old friend, but none have seen me 

so changed as the past five. How you would envy me if you knew the incalculable 

happiness I have experienced, how you would lament the unknowable despair. I found the  

dark-haired girl who came to me in my dreams during that trip to Genoa so many years 

ago, the one who beckoned me from Sidcup and my post at Queen Mary's. Her name was 

Elena, and she was everything. She is gone, now. Our time together was unbearably 

brief. 

Soon I too will be parted from this world, and so I write to you with haste. Do not 

be saddened by my parting, for it is with this final act that I embark upon the greatest of  

all adventures. My work has served me well, I believe, though I am bound for a place 

where it can serve me no longer. Please know what our work together has meant to me.  

Our discoveries truly changed my life, and for that I am forever grateful. 

To my dismay, I leave this life with regrets. My errors were many, and some 
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severe. One of my deepest regrets is a decision I made in my darkest hour. I must confess 

that I pirated one of your greatest finds, a young surgeon named John Gabriel. He 

requested to pursue our field under my direction, and I accepted with no regard to the  

fact that I was in no place to act as a responsible and thoughtful teacher. After that first  

black year after Elena's death, when I couldn't do anything or see anyone for I was so 

crazed with grief, I taught Dr. Gabriel everything I knew, though I must admit he had 

already mastered most of it. When I realized that I had nothing left to teach him, it would 

have been prudent to send him along to you. Like me, however, John had formed a deep 

attachment to the island and the local people. There is something indescribable about  

Key West and her people. The island is vibrant and vital; to walk the streets is to know 

that you have discovered a land that is truly alive. I have lived all over the world, but this  

place is where I belong, as does John. 

Linus, you have never seen such brilliance. The child is Achilles with a scalpel,  

which I might add he redesigned for greater precision. He came to me knowing, and 

more importantly, understanding, everything I had ever done. I have told him that he puts  

me in the mind of Michaelangelo, though I have not disclosed to him that he makes me 

look like an acolyte hacking away at marble. I suppose he already knows. I must also 

confess that it was John, and not I, who discovered the surgical application of the  

machineel, a local plant employed by the Santeros in Bahama Village. His discovery was 

brilliant, though its possible uses are greatly disturbing. I wish I could have done more 

for him.  I fear, however, that I did him one great disservice long ago that ruined me in 

his estimation. You must understand that I was wild with sadness at the time. If you ever 
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meet him, you must discuss my greatest failure and let him know that I apologize once 

more from the grave. 

I doubt this letter will reach you before my death. Perhaps I won't even send it. I  

don't trust my weary old mind anymore. I am leaving this world to spend eternity in the 

company of my beloved. Please consider traveling to Key West to persuade Dr. Gabriel to 

join you in Sidcup. You cannot imagine what an asset he will be. This young man is the  

brightest star in our field, the greatest hope for the future of our discipline. Do not be  

surprised if he speaks no kind words of me, though. The harm that I caused in the face of  

his benevolence (for a surgeon, he is incredibly kind) deserves a lifetime of disregard.  

You really must meet him. I have taken the liberty of enclosing his address. 

As I close this letter, and, of course, my life, have no doubt of what your 

friendship has meant to me. Though I have long esteemed you as a colleague, know that I  

value you much more as a friend. 

Once more unto the breach, dear friend, once more, 

George

(P.S. The locals, should you ever come here and meet them, know me as Count 

Carl von Cosel. But what's in a name?)

Iris folded the letter and put it back in it's envelope, and then stuffed the stack of 

envelopes in the notebook and shoved it in her purse. Though the sun was still high in the 

western sky, it wouldn't be more than an hour or so until sunset. A small crowd had 

gathered in Mallory Square and many people were setting up picnics. Over the past week, 

Iris had often watched the locals throw late afternoon parties in Mallory Square with 
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frosty drinks and grilled fish and fruit salads in carved out watermelons and mangoes. For 

just a moment, Iris let herself think about how nice it would be to do that with Lens, and 

then she stood up from the bench. She grabbed her things and walked away. When Iris 

turned back a moment later to look at the water one more time, she noticed that her spot 

had already been taken by a young couple with a picnic basket, a blanket and a bottle of 

wine. Iris sighed and started away from the square. She finally knew exactly where she 

was going. Of course, Iris had know idea what she would do once she got there. 

Once more unto the breach indeed, Iris thought to herself as she started up 

Whitehead Street. Once more. 

He was so much like Jake that Getty could hardly tear her eyes away from her 

grandson. Lens's manner was so near that of her son that Getty barely noticed the faint 

traces of Cora's strong features in his face, and, oddly, she didn't mind their interference. 

Getty could forgive Lens's dead mother all of her trespasses so long as she never lost her 

grandson again, ever. She would even call him Lens if he liked. Getty sat quietly in her 

big French chair at the edge of the parlor with rapt attention, afraid to move for fear of 

disrupting the scene in front of her. 

Lens was sitting with his long, lanky frame folded into the chaise, leaning over an 

old photo album that Getty had placed on the marble coffee table. The pictures inside 

were of Ashley House when Getty first took it over. She knew that he had probably been 

hoping to see photographs of his parents, but there would be time for that later. Getty 

watched as his long fingers carefully turned the pages, thinking that she had never seen a 
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more circumspect page turner in her entire life. She wondered about the photographs that 

Lens took, and when she might be able to see them. Lens turned the last page and looked 

up. His face was lovely, though perhaps a little thin. He had Getty's mother's dark eyes, 

and Jake's golden undertones in his skin. The whites of his eyes were very white and 

healthy, as were his teeth. Lens was taller than his father, Getty noted, and it would take 

at least thirty pounds to fill out his frame. 

“Can I get you some more cookies?” Getty asked. She hoped that she didn't sound 

too anxious. 

Lens smiled, and Getty felt her heart warm. 

“No, thank you, these were wonderful.”

“Are you sure? The cook makes an excellent shortbread. And spritzers. How 

about some more milk? It's delivered fresh every morning.”

Because good grandmothers do not serve their grandson's whiskey, Getty 

reminded herself, No matter how dire the situation. 

“I'm fine, thank you.” 

He always sounds so sincere, Getty marveled as she studied her grandson further. 

She didn't think that she would ever get tired of looking at him. And he was so polite. 

Getty begrudgingly supposed that she would have to credit Cora for that. The girl had 

been polite, even when she didn't mean it. Which was most of the time. 

“We need to talk about Mirabel,” Lens said. He straightened up in his chair, and 

Getty couldn't help but notice that when he wasn't determined to slouch, her grandson had 

excellent posture. 
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Getty sighed. Mirabel. One of the many girls who lobbied for a position at Ashley 

House. As if I can give just anyone a necklace, Getty thought. The girl wasn't pretty and 

she certainly wasn't smart, and Getty didn't like that she petitioned Lens for an audience 

with Getty at the house. No one came to Ashley House unless they had been invited, and 

Getty resented the girl's forwardness. When Lens spoke again, his tone was mild but she 

heard a hint of reproach in his voice. 

“I think you should let her come in off the porch. It's very hot outside,” Lens said. 

Getty fought to keep the corners of her mouth from sagging. Lens was 

softhearted, like his father. She could tell that Lens hadn't thought very much of it when 

she made the girl wait outside while Getty plied him with milk and cookies. 

“Mirabel can't work for me. She shouldn't be taking on clients in my house,” 

Getty said firmly. 

“I agree,” Lens replied. He folded his hands in front of him and gave her a gentle 

smile that had far more depth than it appeared to. 

Getty was surprised. “You do?”

Lens nodded. “She's fifteen. Mirabel is too young for this line of work. She's 

needs to go to school and be looked after. Ashley House would be a good place for her, 

for now. She needs help, and guidance. And she idolizes you. She offered to trade very 

sensitive information about the case just for the opportunity to speak to you.”

“That works out well for you,” Getty said. 

“For all of us. Whatever happened, the Lazlo girls need to be found. Iris is very 

worried about them.”
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Getty felt a hot burn deep in her throat. “And does everything that worries Iris 

concern you?”

Lens's gaze was steady, and there was that painful sincerity in his voice again. 

“Yes.”

Getty swallowed her dismay with a drop of sadness. She could hardly bear to ask 

her next question, but at the same time she couldn't stop herself. 

“Do you love her?”

“Yes. In spite of everything, yes,” Lens said. To Getty's surprise, he laughed. How 

she loved to hear him laugh. “I don't always understand her. Iris is very complicated. But 

I do love her.” 

There was a long silent pause, and then Lens spoke again. It was in a new tone, 

though, one that Getty hadn't heard before. To her, the effect was as marvelous as 

discovering a new constellation amidst the infinite blackness. 

“She's keeping something from me,” Lens said. 

Getty leaned closer. “And that upsets you?” Much to her chagrin, Getty wished 

that it did. Though there were certain aspects to the girl that Getty approved of, even 

admired, she wasn't ready for her to become a permanent fixture in her grandson's life.  

Slowly, Lens nodded. “I worry about her. She keeps too much inside. You should 

get to know her better, though, if she'll let you. Iris is very independent. She's also very 

kind, and deeply interested in the world. I want to know everything about her. It's like my 

day isn't what it should be without her in it, you know?”

“I do,” Getty said. Of course she of all people understood that. Getty thought that 
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if she had to hear one more word about that damned Iris Elliot, she would scream. 

Quietly, Lens stood up. 

“Where are you going?” Getty asked. 

“I have to give Mirabel the bad news. Then I need to go find Iris so that we can 

find another way to get the Lazlo girls. And I need to apologize. I was too hard on her 

earlier. Whatever she's keeping from me can wait until she's ready to tell me.”

Getty looked into her grandson's sweet, earnest face and gritted her teeth.

 “I'll keep the girl,” Getty said in her most resigned voice so that her dear boy 

knew just how much she didn't want to. “She can be my assistant or something. Even if 

she does have the intelligence of a conch, I'm sure she can deliver mail and pick up my 

dry-cleaning.”

Lens leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. Getty noticed that his smile was 

hued with triumph, and in that she finally recognized a feature that mirrored one of her 

own. So he knows how to get what he wants, Getty thought, and she couldn't help but 

smile. 

“Fine, fine, dear,” Getty said as Lens stood back up. “You might as well bring the 

little tramp in so that we can hear what tale she has to tell.” 

Mirabel looked nervous, and Lens didn't blame her. If he had been subjected to 

the fierceness of Getty's gaze, the one that always softened when it was directed at him, 

he would've been scared too. Lens noticed that Mirabel looked small in the large, stately 

parlor, and profoundly out of place among the thick rugs, carefully chosen crystal pieces 
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and the cherry wainscoting that seemed to be perpetually polished to a high shine. 

Mirabel was young, that was for sure, and Lens wouldn't have been surprised to 

find out that she had inflated her age when asked. In the rich light of the parlor, Mirabel 

looked plainer than ever. Her wide eyes were outlined with smudges of coal that did not 

become her, and her lips were very thin. In a softer light, her face might look heart-

shaped, but under the glitter of Getty's crystal chandelier, Lens saw that her chin was 

abnormally small and sharp. 

“Well, c'mon girl, let's hear it,” Getty said, her voice snappish. “I haven't got all 

day.”

Mirabel looked at Lens anxiously, her eyes deflected from Getty as though the 

woman's gaze might turn her into stone. Lens didn't find her fear to be unreasonable. 

“You're sure I can stay?” Mirabel asked. 

“For Christ's sake, you can stay. Don't make me change my mind,” Getty said. 

Mirabel nodded and took a deep breath. 

“Okay. Violet and Ruby weren't kidnapped. They ran away. Ruby said that Violet 

couldn't stand it any longer, and that she wasn't letting her go by herself. I talked to Ruby 

at the ice cream parlor the other day. We've been friends for a while. She said that she 

wanted to tell me good-bye. She made me swear not to tell anyone.”

The words poured from Mirabel's lips like water. 

“Did she say where she was going?” Getty asked. Lens noticed that for the first 

time, Getty looked genuinely concerned. 

Mirabel shook her head. “No, she wouldn't tell me. She said that Violet made her 
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promise.”

Getty looked at Lens. “Violet usually comes here when she's had a fight with her 

parents. I always let her stay for a few hours and then call someone to take her home. 

Cott keeps track of the girls as a favor to the mayor.”

“Ruby's always driving around with Officer Mendel. She told me that she's in love 

with him.”

Lens raised his eyebrows. “Mendel? But he's been helping us on the case.”

“Well, he spends every spare second he has with Ruby.”

Mirabel frowned. “After Sally was found, I asked Ruby is she was worried about 

catching the fever and she said no. I said that I wanted to live at Ashely House but I was 

afraid of the fever, and she said that I shouldn't be. I didn't think a whole lot about it- I 

just thought that it's easy not to think about stuff like that when your father's so rich. But 

now I think that she might have been trying to tell me something. It's like she knew. Ruby 

was skittish about everything, but she wasn't afraid of the count or the fever.”

“What about Violet?” Lens asked. He felt a growing sense of urgency well up 

within him, but he was hard-pressed to identify its source. 

“Violet's not afraid of anything. Or anyone. I've never liked her, though. She's 

always so angry. She only cares about two things: Ruby, and getting the hell off this 

island. Violet hates it here so much.”

“Why?” Lens asked. He was incredibly aware of his grandmother's silence, and it 

unnerved him. 

“Tom and Isidore. She hates them. Ruby gets along with them okay, especially 
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Tom—she kind steers clear of Isidore, but who doesn't? But Violet just hates them. Ruby 

says that Violet can't even stand to be in the same room as Isidore.”

“Why's that?” Lens asked. 

Mirabel met his eyes with hers and lowered her voice. He could tell that she had 

been waiting for this moment. 

“Because Violet thinks that Isidore's a murderer.”

Lens heard a sharp intake of breath from Getty. He looked at her and noticed that 

her eyes were wide with shock. He had never imagined that anything could shock Getty. 

He looked at Mirabel and saw her drinking in the madam's surprise. 

“This is crazy,” Lens said. He shook his head. “Mirabel, is there any place that 

Violet and Ruby have been going a lot lately? Maybe some place that Ruby went with 

Mendel?”

Mirabel shrugged. “I know that Ruby went on a lot of long walks with Mendel on 

the beach at Russ Conway's property. She said that Mendel knows a whole lot about 

boats. She wants to sail away with him.”

Lens closed his eyes. His head hurt. There were so many different strands of 

information to process, and he was beginning to think that they were all part of the same 

deceitful web. He didn't know exactly how one person was linked to the next, or who 

would be caught in the center when it was all said and done. Lens opened his eyes. 

 Pink and gold and purple and emerald shadows glinted off the walls, reflections 

from Getty's rings. In a small part of his brain, Lens reminded himself to ask his 

grandmother about her fascination with jewelry. An image of the amethyst necklace 
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flashed in his brain. 

“Violet Lazlo thinks that her mother killed someone,” Lens repeated to himself. 

There was something to that, he thought. Lens glanced at Getty. Her face had paled 

slightly and the left side of her mouth twitched. Lens's jaw fell. 

“She's right,” Getty said. “Isidore's a murderer.” 

Understanding, or something like it, dawned on Lens and he shot out of his seat. 

When he reached the parlor door he looked over his shoulder at Getty and Mirabel. 

“Call Cott. He's at the Lazlo house. Tell him to meet me at Russ's place. And for 

God's sake, find Iris!” 

Chapter 10: Truth & Beauty 

“Good evening, Miss Elliot.” 

Iris stood as still as glass, sure that the slightest movement on her part would 

shake the universe beyond repair. Time was measured in persistent, irritating electronic 

beeps and the fevered scratch of needles across graph paper, tracking the girl's heart rate. 

John Gabriel took a cautious step forward and Iris backed into the wall. 
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“Don't come any closer to me,” Iris said. She wondered if her warning sounded as 

shaky to him as it did to her. 

“Iris--” he started, raising a slender hand, his surgeon's fingers gloved in a thin 

layer of latex. 

“Don't.”

Gabriel nodded and held both of his palms up in front of his chest. “Would you 

believe me if I told you that I wasn't going to hurt you?”

“No.”

“I understand.”

“You killed Sally and Lola and Sexton Winniker.”

“I did.”

Iris's heart did a curious thing just then. It seized and then set off at a galloping 

staccato and her breath hitched in her throat. She dared to looked into his eyes. Their 

hazel color was thick and deep, with amber flecks that shone like burnished gold and 

bloodshot tributaries that stood out against the whites of his eyes, which were hollowed 

with dark circles that begged for sleep. It seemed that even the monster who kept the 

people of Key West awake at night hadn't been getting much rest, Iris mused. She didn't 

have to look any further than the lump under a layer of crisp, white sheets to understand 

why. Gabriel followed her gaze to the bed in the corner of the room and then he looked at 

Iris.  

“It seems that you and I are at an impasse, Miss Elliot.”

“I can't let you get away with this,” Iris said. This much, she knew was true. 
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“Then I'm afraid I can't let you leave.”

Gabriel took a step toward her and Iris raced through her options. There were too 

few. The doctor stood between her and the door, and the only other way out of the room 

was to hurl herself through the second story window. And what about the girl? I can't 

leave her here, Iris thought to herself. Not with him. Iris glanced at the shape under the 

covers a few feet away from where she stood. The rise and fall of the girl's chest was 

slow, nearly imperceptible. But it was there. She was definitely alive. Iris thought about 

the tray of gleaming silver surgical tools on the small table beside her and considered her 

only option. She looked at Gabriel, whose expression was uneasy. 

“How many?” Iris asked. 

“How many what?”

“How many women have been where she is?” Iris gestured to the bed. She moved 

a step closer to the surgical tray. 

Gabriel took a breath. “Five. Five who were living when I brought them here. 

Twenty or so who were already dead.”

Iris took a step closer to the tray. “Why?”

“I'll tell you, but not here,” Gabriel said. Iris saw his eyes flit from her to the 

figure on the bed, and she knew there was only one way out. “Maybe we can work 

something out.” 

“Her breathing's slowing down,” Iris said. She guessed that he had a very good 

reason for wanting her out of this room. It was something about the patient. For some 

reason, this one was different. Gabriel looked at the girl on the bed with alarm, and Iris 
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took her only chance. In the seconds it took him to discern that she was lying, Iris 

grabbed the largest scalpel from the tray and darted toward him. She sliced his left 

forearm and ran to the girl's bed before the blood broke through his skin. When his 

startled eyes met with hers, a trail of blood already pooling on his forearm, Iris was 

standing over the bed with the scalpel at the girl's throat. She felt like she was standing 

over herself, watching the scene unfold, horrified. Gabriel's face was frozen in horror, and 

the only sound in the room was the steady tick of the heart monitor. Iris stared at the 

doctor, her chest heaving but her arm steady, and considered his last statement. 

“Maybe we can,” Iris said. 

“Iris, please, don't,” Gabriel said. He picked up a thick piece of gauze from the 

counter against the wall and pressed it to the cut on his forearm. Blood seeped from the 

wound, but Iris didn't think it looked very serious. The doctor wasn't hurt. Just surprised. 

“Why not? She's just like all the others, isn't she? You're just going to throw her 

away when you're done.”

“No.”

“Don't come any closer. I mean it.”

“Careful!” The scalpel slipped just a fraction of an inch and Iris steadied her 

shaking hand. 

This was such a bad idea, Iris thought to herself. She thought about Lens, waiting 

for her at the dock, and her heart ached. She had been so unfair to him. And now she was 

going to die and he would never know that she loved him. Iris looked to Gabriel, who 
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wasn't even trying to mask his panic any longer. 

“I don't want to hurt her,” Iris said finally. “If you would just turn yourself in...”

Gabriel shook his head. “No. We have to be together. This is the only way for us. 

We're going to leave as soon as Marianne is well enough to travel. I'm willing to let you 

live. You and I can come to an agreement, Miss Elliot.”

Is he out of his mind? Am I? 

Still, Iris was curious. If there was any way that this could end without disaster 

and bloodshed, Iris wanted to hear it. 

“What makes you think that?”

Gabriel moved away from Iris and sat down in a metal chair on the other side of 

the room. “Because I'm going to tell you the truth.” 

That most wily of mistresses, indeed, Dr. Gabriel. 

“A week ago, Dr. Gabriel, there wasn't anything I valued more than the truth. If 

there had been, I wouldn't have gotten tangled up in this mess.”

“But now there is something more important, isn't there?”

Iris nodded, thinking of Lens. “Yes.”

Of course there is. There always has been. 

“Then you'll want to hear this.” 

Instinctively, Iris removed the edge of the cold blade from the girl's throat. Not 

taking her eyes off of Gabriel for more than a few seconds, she glanced at the girl's face. 

Her beautiful features were mottled with fresh black and blue marks around her eyes and 

jaw, and Iris saw that her smooth skin was pulled taut and held in place with rows of tiny 
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stitches behind her ears. The girl's face was swollen tight, but Iris surmised that she had 

probably once been very pretty. Iris wondered what the doctor had done to the girl and 

shuddered. She looked up at Gabriel and held his gaze. 

“Let's hear it.” 

“I'm not a monster, Miss Elliot. At least, not entirely,” Gabriel started. 

I'll be the judge of that, Iris thought to herself. 

“Before I tell you anything, you have to know that this wasn't the way that I 

intended for things to work out. I have sinned against my conscience, my faith, and the 

oath I took when I became a doctor. I did not do so lightly. I didn't think that anything 

would ever be worth compromising everything that I believe in and everything that I've 

worked for.”

“Then why?”

Gabriel paused and dropped his gaze to the battered girl sleeping in the bed. Iris 

stood over her, and waited. 

“I found something that was worth it. Someone. Marianne. I've done dark and 

horrible things, you know that. I didn't enjoy them. You should also know that I would do 

them again, and gladly, for her. I would go to hell in a heartbeat.”

“How noble of you. That's quite a gesture,” Iris said acidly. 

How easy it is to sacrifice other people's lives. 

“I'm a doctor. I went into medicine to save lives, not end them.”

“Unless, of course, the cause was just.” 
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Gabriel looked at Iris, his fingers digging into the arms of the chair. 

“The cause was just,” he said quietly. 

Iris looked at him incredulously. “How can you--”

“I'll tell you,” Gabriel said, answering her thought. 

“Marianne Rockwell never had a chance in this world,” Gabriel started. “She was 

at a disadvantage before her life even began. Her parents saw to that.”

Gabriel paused and looked at Iris. “Will you sit down?”

“No.”

Not a chance.

“Fine, then.”

“Just tell the story,” Iris snapped. 

“Marianne's mother's name was Leah. She was a runaway. Leah came to Key 

West when she was sixteen. I don't know why she ran away, but most of the girls who end 

up at Ashley House have had pretty rough lives. From what I've heard, Leah's story was 

typical. I met her once, at Getty's, when I first came here. She was very kind. It was only 

a week or so before her death, but she didn't know that, of course.”

“After the accident, Getty told me a secret about Leah in confidence. She had only 

one client, the father of the daughter she had given birth to a year after she had arrived on 

the island. A man who loved her very much. From all outside appearances, he was was 

happily married man. Getty said that he had never been a regular at Ashley House until 

Leah arrived. Then, he was there all the time. The problem was, this man came from a 
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prominent family. He had a beautiful young wife, a woman who was absolutely striking 

by all accounts, and two young daughters. It was nearing the end of the Depression, a 

year before Europe went to war, and he wasn't the type of man to leave his wife and 

family for his mistress, much less a common prostitute. Also, he had his career to think 

about. He had political aspirations, and a bastard child wasn't something that would do 

his public image any favors.”

“For many years, things went on as they were. The man got elected to a local 

office that promised a bigger district in the future. His family's wealth grew during the 

war. His daughters, all three of them, grew also. His wife's daughters were lovely, but so 

was Marianne. His wife renovated the home he grew up in and threw beautiful parties. 

She was lovely and charming and social, and he was better for having her. They could've 

had a good marriage, if not for his disastrous inclinations. Leah and Marianne remained a 

secret.”

Gabriel paused. Once again, all Iris heard was the steady tick of the heart monitor 

scratching across the paper. She looked at him and raised her eyebrows. 

“A secret?” she asked. 

Not in this town.

Gabriel laughed, the sound hollow and sober. He looked at Marianne, took a 

breath, and continued the story. 

“As you've already surmised, Miss Elliot, secrets don't have a long shelf life in 

our town. Getty said that it wasn't more than a year into the affair that the man's wife 

knew that she was sharing her husband. For a while, she did nothing. She was content 
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with her social status and enjoyed the benefits of being married to a man who was well-

off and influential. She figured that her husband's curiosity would run its course. She 

believed that, in time, he would forget all about the other woman. She didn't know who 

her husband's mistress was, and she wouldn't have been caught dead associating with 

Getty or stepping foot into Ashley House to find out. I don't think she could bear to 

know.”

Gabriel paused for a moment and looked at Iris. “Could you?”

Christ, where is he going with this?

Nonetheless, Iris found herself drawn in. She worried that his story intrigued her a 

bit too much. 

“If it were me, I would want to know who the other woman was,” Iris admitted. 

Gabriel nodded and took the gauze from his arm. The crimson cotton stuck to his 

skin. The blood was dry. The young doctor peeled away the gauze and placed it on the 

counter and looked back at Iris. A smiled wrinkled the corners of his eyes, but the sober 

set of his jaw remained unchanged. 

“Of course you would. A reporter,” Gabriel shook his head. “God, when Marianne 

told me about Getty's plan, I thought my prayers had been answered. But we'll get to that 

later. Truth is not always the ultimate arbiter, Miss Elliot. It can be ugly, it can be cruel, 

and it can be terrible. One day you're going to learn that.”

“Not today. Continue, Dr. Gabriel.”

“Things went on the way they were, but nothing was ever the same. The young 

wife got older, her beauty faded. She was poisoned with resentment. The parties stopped. 
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The laughter silenced. The beautiful home became a dark, unhappy place. And still she 

said nothing. The man's love for Leah only grew. His wife saw his happiness, everyone 

did, and she hated him for it. She suffered, for all those years. And she wanted nothing 

less for him.” 

“I was there the day it all fell apart. I was fresh out of medical school, and I mean 

fresh. The marine hospital only hired me because their main doctor had suddenly stopped 

showing up for work. It was just after dinner. I had eaten at The Marigold every day that 

week. It had nothing to do with the food, of course. It was close to the hospital and I just 

couldn't get over how pretty the girls who worked there were. At the time, I had no idea 

that Getty owned the place, though I'd already made my first call out to Ashley House to 

treat a round of bronchitis. It was near the end of October, and I ate quickly because we 

were terribly short-handed. When I got back to the hospital, there was a middle-aged man 

in the emergency room clutching his chest and complaining of severe chest pains.”

“Was that the first time you met Tom Lazlo?” Iris inquired. 

Gabriel looked at her, surprised. 

“And I thought I was being discreet.” 

If that's what passes for discretion, Dr. Gabriel, I'd hate to see you make a scene.

Then Iris remembered her current predicament and decided to keep her sarcastic 

comments to herself. 

“You have a gift for character development, Dr. Gabriel.”

The doctor looked at Iris closely. “I'm not the only one with a gift. You see things 

quite clearly, don't you?”
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“Please continue.”

“The patient, well, fine...Tom, exhibited several symptoms that strongly suggested 

that he had recently suffered a mild heart attack. He was flushed and perspiring and his 

heart rate was erratic. After I treated him, one of the nurses made a comment about how 

unusual it was that he was alone. I didn't think anything of until later that night. I was 

doing my evening rounds and I saw a woman standing outside the door to his room. It 

was his wife.”

“Isidore,” Iris said.

Gabriel frowned at her. “You certainly do your homework. Yes, Isidore. I was 

down the hall and she was outside his door, just frozen. The hospital could've caught on 

fire and I don't think she would've noticed. I kept expecting her to go in, but she just 

stood there. She was still nice looking then. Nothing like she was, from what I've heard, 

but a damn site finer than she is now. She's always put me in the mind of royalty. Tall, 

beautifully dressed, with shiny coal black hair and eyes the color of the shoals on a clear 

day. It was like Catherine the Great showed up at the Key West Marine Hospital. But she 

never moved an inch from that doorway. When I walked through and saw the scene that 

greeted Isidore, I couldn't blame her.” 

Iris thought about the woman she had met two days earlier, the crumbling beauty. 

It wasn't the lines on her face or her sour expression that Iris had found most distressing; 

it was the impenetrable sadness that shadowed her aura. Though physically invisible, 

Isidore Lazlo's misery was her most defining feature. 

“What was in the room?” Iris asked, though she thought she knew. 
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“Leah and Marianne. Leah was sobbing, heartbroken, and Marianne looked so 

sweet and earnest. Tom was asleep. I had sedated him pretty heavily, so he missed all of 

it. Imagine sleeping through the one moment that changed everything in your life.”

The heart monitor ticked steadily in the background. Iris barely noticed it, but 

from his frequent glances at the machine and the girl in the bed, it was clear that he was 

more attuned to Marianne's heartbeat than his own. 

“Isidore told me that it was like the whole world froze in that moment. She 

realized that she had chosen to ignore Tom's indiscretions for so long that to actually see 

the living, breathing proof of it was shocking. In her mind, Tom's dalliances were fleeting 

and plural, not steadfast and certainly not someone that Isidore vaguely knew. She said 

that the most unsettling thing was that Leah wasn't overwhelmingly pretty, certainly not 

as attractive as her, and Isidore couldn't fathom what Tom saw in her.”

“Of course,” Gabriel said, a bitter smile twisting his mouth, “the Atlantic Ocean 

isn't big enough to accommodate all the things that Isidore Lazlo can't imagine. Leah 

knew Tom in a way that Isidore never could because he just didn't love her. He truly 

loved Leah, and that was the one thing that Isidore just couldn't bear. I think that she 

would have let things continue if Leah had been just another one of Getty's girls, but she 

saw that theirs was something that went far deeper than a fleeting affair. The child proved 

that.”

At this, Gabriel looked pained and Iris wondered how he had gotten to this place. 

Though she didn't have anything to base her opinions on other than the stacks of mystery 

novels that she left behind when she ran away from home, in her heart Iris didn't believe 
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that Gabriel seemed like a killer. 

He's compassionate, for one thing, and in different circumstances, I'll bet he's 

kind. He doesn't seem like the type who could be cruel or malicious, does he? But he 

admitted to killing those girls, didn't he? Maybe he's insane and just doesn't look it.  

Those girls, Sally and Lola and Violet...no one in their right mind could do that. 

Iris shuddered and looked back at Gabriel, whose face was white, though whether 

in fear or anger or mad rage, Iris didn't know. She followed his bloodshot gaze to the 

silent girl on the bed, tucked beneath a layer of pristine eggshell sheets that came up to 

her sternum. Marianne. The child. 

“Marianne was the most unbearable part of it for Isidore. She had just turned 12 

the night Isidore saw her in the hospital. She resembled Leah and Tom in a way that you 

wouldn't notice if she wasn't standing right with them. Isidore saw that right away, of 

course, and she told me later that that was the moment her world ended. She felt like she 

died standing there in that doorway. That night was the first time I saw Marianne, too. 

And, in a way, the last.”

Iris looked down at the girl on the bed, puzzled. The girl's breathing was steady, 

and her chest rose and fell at even intervals. The bruises that colored her face were angry, 

yes, but she did not appear feverish and the persistent scratch of the metal needle 

confirmed the healthy thud of her heartbeat. Iris didn't doubt that the girl wasn't looking 

her best, but even she could tell that   the young patient's condition was by no means 

fatal. If anything, Marianne looked like someone who had been in a bad bar fight or 

who's face had been slammed by a particularly pernicious door. Iris had seen much, much 
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worse, especially this week. Marianne didn't look like the other girls who had been 

Gabriel's victims. There were no purple-blue ligature marks on her smooth white throat. 

Iris felt Gabriel watching her sorting  through the information in her mind and trying to 

reconcile what she saw with her own eyes with what she knew to be true. 

This doesn't make any sense. Did I find him out before he had the chance to hurt 

her? 

“She's different, Iris,” Gabriel said, answering her thoughts. “I have done nothing 

but try to save this girl since the day after I met her. My efforts have often been pitiable 

and my methods magnificent failures, but as far as Marianne is concerned, my intentions 

are good. Fate dealt my love a dismal hand, but for what it's worth, it also gave her me.” 

“And what is that worth, Dr. Gabriel?” 

“Sometimes nothing,” Gabriel admitted. “Sometimes less than nothing. But other 

times it's been everything. I would do anything for Marianne.”

“You would kill for her.” 

Gabriel dug his fingers deeper into the arms of the straight back chair and a 

troubled crease wore into his forehead. “Clearly, I would. I live for her. And I would die 

for her.” 

“What happened to her?” Iris asked. 

Gabriel's eyes dimmed. “It wasn't fair. She hadn't done anything. If it had just 

been about Tom and Leah, fine, but Marianne hadn't harmed anyone. She's the sweetest 

girl, Iris, even now. She didn't deserve what was done to her.” 

With that, Gabriel began another story, a different story; the story that would 
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make Iris a believer in so many of the things that she had denied herself. 

“The town was in an uproar on the day Death laid claim to Marianne, but over a 

different girl. Elena de Hoyos died of tuberculosis a few hours after the Halloween parade 

ended. I was at the hospital because we were terribly shorthanded. Dr. von Cosel had 

taken a complete leave of his senses when Elena's heartbeat stopped, and he insisted on 

spending the night with her corpse at the funeral home. He hadn't been to work in a 

couple of weeks, Dr. Ives was in pretty much the same state as he is now, and I had never 

treated anything more complicated than a bad case of syphilis. I knew I was extremely 

lucky that Tom Lazlo's heart attack presented itself like something out of a textbook, but I 

didn't expect that streak to continue. Elena was known throughout Key West and the 

surrounding area for being beautiful and coveted—it was true that her illness had only 

made her lovlier—and many young women found themselves feeling consumptive in the 

wake of her passing. Every spare doctor and nurse at the Marine Hospital was doing a 

marathon of house calls, and I spent the night of Elena's passing tending to a sick child on 

Big Pine Key. I remember how tired I was when I was driving across the three-mile 

stretch of bridge on the Overseas Highway. It was mid-morning, I had been up all night, 

and I knew that I would be needed to do afternoon rounds at the hospital. I was also 

anxious to check on my patient, Tom Lazlo, and see how he was doing.”

“Even from a distance, the accident looked exceptionally ugly. A car with a 

broken windshield and a smashed-in front bumper was perilously close to tipping into the 

water, which at that stretch of bridge was about 15-20 feet below the road. I stopped my 
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car to see if anyone needed medical assistance. The wooden guardrail was splintered and 

the front half of the car was hanging over the edge. A small crowd of motorists had 

already stopped. A few were peering over the edge and the rest surrounded a woman I 

had seen just hours earlier.”

“In many cases of traumatic accidents, the patients need to be calmed down before 

they can be treated, but not Isidore Lazlo. Her face was pale and impassive and she had 

only a small cut on her forehead. I thought it a miracle that there weren't more serious 

injuries in an accident of that magnitude. She recognized me as her husband's doctor, said 

a few words about another car, and nodded toward the railing. Before I even looked over 

the edge, I knew exactly who I would find.”

Iris gasped and looked from Gabriel to Marianne. 

“Isidore ran them off a bridge?!”

Gabriel nodded. 

“Isidore told me later that she had followed them from the hospital to Russ 

Conway's place on Christmas Island the previous night.”

Iris instantly thought of Lens, and her heart twisted. 

“Russ let Leah and Marianne stay out there sometimes because Leah kept up the 

place. Marianne told be once that her best memories are in that house.”

Mine too, Iris thought to herself. 

“Isidore waited in her car all night for Leah to wake up and head back to the 

hospital. She said that it was never her intention to hurt Marianne as well, but the fact that 

Marianne was in the car didn't stop her either. She followed them back to the Overseas 
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Highway and ran them off the side of the bridge.”

“Leah died instantly. Marianne wasn't so lucky, thank God. When I pulled her 

from the car, her lungs were full of saltwater and she was bleeding everywhere. Shards of 

glass were embedded in her neck and forehead. Her jaw was broken and so was her nose, 

in several places. Her left cheekbone was crushed and her right ear was nearly torn off. 

There were deep cuts in her hairline just spouting blood. She had multiple broken bones 

and I was just sure that she would die before I could get her to the hospital. Even if she 

didn't die, I knew that she would be scarred for life.”

Iris glanced down at the girl on the bed and then back at Gabriel, bewildered. 

Though swollen and bruised, there was no trace of scarring on the girl's pretty face. Iris 

thought back to the faces of Lola and Sally, patchwork messes of deep cuts and mortuary 

wax held in place with pins and staples. There was no brutality in Marianne's injuries, 

only measured precision. The stitches behind her ears were so small that Iris could barely 

see them. 

“They're perfect,” Gabriel said, following Iris's gaze. “Better than anything you'll 

see in a textbook, I can tell you that. I developed the technique myself. In a few months, 

there won't even be a scar.”

Iris heard the pride in his voice and again she felt her stomach turn. Gabriel was 

that good, and she had seen firsthand evidence of how he got that way. Iris thought about 

the count's final letter and pieces of the grotesque puzzle began to fall into place. 

Suddenly, Iris couldn't stand it any longer. 

“What did you do to her? Why is Marianne different from the other girls we 
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found? Tell me.”

When Gabriel spoke, his voice was hollow and sad. “She's the reason you found 

the other girls.”

“I became a doctor because of Carl Tanzler. Before he showed up in Key West 

spouting off all of that nonsense about being royalty, before he lost his mind over that 

girl, before he embraced the desires that would destroy him, he was a great doctor. My 

uncle James, my father's younger brother, knew the count and told me stories about him 

when I was growing up in Iowa. Uncle Jim served in the trenches in World War I, and he 

saw things that were ugly and brutal. There is nothing as fierce as trench warfare. Uncle 

Jim had his lungs burned by mustard gas and he saw his best friend get his face blown off 

by a German hand grenade. He said that he saw members of his own battalion torn to 

pieces by shrapnel, and he sustained a few very serious injuries himself near the end of 

his first tour.”

“He was taken to a hospital in the English countryside, one of those big old 

manors that was requisitioned by the military, and that's when he first met Carl Tanzler.”

Gabriel shifted in his chair. 

“The work they did there,” Gabriel said, shaking his head, “I would have given 

anything to have been there, to have studied with those men. It was terrible what 

happened to all the soldiers, but to think how fortunate they were—to live during the first 

time in history when a man could have his face riddled by artillery shells and come out of 

his surgeries looking somewhat normal. If I had known what they knew sooner, Marianne 
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never would have had to suffer the way she did.”

Iris swallowed and thought about what she had seen in the count's diary. It was an 

archive of absolute horror, but nothing had been more unsettling than the paintings.

“I saw the paintings,” Iris said. 

Gabriel brightened slightly. “Did you? They used to hang on the wall of his office. 

The watercolors were sent to Dr. Tanzler by a colleague in England who documented 

some of the injuries they treated. Whoever did them was an expert with a great facility for 

replication. I've never seen such detail.”

“What did you expect to learn from the count?” Iris asked. “How to fix people 

who were unrecognizable?”

Gabriel considered her Iris's question carefully for a moment, and when he 

answered, his voice was heavy. 

“I came to Key West to learn from my hero, and I was sorely disappointed. He 

wasn't the man that he once was. He wasn't the great savior from Uncle Jim's stories. That 

part of him was dead by the time I got here. All that was left was a shell of a man full of 

ghosts who chose to spend his time by the side of a dead girl when he could have repaired 

a living one.”

At this Gabriel's voice turned bitter. “Marianne's injuries weren't nearly as bad as 

some of the ones he wrote about during the war. I had been reading about this great 

doctor since I was a teenager, and his first rule was to fix the damage before it healed. 

Fresh wounds are much easier to repair than old scars, and he could have fixed her, but he 
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refused to leave Elena's rotting corpse. As far as I'm concerned, that was his real sin and 

I'm glad he hanged for it. He could have helped her and he didn't and for that I hope he's 

burning in hell.” 

Gabriel sighed. “That being said, the darkest fates I ever wished up Dr. Tanzler 

were no worse than those he yearned for himself. Every day, Dr. Tanzler hoped that he 

had seen his last sunrise. He stood at the door of Death, and waited, but he was never 

summoned. After about a year or so, when Marianne's injuries had healed and scarred, 

something happened to him. He  had been like a ghost, walking the streets of Key West 

during the day and spending his nights with Elena in her tomb. The intense focus that had 

made him such a successful surgeon during the war returned to him, ten-fold, and I was 

ready. At first I didn't understand what drove him so hard, but I do now.”

Gabriel's voice was steady, resolved. His eyes never left the girl lying on the bed. 

The scratch of the needle on the machine confirmed that her heartbeat was steady, vital. 

“Make no mistake, Miss Elliot, I hated Dr. Tanzler on the day of the accident, and 

every day thereafter. But I knew that I had to learn from him. He was a pioneer of 

reconstructive surgery, and the vast amount of knowledge stored within him hadn't been 

changed by his disastrous obsession. I promised Marianne that I would fix her, and I've 

never taken a vow more seriously. I would have rather died than break that promise. I 

would repair her, but not until I was ready. I've spent the past five years watching Dr. 

Tanzler and honing my skill as a surgeon.” 

“Every day I watched him. I became his assistant, and gradually he began to think 

of me as his student, or maybe even his friend. He wasn't the same after Elena died. He 
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experimented on the cadavers at the hospital and did radical things that I'd never even 

read about. His body of work before coming to Key West had been outstanding, but the 

discoveries he made in reconstructive surgery for the purpose of bringing her back to life 

will place him in a medical pantheon.”

Iris let go of the breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. She had never 

heard a tone quite like the one Gabriel was using now. It was reverent, and disgusted, and 

hopeful and bitter. The pitch and depth of it perfectly matched everything that was going 

on inside of Iris. The story was horrifying, the players grotesque, but she had to know 

more. 

“I saw the count do ghastly things in his quest to restore Elena's life to her bones. 

He kept up a fierce correspondence with his colleagues in Europe, garnering information 

from them and sharing what he had learned, though not the ultimate purpose for this 

knowledge. Former patients traveled for thousands of miles to seek his advice, and he 

gave it to them. Local people with grievous injuries from bar brawls and fishing accidents 

came to him, and though he was reluctant to operate on them himself, he stood over my 

shoulder during surgeries and he showed me how to fix them. He taught me how to use 

titanium and wire beneath skin grafts to craft new fingers for a man whose hand had been 

caught in a propeller. We developed a procedure for repairing busted noses from inside, 

rendering the surgeon's touch invisible. I learned how to limit blood loss in order to 

sustain life during longer procedures.”

Iris shook her head and when she spoke, her words were much harsher than she 

intended. “If you're such a damn good surgeon, why are so many people dead?”
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Gabriel pressed his lips into a thin line. “Surgery, like any art, is not always 

perfect, Miss Elliot.”

Iris suppressed a mirthless laugh. “I'm pretty sure that Michaelangelo never buried 

anyone alive or left a prostitute and a sexton hanging from the rafters in St. Mary's.” 

“You have to understand that that was never my intention. It got out of control.”

“Well, I seriously doubt that was their intention either. Tell me, doctor, how 

exactly does a harmless little experiment with human life turn out so badly?”

Gabriel shifted in his chair. A thin sheen of sweat misted his temples. “Dr. Tanzler 

and I did good work during the day time. Everything else happened at night. Beyond 

emergency traumas and seeing old patients to track their progress, Dr. Tanzler saw very 

few living patients, with the exception of the local prostitutes. Not the girls at Ashley 

House, but the women on the streets. Diseases run rampant in any sea port, and Key West 

is no exception. It wasn't so out of the ordinary for a nameless woman to turn up dead, or 

nearly so. Many people pass through Key West every year, and unfortunate things befall a 

few who never leave. Their bodies found their way to Dr. Tanzler. After these subjects 

served their purpose, they were buried in unmarked graves on the grounds of the 

cemetery.”

“He conducted all kinds of experiments on the dead. He constructed a large Tesla 

coil and shocked bodies with a thousand volts of electricity with the purpose of 

reanimating them. He reconstructed faces with paraffin and mortuary wax. Dr. Tanzler 

turned death masks into faces with silk and thread and he preserved flesh with salt and 

chemicals. I watched him do all of it and I made notes and I learned what he learned. I 
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recorded every procedure he did on Elena and I thought of new techniques. Dr. Tanzler's 

research was invaluable, but his discoveries served no purpose if they were only in 

service to the bones of a dead girl. I watched and I learned because I had hope for the 

living.” 

A thought occurred to Iris. 

“If you learned so much from experimenting on the dead, then why resort to the 

living?”

Gabriel's jaw tensed. “As a surgeon, you can only learn so much from the dead. I 

needed to make sure that these procedures could successfully be performed on someone 

who was alive before I did anything to Marianne. These surgeries are complicated and 

everything had to be just right. If I gave her too much anesthetic, it would kill her. If I 

gave her too little, she would be in unspeakable pain. The same goes for the other 

procedures. I had to learn by trial and error—new territory can't be mapped in reference 

book.” 

Iris's nostrils flared and she felt her ears get hot. “Those women weren't subjects. 

They had names. They were people.”

“They were practice. Most of them served a far greater purpose in death than they 

ever did in life. They were dead or dying anyway. Is it such a sin to put someone who 

only has days or weeks left out of their misery?”

“Yes! What if some other doctor had been doing this five years ago, and Marianne 

had been delivered to their door to be experimented on?” 

At this, Gabriel paled and Iris knew that her words had found their mark. 
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“They weren't Marianne,” he said stiffly. 

“They might've been to someone,” Iris said. 

Gabriel was quiet for several minutes. The sky was still broad and blue, but 

golden-pink streaks were beginning to settle across the vast expanse and Iris felt like she 

was a prisoner seeing the entire universe through a window. 

“I may have damned my soul to hell, Miss Elliot, but if I have spared Marianne 

one measure of misery then it was worth it. I plan to spend the rest of our life together, far 

away from here, if she'll have me. 

“It would have been much different if Marianne hadn't survived the accident,” 

Gabriel started cautiously, “If it had been in any other time, in any other place, I wouldn't 

be responsible for those girls' deaths. Still, I wouldn't change anything.”

Gabriel's eyes rested on Marianne and Iris sensed the heart monitor scratching out 

the story of their life together. Amidst all the death and mess and bloodshed and pain, 

when he looked at that girl, Iris saw triumph in his golden brown eyes. And pride. He had 

saved her in every possible way, but Iris wondered about the burden that would weigh on 

Marianne in the future, if any of them had one. Iris knew that she herself had caused a 

good deal of misery in her lifetime, but she couldn't imagine bearing responsibility for the 

horrific things she had seen befall Lola and Sally, and very nearly Violet. With a start Iris 

suddenly realized that the Lazlo girls were Marianne's sisters. Looking closely, Iris saw a 

shade of Violet and Ruby's lovely cheekbones, the same as Tom's, in Marianne's face. 

“She'll need another dose of morphine in an hour or so,” Gabriel said. “The worst 

of it should be over by now, but I don't want her to wake up in pain. We have a very long 
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night ahead of us.” 

The girl shifted on the bed and suddenly Gabriel started toward her. Iris shook her 

head and pointed the scalpel at him. 

“No. Don't come any closer.” Iris said. 

Gabriel frowned, and Iris was dismayed to see that rather than being threatened by 

her, he was more just annoyed. He knows that I won't hurt Marianne, Iris thought to 

herself, and she felt her resolve begin to weaken. She wondered what Lens was doing. 

“I have to give her a dose of morphine,” Gabriel said. Iris watched him turn to the 

counter and pull a syringe and a small amber bottle out of a metal drawer. She wanted no 

part of whatever was in the small bottle. Gabriel put the tip of the needle in the glass and 

drew back the plunger. A swell of misty liquid filled the chamber. When he was finished, 

Gabriel looked at Iris and nodded.

“I would let you do this, but if any air gets into her veins, Marianne could have a 

stroke. I have to do it myself.”

“No.”

Gabriel froze, because for the first time that afternoon, the objection hadn't come 

from Iris. The girl on the bed moved again, and her eyes fluttered. Ignoring Iris and her 

pitiful little scalpel, Gabriel rushed over to the bed and took Marianne's hand in his own. 

The doctor smelled like soap, Iris thought to herself, and she recognized the anxiety in his 

eyes as an emotion she often saw reflected in Lens's warm brown pupils. 

“Marianne?” Gabriel started, and Iris heard his voice shake. She let her useless 

weapon fall to her side as Gabriel leaned over his beloved, so that his mouth was inches 
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from Marianne's.  “Darling, it's John. Can you hear me?”

“Of course I can hear you,” Marianne murmured, opening her eyes. Iris noticed 

that they were a golden brown color, and still glazed with the vestiges of whatever 

medications were coursing through the girl's system. Marianne started to lean up on her 

elbows and Gabriel placed the palm of his hand against her sternum. Marianne shook her 

head and laced Gabriel's fingers into her own and sat up farther. She kissed his fingertips 

and smiled. 

“I'm not deaf,” Marianne said softly. “No more morphine, though. I don't want to 

sleep a minute longer. I'm exhausted from sleeping.”

Iris watched Marianne bring her other hand up to her face and brush her free 

fingertips over the swollen skin there. Iris braced herself, expecting the girl to cry out in 

pain and horror when she felt the tender bruises beneath her eyes and the crusted blood 

along the edge of her ears. Instead, Marianne laughed. It was a gentle sound that 

reminded Iris of a light rain shower. The girl felt behind her ears and looked at John, her 

eyes bright and wide. She was fully awake now. 

“The micro-stitches with the silk threading—you figured out how to do them?” 

Marianne asked. Her voice was awed and her laugh sounded stronger now, like the bells 

at St. Mary's on a Sunday morning.  

“I did,” Gabriel said. Iris noted the relief in his voice, and the rosy glow of life 

that infused his sallow complexion. Marianne smiled, and putting her hand around the 

back of his neck she pulled him closer to her and kissed him. Iris watched as she let go of 

Gabriel's hand and brushed away the tears that had dampened the dark circles beneath his 
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eyes. Iris didn't know what to do with herself. She almost felt silly, clutching that scalpel 

in her hand, and she just stood there, still as a statue. 

“You're brilliant, you know,” Marianne said, her eyes locked on the doctor's. “But 

that isn't why I love you.” 

Gabriel smiled, and Iris noticed that his smile was a faltering thing, as though he 

couldn't quite believe his own luck. 

“The circumstances were fortunate,” Gabriel said. His long surgeon's fingers 

traced Marianne's smooth jaw, her lips. Iris watched as the pleasant-looking girl with 

slightly crooked teeth shook her head, her lank brown hair falling limply over her narrow 

shoulders. 

“No, they weren't. Luck was one thing we never had, John. You did this. I knew 

you could. And now everything can be perfect.”

It was as though the lovers were ensconced in a cloud of pink bliss, and just when 

Iris was beginning to feel invisible, Marianne leveled her gaze at her. 

“Now, what's to be done about her?” Marianne asked. 

Just then, a car door slammed outside of Gabriel's house. It was the sweetest 

sound Iris had ever heard. She followed the faint gait of footsteps over the gravel drive 

and up the front porch steps and through the front door that Iris had left ajar. Iris took a 

breath and gripped the scalpel closer to her as her rescuer breached the stairs. Like 

Gabriel and Marianne, Iris turned her eyes to the door. It was only moments before she 

was greeted by the sight of Officer Mendel as he walked briskly into the recovery suite 

and stopped a few feet from the edge of Marianne's bed.  Iris looked at him expectantly. 
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“Mendel, I--” she started. 

“We're nearly ready,” Mendel said to Gabriel and Marianne. He deliberately 

avoided Iris's widened eyes. “Vi sent me to come get you. There have been some 

complications over at Conway's but I think we got it under control.”

And then, the words that set Iris's heart racing.

“She'll have to come with us.”
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Chapter 11: That Most Wily of Mistresses

When the sun reached a certain point just above the horizon, for a few moments it 

was as though everything was dipped in gold. The air was hot and Lens felt warm to his 

very core, as though the Fahrenheit had been tempered with whiskey. The bits of granite 

that pebbled Conway's courtyard were the color of melting butterscotch, and the tin roof 

of the main house shone like copper. The water beyond the compound gleamed like gilt 

beneath the fiery ball that blistered the end of the sky. Even the air smelled bright. The 

stratosphere was deep, deep blue where it graced the edge of space and then fell to earth 

in hues of gold. The girl's eyes, so much like her sister's, looked like cinnamon in the 

rapidly fading sunlight. Her bow-shaped lips were pressed together in concentration, and 

the knife was steady in her hand. 

“Ruby, what have they got you into, kid?” Russell said from his place next to 

Lens. They were sitting side by side on the front porch, their arms shackled to the railing 

above with two sets of handcuffs. The tips of Lens's fingers were beginning to go numb. 

He looked at the girl standing a few feet from him, her magnificent mane of long red hair 

blazing in the sunlight, which looked weak in comparison. Ruby's long, pale legs were 

clad in red shorts that clashed with her hair, and she wore a white sleeveless top that was 

nearly the same color as her skin. Her eyes were bright and attentive, and her shiny hair 

bounced as she shook her head. 

“I'm sorry to have you all tied up like this, Mr. Conway, but the rest of it I'm not 

spazzed about. I sure don't want to hurt you. Violet's the bad news around here, anyway. I 

just want to cut out of Key West and burn rubber to Havana.”
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Ruby was cool, Lens thought to himself, like the kids he always saw walking 

home from Coral Gables High after school. He didn't know how she had gotten mixed up 

in this mess, but Ruby didn't appear to be the least bit shaken by the most recent turn of 

events. He had thought that he was being stealthy when he crept up to the porch to free 

Russ an hour earlier, but he had been sorely mistaken. A very large man that Violet called 

Tom had handcuffed him to the porch without saying a word while a very much alive 

Violet Lazlo looked on, her lips pressed together in a thin line and fury sparking in her 

cinnamon colored eyes. 

Though certainly not dead, not even close, Violet looked considerably more 

distressed than she had the night that Lens first met her at Ashley House. There was a 

smudge of dirt on her forehead and a snag in the hem of her short yellow sun dress. Her 

hair, which was an even brighter shade of copper than her sister's, had curled in the 

intense humidity and several strands had snagged in her yellow satin headband. She was 

thinner than Ruby, and there was a hard set to her mouth than gave her face an entirely 

different appearance than that belonging to her carefree sister. 

“Keep an eye on them, Ruby,” Violet had said, reaching into her pocket and 

handing her younger sister a switchblade, “Tom and I have to finish loading the boat. Yell 

if either of them get out of line. Tom will come take care of them.” 

Lens had no doubt as to what Violet was threatening, just as surely as he knew 

what Tom was capable of. The large man would have had no troubled hoisting a pair of 

bodies up to the rafters at St. Mary's, much less hiding Sally Brass in a makeshift grave 

beneath a pile of brush at the Key West Cemetery. A man that size would've spent little 
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effort bashing in the sexton's skull, or choking the life from his wrinkled old throat. 

Though he was still fuzzy as to what was going on and why, Lens was pretty sure that he 

knew how the murders had been executed. He would find out later, of course, just how 

wrong he was. 

As he and Russ had watched Violet stalk away, Len's father's old friend had 

spoken to the young woman pointing the knife at them. Her gaze never wavered from 

them, and her hand never flinched. Lens thought that Ruby Lazlo looked almost bored. 

“I'm surprised at you, Ruby, getting caught up in all of this,” Russ said. 

Ruby shrugged. “It's not like I planned it, Mr. Conway. If I had, you never 

would've been involved. It's just, well, everyone knows that you've souped up all of your 

boats so they're as fast as all get out, and I'm sure you dig my meaning when I tell you 

that we need to get the hell out of dodge.”

“I dig,” Russ replied flatly, and Lens almost smiled. His mother would've rolled 

over in her grave if she had heard Lens talk like that, especially after Somerset had spent 

all that money to send him to St. Xavier's School for Boys. If he had grown up in Key 

West, however, Lens imagined that things may have been very different. 

“Your parents are worried sick, Ruby. They have the entire police force combing 

the town for you and your sister,” Lens said. The numbness spread from his fingers to his 

palms, and his wrists were really starting to hurt. 

“They won't find us,” Ruby insisted. “As soon a Mendel gets gets here with 

Gabriel and Marianne, we're ghosts.”

“Officer Mendel?” Lens asked, stunned. He thought of the timid young man who 
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seemed to be afraid of his own shadow and shook his head. He hardly seemed the type to 

be involved in a murder plot, Lens thought to himself, much less the smuggling of the 

mayor's daughters from Key West. 

“He's my boyfriend. Jimmy and I just had our one year anniversary. We're going 

to get married some day.”  

Ruby's tone was matter-of-fact, and Lens didn't doubt that the girl was 

unconcerned by her lover's role in the crimes that had taken place. 

“Jimmy Mendel, huh?” Russ said. A crease dug into his forehead. “Now I 

honestly didn't see that one coming.” 

Lens shook his head. “I don't get it. He always seemed so reluctant around the 

bodies. And he acted like he was so surprised when he saw Lola and Sally.”

“Oh, he was,” Ruby said. Her eyes got wide. “He didn't have any idea that Sally 

was still alive. I'll bet that really scared the pants off of him. We all thought that Sally was 

a goner. Even John.” 

Lens felt Russ stiffen next to him. Both of his arms were numb up to the elbows, 

and he could only imagine how the older man was feeling. 

“John Gabriel?” Russ asked, his voice hushed. Lens saw the way his lips twitched, 

and he felt his own chest seize. Lens had met the young doctor on the same night that 

Cott had dragged Violet from Ashley House. He had been a plain, nondescript man, the 

sort that never gave anyone a second's pause. And yet he had been at Ashley House that 

night, and Lens guessed, on all three occasions when the young prostitutes had been 

taken by the fever. 
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So that's how he took them without raising suspicion, Lens thought. No one 

searches for a girl who is already dead. 

“Yes,” Ruby said, “The doctor. He should be on his way soon. He wanted to wait 

until the very last minute to drive Marianne over here--”

“Marianne!” Lens heard a hitch in Russell's breathing and felt a shudder go 

through his body. “Oh, God, do you mean to say-? But I thought that she died of the 

fever. That poor, sweet girl. She didn't deserve this.”

Ruby sighed. “Marianne's fine. She's better than fine. And she never died of any 

fever, Mr. Conway. None of them did.”

“But what about Lola and Sally?” Lens asked. Now both of his arms hurt all the 

way up to his shoulders. The cool metal handcuffs were digging into his wrists. He 

wondered how much longer they were going to be kept like this. 

“Lola was already sick—a lot sicker than Gabriel thought, otherwise he never 

would've agreed to do the operation. He's no murderer, if that's what you're thinking. He 

was real tore up when he couldn't get her to come out of it. He believed that she would be 

okay until the very end. Marianne told me that the poor guy's still just sick over it. He got 

to the point where he didn't even want to do her surgeries. Gabriel blames himself for 

giving her too much of the machineel when she was at Ashley House, but I think that her 

body was just give out. Lola had been working those rooms for a long time.”

“Machineel, of course,” Russ groaned. He nudged into Lens as he shifted his 

bulky frame on the edge of the porch. 

Lens looked from Russ to Ruby. “What is it? What's a machineel? Is that what 
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killed Sally and Lola?”

Ruby shrugged. “Don't ask me. I'm not the genius around here. That honor goes to 

Gabriel. At least that's what my sisters say.”

Sisters? Lens thought to himself, the plural snagging in his brain. It appeared that 

there was still very much to this situation that he was not privy to, though it appeared that 

the few details Ruby revealed served only to ensnare him more deeply into a mystery that 

was more labyrinthine than the roots of the mangrove trees. 

“Machineel is a local plant grown by the Santeros in Bahama Village. Mabel 

showed the count how to use it a long time ago in case he wanted to fake his own death. 

The liquid is extracted from the plant and concentrated into a sort of syrup by boiling. 

Anyone who swallows even a little bit, just a few drops, gets a very high fever and then 

falls so deeply into a coma that they appear dead. They get cold, their heart stops beating, 

the works. A few days later, the person wakes up, right as rain, and hopefully still 

aboveground. The Santeros have been using the stuff in their ceremonies for years to 

reenact resurrections. The count must have told Gabriel about it,” Russ said. 

Lens looked at him, mouth agape. It seemed as though the abyss of things that he 

didn't know just kept getting deeper, and wider, and darker. He shut his mouth and shook 

his head, trying to articulate just one of his many, many questions. The words would not 

come out of his mouth, though, and so he just listened as Russ continued. 

“Machineel's nasty stuff, though. You've got to be real careful. No one can tolerate 

more than a few drops. Hell, half a teaspoon would probably be enough to kill you. Is that 

what happened to Sally?”
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Ruby bit her lip and then nodded her head. “They thought so. It was an accident. 

Gabriel told her only to take a little bit of what he gave her and just wait until the fever 

set in, but she wasn't patient. When Gabriel got to Ashley House and found the vial that 

she'd hidden in her dresser drawer, it was empty. He was sure that she'd taken enough of 

the stuff to kill her, but she came out of it a few days later, kind of. Sally wasn't herself 

anymore though. She slept for hours and hours, and every time Gabriel did a procedure 

on her it took longer and longer for her to come out of the anesthesia. She looked really 

beautiful at first. She hardly bruised at all. Then, right after he fixed her nose using the 

mask that he'd made as a model, Sally just stopped breathing. We were positive that she 

was dead. Gabriel was devastated, because he was sure that the extract was going to wear 

off, eventually. That was the first time I saw her. Marianne never wanted to let me see 

what Gabriel did, but I wanted to. It was the day before they were going to hang the 

count, and Violet thought that it would be our big opportunity. She said that it had to look 

like someone had murdered Sally. She and Marianne thought that if everyone believed 

that the count had tricked them into thinking that he was dead, we could just make it look 

like we had been taken by him, too. Marianne was going to make it look like she was 

dead from the fever, so she and Violet fixed up Sally's body just like the count did to 

Elena and had Tom put her in the grave and drop the letter off at The Wildflower Inn. 

Gabriel helped write the letter from the count. He knew the old man a lot better than any 

of the rest of us did, except Tom. Marianne knew from talking to Getty that you and the 

girl were coming down from Miami,” Ruby said, breathless. Her words flooded Lens's 

brain and he marveled at the sheer amount of planning that had gone into their escape. 
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“It was just such a lucky thing for us,” Ruby continued, “You being Getty's 

grandson and all. Violet couldn't have planned that better herself, and let me tell you, my 

sister is a planner. We couldn't believe it when Marianne told us that Getty Crane's very 

own grandson was finally coming back to Key West. As if the entire town wasn't already 

distracted enough by the count's execution.” 

Lens said nothing, and silence radiated from Russ as well. The only thing that 

eased Lens's mind about the whole situation was that Iris was safe on the other side of the 

island, watching the sun fade at the Lazlo house with Cott Morand and no less than half 

of the Key West police force. 

Ruby's voice softened. “We never wanted to hurt anybody. Tom got carried away 

with the sexton. He was friends with the count and Tom was sure that he knew. He was 

afraid that we were taking too great of a risk. We were so close and we just couldn't be 

found out. I promise, no one will hurt either of you. We'll be off the island before 

nightfall and you'll never hear a whisper from any of us again. We just want to get away 

from this place. Violet wants to start a new life, and Jimmy and I want to get married. We 

can't do that here.”

“Why not?” Lens asked. The muscles in his neck were starting to throb and he 

could barely feel his fingers. 

Ruby's eyes were sad, but resolved. When she spoke, her voice was firm. 

“Because she won't let us.”

“Who? Getty?” 

Ruby shook her head. “No, my mother. She won't let any of us be happy. It still 
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rankles her that Marianne is even alive.”

Realization seeped into Lens's brain. “Isidore is a murderer. My grandmother told 

me that.”

“That she is,” Russ said. There was a rough edge to his voice. “She killed 

Marianne's mother, Leah, about five years ago by running her car off the road on the 

Overseas Bridge. She came damn close to killing Marianne, too. That's how the poor girl 

got all those awful scars. I saw her in the hospital the day after it happened. She looked 

like a corpse. I never thought that she would survive.”

“Neither did my mother. But Gabriel brought her back to life. He saved her. He 

saved all of us,” Ruby said. Lens watched as Ruby picked at the polish on her bright red, 

chewed down fingernails, her eyes bright. 

Suddenly, there was a break in the silence as a car pulled up to the compound, its 

tires crunching on the golden gravel. For a moment, Lens contemplated yelling for help, 

but Ruby met her eyes and shook her head. 

“It won't do you any good,” she said. 

Beside Lens, Russ laughed ruefully. Lens looked at him, bewildered, as Ruby 

walked over to the large gate, swung it open, and stood aside as a police cruiser pulled 

into the lot. She shut the gate behind the car, which rolled right past Lens and Russ on its 

way to the docks on the other side of the property. 

Russ shook his head, still smiling. “I set up shop all the way out here so that I 

could do whatever I wanted without being bothered by anybody. Jake and I used to joke 

that we could bury a body out here if we needed to and no one would be the wiser. I 
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guess I'm overdue for that one to bite me in the ass.” 

“They won't hurt either of you,” Ruby said again, and Lens feared for a moment 

that she was trying to convince herself. “You just need to stay put until we're far enough 

away. Gabriel will see to it, but don't worry, you won't feel a thing--”

“Ruby. Enough.” Violet sauntered over to the porch in her dirty yellow sun dress, 

her nail polish chipped and her satin headband askew. Gabriel walked silently behind her, 

stopping every few yards to turn around and look back at the huge motorboat docked in 

the distance. Violet urged him on each time he turned back with an impatient snick of her 

tongue. Lens thought that her mood looked decidedly black, something that he didn't 

think boded for either himself or for Russ. He wondered about her plan.  

“Making an escape is a lot of work, isn't Violet? A lot more work than you're used 

to, I'd say,” Russ said. 

Violet glared at him, her mouth tight. “It's worth it. You can tell them I said that, 

when they find you. You can tell them all about it in a couple of days, when we're far 

away from here. Then you can say whatever you want.”

Russ chuckled. “Darling, Key West isn't that big of an island. Sooner or later, the 

cops going to make their way over here, and that's if they aren't already on they're way 

right now. Did you really think that Getty would let her grandson go missing without 

tossing the entire island to find him?”

“No, I didn't,” Violet said. Lens found the extreme calm in her voice to be 

profoundly unsettling. She nodded at Gabriel, who frowned, but then reached into his 

pocket and removed two small glass syringes filled with a rum-colored liquid. Lens 
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looked from the doctor to Violet in horror. He thought of Sally's lifeless body. 

“Machineel?” Russ asked, his voice low. 

Gabriel shook his head quickly. “No, no, of course not. We're never using that 

again. It is a heavy sedative, but no one will mistake either of you for dead. You'll wake 

up by late afternoon tomorrow, and you'll be fine.”

Lens's mouth went very dry, and he felt as though all of the air had been sucked 

out of his lungs. He had been sedated once, when he was eleven and broke his arm 

playing ice hockey. The doctor had had to put him under to reset the bone, and Lens 

never forgot the feeling. It felt like dying. 

Gabriel swabbed a patch of skin just beneath the sleeve of Russell's shirt. “And 

Marianne's happy about this?”

Lens saw Gabriel nod his head. “She didn't want you to get mixed up in it, but she 

thought you'd understand. We can't stay here any longer. Not as long as Isidore's living. 

There are too many ghosts in Key West.”

“And you won't let anything happen to her, or Violet or Ruby?” Russ asked as the 

needle went into his arm. Lens heard the sound of the small silver needle breaking Russ's 

weathered skin. 

“No. You have my word, sir.” 

Russ nodded. “Then I can live with this. As long as they're okay. God knows I've 

done my fair share of wrongdoing.”

His words trailed off into silence, and Gabriel turned to Lens while Violet looked 

on. She had her arms folded over her chest and her forehead was creased with stress. A 
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thought occurred to Lens. 

“What's to keep me from telling the police exactly what you're up to? What makes 

you think that Cott won't just hop a ferry to Cuba and bring you all back?”

Violet shook her head. “He knows what they did. Also, Marianne is going to leave 

a letter with Iris.”

Violet took a deep breath. Lens's entire body felt numb as her words took effect. 

Marianne is going to leave a letter with Iris. In the future. Lens pondered that for a 

moment as his mind came to several unsettling conclusions. A lesser person wouldn't 

have been able to say what Violet said next while looking Lens in the eye. Violet, 

however, never flinched from the censure of his gaze. 

“You've taken Iris?” Lens asked. Gabriel swabbed a small patch of skin above the 

crook of Lens's elbow with an icy-wet piece of cotton. 

Violet nodded. Lens felt cold inside. 

“Yes. We have to. For insurance. We need enough time to get away. She figured 

out too much. When you wake up, you have to find her,” Violet said. Her red hair 

shimmered in the sunlight as the needle went into Lens arm and his vision grew hazy. The 

golden sky and the horizon blurred, and for just a moment Lens was certain that he saw a 

cloud of platinum blond wavering in the distance like a mirage. Gabriel knelt down 

beside Lens and took his face in his hands. 

“When you wake up, you must find Iris. Right away. Look for her in the place 

where she belongs. That's where you'll find her. Just think about it.”

Gabriel's words sunk into Lens's foggy mind just as his world faded into a violent 
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swirl of gold and platinum. 

Like the midnight wind in the trees that haunted her childhood, the ocean was a 

very different place once darkness fell. As black waves slapped against the sides of the 

boat, which seemed so much smaller on the vast ocean as the lights of Key West dimmed 

to watery sparks in the distance, Iris tried to quell her rising panic. The Mercury Sailfish 

bumped and skipped over swells of water in its race to the international border, and Iris 

shuddered and hugged her knees to her chest. 

“Don't worry,” Marianne said, patting Iris on the hand. “It won't be too much 

longer.”

Iris wrinkled her forehead and checked her watch. “But we've only been gone half 

an hour. Is Cuba really that close?”

Marianne laughed while Violet and Ruby exchanged smiles and eye rolls. The 

cabin of the large boat did seem much smaller with the four women and Dr. Gabriel 

crammed into it. Tom and Mendel were up on the deck navigating the vessel to its 

destination, or at least that's where Iris had assumed they were going.

“No, Iris, we're not taking you with us to Havana. Then Lens and Getty would 

really be in a state, wouldn't they?” Ruby said. Violet shot her a look of warning. 

That's right, Ruby, Iris thought to herself, don't get too friendly with the prisoner. 

Iris shook her head, still reeling from everything that had happened since she had 

discovered Dr. Gabriel and Marianne at the house on Front Street. After Mendel arrived, 

everything started to blur together. They had Lens, that's all Iris knew, and that was 
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enough to get her to agree to whatever they wanted. Iris had almost started to like Dr. 

Gabriel and Marianne, or at least she sympathized with them, but she still knew what the 

lot of them were capable of. Regardless of any of their intentions or the wrongs they had 

been dealt in the past, three people were dead and no one seemed to be taking any 

responsibility for that. They hadn't told Iris what had been done with Lens and Russ, only 

that they would be alright (which, in Iris's heightened state of paranoia, implied that they 

weren't alright now), and Iris still couldn't even fathom what their plans were for her. 

“Iris, you need to listen to me very carefully. I'm going to give you instructions to 

help you get to safety, but first you must listen to me,” Marianne said, twisting her hands 

in her lap. She looked better away from her sickbed, Iris thought, and in the glow of the 

lamplight Marianne appeared to be healthy and whole. Even Gabriel would have to see 

that, though Iris noticed that his face still appeared drawn and weary. Marianne's warm 

brown eyes shimmered like ochre in the soft light, and they were similar in color to her 

sisters', though with gold undertones where Violet's and Ruby's were pure fire.  

“I realize that we are in no position to ask any favors of you,” Marianne started, 

“Believe me, we all do.”

Marianne cast pointed looks at her sisters and Gabriel, though her gaze lingered 

on Violet. Gabriel nodded. 

“This could have ended very differently for me, as it did for Sally and Lola. 

Neither of them were meant to die. None of us realized how sick Lola was, and the 

tragedy of Sally's death is far greater than you can even imagine.”

Iris thought of Cott and looked at Marianne doubtfully. 
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“She was doing it for him,” Marianne said quietly. Iris raised her eyebrows and 

Marianne continued. “Sally wanted to leave Key West. She wanted to get away from the 

island and her reputation. She came down with syphilis a few years ago, John treated her, 

and the effects of it were beginning to show on her face. The cartilage in her nose was 

deteriorating and the bones in her face were starting to wear. Getty's kinder than most 

people give her credit for being, but Sally couldn't have stayed on at Ashley House much 

longer. She just wanted a fresh start, and so one day I told her that John might be able to 

help her.” 

“She was young and healthy, despite her condition, so I felt that it would be safe 

to operate on her,” Gabriel said. 

A look of pure agony crossed over his face and Marianne reached for him. Iris 

watched as she took his hand in hers. 

“We all thought that she would be fine, and John was anxious to try out the 

procedure a new way, one that is a lot less invasive than anything the count ever 

attempted. Compared to John, the count was a butcher,” Marianne said. 

“Sally planned to fake her death and live at John's while she had her operations. 

We all took turns assisting him. My parents assumed that I was out running around with 

the wrong crowd, but I was with Sally,” Violet said. Iris looked at her, surprised. Lens 

had described Violet as being angry and spoiled, but Iris didn't see that. To her, the girl 

seemed like someone who had been through an awful lot in a short amount of time, 

which was something that she could certainly identify with. Of course, one source of 

Violet's stress had been taking Lens hostage, so Iris's sympathies could only extend so far. 
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Still, Iris found herself deeply interested in what the girl with the vibrant red hair had to 

say. 

“Sally loved Cott Morand very much,” Violet continued. “She still owed Getty a 

year of service, but she couldn't wait that long. She desperately wanted to be with Cott, 

but even in a town as loose as Key West, there's no way that the sheriff, especially not 

one as well respected as Cott, could marry a prostitute. Sally knew that leaving town was 

the only way for them to be together, so she was going to surprise him after she recovered 

from her surgery.”

“By coming back from the dead?” Iris asked. 

Ruby nodded. “Getty's pretty strict about her contracts. This way, Violet could 

quit Ashley House and get her surgery without harming Cott's reputation. She thought 

that he would be willing to leave with her when he saw her again. It was a really solid 

plan.”

And one hell of a surprise, Iris thought to herself. 

“Some day, you'll have to tell Cott the truth. Sally didn't want to leave him, and 

she wasn't harmed.”

“You mean until you blistered her skin with the death mask, Tom choked her to 

make it look like murder, and then buried her alive?” Iris asked. She tried to keep her 

tone even. She honestly believed their story. But still, Iris thought to herself. She glanced 

at Violet, Ruby, Marianne and Gabriel, who all looked like they really wished Iris hadn't 

said what she had just said. Iris met their regretful gazes. 

“You will never know how truly sorry we are about that,” Marianne said 
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delicately, “Someday, you must tell Cott what really happened. In a year or so. He 

deserves to know that Sally died loving him. A fever is not an adequate end for a woman 

like Sally Brass. Neither is a drug overdose.” 

Iris closed her eyes for a moment, wishing they would all just go away. When she 

opened them, she was still in the cabin of the rocking speedboat, which didn't seem to be 

going quite as fast as it had been, surrounded by people that she wished had remained 

strangers. Iris felt as though she was getting to know the little group rather well. Iris 

brought her fingers up to her face and pinched the bridge of her nose. She could feel a 

monster of a headache forming behind her burning eyes, and she was very tired. 

“You said earlier that you were in no position to ask any favors of me,” Iris said. 

“Clearly,” Gabriel said. He leaned forward a bit and looked at Iris. He still looked 

exhausted, Iris noticed, but there was something else in his face now, too. Relief, maybe. 

His eyes were alive with hope. 

“Don't tell them where we've gone. Please. They can never know where to find 

us,” Marianne said. There was a note of desperation in her voice. Iris noticed an 

unsettling glint in Violet's eyes, and in that moment she knew that Marianne must have 

gone to a great deal of trouble to bargain for Iris's life. Violet hadn't wanted to leave Iris, 

not to mention Lens and Russ, alive. For a moment, Iris tried to think like Violet. It didn't 

make sense for them to let their destination slip in front of their hostages and then let 

them live. Secrets are safe in a grave, but a crime with living witnesses was a problem. It 

occurred to Iris that, despite the convenience of the count's death quickly followed by 

Lola and Sally, they were leaving messy ends. The sexton, Iris suspected, had been one 
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such casualty. Iris looked at Marianne and nodded, and from the relief that flooded the 

young woman's brown eyes, Iris knew that something important had passed between 

them. Possibly her life, and Lens's and Russ's. Another lie to burden her, Iris thought to 

herself, though this one was worth it. 

“I'll never tell,” Iris said, swearing an oath against everything she believed in and 

adding to her treasure chest of secrets and lies. Even as Iris said the words, she knew that 

she meant them. 

Gabriel saw Marianne's relief and smiled, though Violet still looked suspicious. 

Iris noticed that Ruby was holding on to both of her sisters when Gabriel spoke up. 

“You can tell them we've gone to Tampa, and that we're planning to go abroad 

soon,” Gabriel said. 

“Don't tell my parents anything,” Violet said. Her tone was fierce, leaving Iris in 

no doubt that, in the right mood, Violet was more dangerous than any of them, even Tom. 

“They don't deserve an explanation,” Ruby said. 

“Now Violet, Ruby,” Marianne started, but she was cut off. 

“No. Isidore tried to kill you. Our sister. How can you try to kill your child's 

sister?” Violet said. Her mouth twitched with rage. “And our father. He did nothing. He 

knew what Isidore did, and he did nothing. They can both rot in that awful old house. I 

hope that place burns to the ground.”

Iris decided to speak before Violet took the notion to ask for anymore favors. She 

turned to Gabriel. 

“I read several of the count's letters. They were in a notebook that he had given to 
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Russ right before he died. The count thought very highly of you and your work. He said 

that you possessed a great deal of skill. He recommended you to his colleagues in Sidcup, 

England. He must have spoken to you about it?”

Gabriel nodded. “I've been in correspondence with Dr. Linus Clow for years. He 

even offered me a position at Queen Mary's Hospital, but I desperately wanted to work 

with Dr. Tanzler. That was before I knew what had happened to him with Elena, before he 

took leave of his senses. He was still brilliant, though, even in his darkest days. There 

was brilliance in his madness, I'm sure of it, and I've never seen anything like it before. 

The ideas that his mind generated were unbelievable.”

“But you believed in him, didn't you? He knew that. In his last letter, he wrote 

about how he feared that his patients would not be cared for. He wanted you to take care 

of them. He said you were the only one who could,” Iris said. 

“I will take care of Dr. Tanzler's patients. You have my word on that. I have a 

roster with all of their names, and Marianne and I will contact them as soon as well as 

settled.”

Gabriel paused for a moment, and Iris could tell that he was thinking something 

over very carefully. Finally, he spoke. 

“George Tanzler was a great doctor. The man Elena left behind when she died, the 

count, was just a shell. There was goodness in the work that he did, and I hope that he 

will be remembered for being more than a madman. The things that he accomplished at 

the height of his career are a much more fitting legacy than what came after.”

Ah, yes, that awful business, Iris thought, Getty's words echoing in her mind. At 
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that point, Iris knew that she would do anything to keep Lens in her life, even tell the 

truth. If he could look past all of her faults and shortcomings, Iris would gladly stay with 

him forever. If Getty's voice popping into her head, uninvited, was a consequence of 

being with the man she loved, then so be it. If she made it off the boat alive, Iris thought 

as she caught a glint of resolve in Violet's eyes, she would do whatever she could to make 

things right with Lens. 

Iris felt the boat slow down and rock gently over the waves. Rather than being 

soothing, the deceleration made her stomach churn. In a few moments, the boat settled 

into a drift and Mendel came below deck and looked at Ruby, then Marianne, and finally 

Gabriel. 

“We're here. Tom doubled around twice to make sure that no one followed us. 

We're as close as we're going to get. You can bring her up.” 

Violet stood. “I'll take her up.”

The reply was a resounding no from everyone in the cabin, Iris included. Violet 

frowned and sat back down next to Ruby. Marianne stood up and took Iris by the elbow. 

Gabriel was clearly about to object, Iris could tell by the alarm in his face, but Marianne 

silenced him with a look. Iris stood up and followed up the the stairs to the deck of the 

boat. Iris turned and cast one final look at the people in the cabin before walking into a 

heavy mist of salty ocean spray. 

“Are you sure this is as close as you can get?” Marianne shouted over the hum of 

the boat's motor. 

Mendel nodded, and Iris noticed that he still couldn't quite look her in the eyes. 
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“The south side of the island is trickier to navigate than the north. It's too risky to 

go around. The night's too clear. This is the best we can do,” Mendel shouted. A wave 

rolled under the boat and Iris stumbled. Marianne nodded, and looked at Iris. The 

resigned look on her face made Iris ill at ease. 

Suddenly, it became as clear as the night's sky that getting off the boat alive was 

not going to be the problem. By the light of the stars, Iris could make out the shape of an 

island in the distance. It was close enough that it ate up a large portion of the shadowy 

horizon, but it still seemed far away. The panic that had building slowly mounted a full-

fledged assault on her nervous system and Iris was sure that she was going to have a heart 

attack. 

“You want me to swim for the island!” Iris gasped. 

“It's only a couple hundred yards,” Marianne said, bracing Iris's shoulders in her 

hands. “It won't take you more than 15 minutes or so. When you reach the beach, walk 

around to the other side of the island. From there, you'll be able to see Key West come 

daylight. Someone will you. You can stand on the beach over there and flag down the 

shrimpers if you have to. You'll be fine, I promise.”

“I've been doing this since I was a kid,” Mendel said in what Iris could only 

assume was his most reassuring tone. 

“But I haven't, you idiot,” Iris shouted. There seemed to be a century spanning her 

summers spent at her family's lake house and her current predicament. 

“We got to go,” Tom said from his seat at the back of the boat by the wheel. 

Marianne reached into her pocket and handed Iris a letter sealed in plastic. 
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“For Cott,” she said, pressing it into Iris's shaking hands. She kissed Iris on both 

of her cheeks. “Thank you for doing this. Thank you for giving us a chance. That's all any 

of us ever wanted. We'll never forget you, Iris. If you're ever in Havana, you must find us. 

We owe you everything.”

That, Iris thought to herself, was the understatement of the century. 

With that, Mendel urged Iris to the edge of the boat. She stuffed the letter in her 

pocket and felt her resolve growing. She could do this. Of course she could. If only the 

water weren't quite so black. And deep. Iris pushed away thoughts of sharks and 

undertows and sea monsters and snakes, oh sweet Jesus, the snakes, and for the first time 

in a very long time, her mind was clear. Her only thought was of Lens's face as the 

swirling black water rushed up to meet her. 

Iris didn't look back as the boat went away, drifting at first before the engines 

fired to life and it was eaten by the night. The water was mercifully warm, and, kicking 

her legs experimentally, Iris sensed that it wasn't terribly deep. 

It's still deep enough to die in, Iris reminded herself, and she began to swim 

towards the mammoth black shadow in the distance. 

The sun was high overhead when the first bright rays broke through the darkness 

that had enveloped Lens's brain for what felt like a very long time. He was stretched 

across Russ's couch, that much he knew. It smelled like limes and rum and coconut oil. 

Through a foggy haze, Lens heard his grandmother's low, urgent voice  issuing a constant 

stream of orders and reprimands. Cott was there, too. Lens cracked open one of his eyes, 
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and regretted it immediately. Then he thought of Iris, and sat bolt upright on the couch, 

and regretted that even more. The room spun and Getty let out a startled cry and rushed 

forward, taking Lens in her arms and kissing his forehead. Her rings were cold on his 

skin, and he found an indescribable comfort in their sharp chill. 

“Darling, you're okay!” Getty was laughing and sobbing and hugging Lens with 

such ferocity that he was sure one of them would break. Somehow, he didn't think that it 

would be Getty. 

“Iris. Where is she?” Lens gasped, disentangling himself from his grandmother's 

grasp. 

Getty's mouth went slack, and Lens noticed Cott enter his periphery. His 

expression was sober, and the look on his face filled Lens with a sense of dread. 

“We don't know,” Cott said. 

As the haze began to clear and the throbbing in Lens's head became even more 

acute, a single thought played in his mind in a relentless, haunting refrain. Iris, he 

remembered the words as clearly as if they were being spoken into his ear at that 

moment. You must find her. Lens had to find her. 

Lens didn't see any way that his world could possibly continue until Iris was a part 

of it once more. He stood up and ran his hands through his hair. For the first time, he 

noticed Russ passed out cold on a couch on the other side of the room. 

“I have to find her,” Lens said. 

The next several minutes went by in a blur. He sent Getty to The Wildflower to 

see if Iris had come back. He sent Cott to cemetery, knowing that if he were to find Iris 
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there waiting for him in a makeshift grave, it would surely be the end of him. They 

departed without question, though Lens could feel the reluctance radiating from Getty. He 

later remembered walking them to the gate, and closing it behind them. He then went 

back into the house and into the homey kitchen. Lens took a set of keys from the open 

palms of a large stone Buddha and headed through the screen door to the row of docks at 

the edge of the property. Lens had never driven a boat before, but he knew that he could 

because he had to. Because Iris was lost in the place where she belonged. 

When Lens cut the power to the small skiff and let it drift the rest of the way to 

Christmas  Island, he knew that he had made the right choice. He felt the inexplicable 

pull of Iris. The boat ran aground in the shimmering blue-green shallows and Lens 

jumped over the side and into the warm water. He made his way to the beach and up the 

path to the bright yellow bungalow, and there he found Iris. She was right where he knew 

she'd be, sitting on the front porch of his father's house, waiting for him. It was his house, 

now; their house, Lens hoped. There were many things left for them to say to each other, 

a lifetime of conversation. Most of it good, some of it not, but none of the challenges they 

would face together fazed him the moment he saw Iris's smile. It didn't matter because at 

last they had found one another and Lens was finally home, in the place where they both 

belonged. 
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Epilogue

There was talk of revolution. 

What had started as a whisper at the height of August had crescendoed in a 

symphony of gossip by the end of the summer, and the disappearances of the mayor's 

daughters, the police officer, and the doctor were all but forgotten by the people of Key 

West as the little island was enveloped in autumn's warm embrace. It was odd for the case 

not to be pursued, but hardly the most unusual thing to be overlooked in the history of 

Key West. Everyone knew there was more to the story, but no one cared to go digging for 

answers. After all, there were new faces to talk about, and happy hour at the bars lining 

Duval Street had already been extended into the late hours so that the newcomers' 

business could be more fully discussed. 

Lens smiled to himself as he leaned his back against the ferry's highly polished 

bar and felt the ocean breeze on his face. Havana, the source of all the rumbling, was a 

lush green speck in the distance. Lens looked at his wrist to check his watch, and then 

smiled when he remembered that he didn't wear one anymore. The pearly tan line left by 

the watch face was slowly fading, as were the memories of the life he had left behind in 

Miami. He didn't miss it. He breathed deeply and felt the salt air revive him. The breeze 

ruffled his linen trousers and the flower-print shirt that Russ had given him a week earlier 

during a surprise visit to the house on Christmas Island. Lens stretched his toes in his new 

rubber Japandals, another present from Russ, and reveled in the freedom. 

“Cuba Libres?” the bartender said, sliding the icy drinks across the polished 

wood. 
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Lens tore his gaze from the island and nodded, handing the man a few bills. “So it 

would seem. Thanks.”

Island music hummed in the background as Lens made his way back to the main 

deck to the exuberant tune of steel drums. The ferry crested and dipped on the choppy 

water, a rhythm that Lens felt in his blood. He walked, almost danced, over to a broad 

white lounge chair, where a long, lightly tanned figure with a large white hat reclined, her 

lovely face tilted up at the sun, caramel curls resting on her shoulders. 

“What took you so long, sailor?” Iris asked, accepting her drink even as an icy 

splash sloshed over the side and ran down her extended arm. “Did you have to pick the 

limes yourself?”

Her eyes were bright as he leaned down to kiss her. Lens smiled, and settled into 

the chair beside Iris. 

“And the rum,” he replied. 

Iris laughed. They sat there for a long while, drinks in hand, the ferry pressing 

them ever closer to Havana Harbor. Finally, when the ice rattled in the bottom of his 

glass, Lens asked Iris one of the few questions that had given him any trouble since she 

agreed to stay with him in Key West. 

“Are you sure we should be doing this?” Lens asked. 

Iris turned to him and brushed a stray lock of hair from his forehead, her fingers 

still wet from the glass. She nodded, her bright red lips pressed together. 

“I need to know that she's okay. That they're all okay. Marianne still wasn't well 

when they left that night. And I'd like to know what Gabriel's up to at the hospital. I 
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promise, just a few days and then we'll go home.”

“I've heard that one before,” Lens said, and he laughed. “Next thing you know 

we'll be locked up in a Cuban prison.”

“Like Getty would ever let you go missing without sending out the National 

Guard,” Iris said. 

Lens smiled. “You know, I really think that you're starting to grow on her, too. 

She's already talking about us coming to Ashley House for Thanksgiving and Christmas. 

Apparently, Russ is quite handy in the kitchen.” 

“Doesn't surprise me,” Iris said.

“Me neither,” Lens said, and then, before he could stop himself, “I'm sure we'll be 

back from Georgia by then.”

Iris said nothing for a moment, not that she needed to. If the past two months 

living with Iris in the house on Christmas Island had taught Lens anything, it was that 

being able to sense her moods was more valuable than a barometer in a hurricane. She 

had told him everything, finally. Lens had been surprised when she had told him about 

the marriage, and dismayed to learn that the annulment couldn't be finalized without a 

hearing in Georgia. He had felt relief, as well, that there was one less thing that he didn't 

know about Iris. 

Lens knew that Iris didn't want to go back to Georgia, especially since her mother, 

Julianne had announced plans for a trip to Key West. There was the rest of Iris's family to 

consider, however, and Lens didn't want Iris to regret not repairing the damage to those 

relationships while she still had the chance. They had talked of marriage, once, sitting out 
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on the dock on Christmas Island at sunset, their toes skimming the balmy water. It would 

happen, someday, but they were in no hurry. So Lens and Iris lived in the house on 

Christmas Island, knowing that wherever their lives led them, they would go together. 

Havana beckoned, in the distance, and the soft southern wind welcomed them. 

Lens took Iris's hand in his own and they stared at the island that loomed ever 

closer. On the glassy waves, touched by stardust, he heard the siren call of the unknown, 

and the whisper of revolution.
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