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      The door of the house swung open before I had a chance to knock. It was almost midnight. The woman in front of me was fully dressed and held a cup of coffee in her hand, which I hoped for her sake was decaffeinated. Her face was in shadow as she stood in the door frame of the San Francisco Victorian, but the dim porch light must have illuminated all of me down to my toes, for I heard her breath catch.

      “Is that blood on your shoe?” Nadia asked.

      I glanced down at my shoes. I admit they were stilettos tonight. I always wear heels of some sort for the added height.

      “Your note said a package had been delivered for me?”

      “You are bloodied,” she said in her thick Russian accent. “Yet you speak of mail.” She turned her back to me and gestured with her free arm, ushering me inside the house along with the large tabla drum case slung over my shoulder.

      I didn’t resist my inquisitive landlady as much as I normally would have. I like my independence. The news I had received earlier that day had thrown me off balance. Without meaning to, I found myself following her inside, setting my tabla case in the corner, and sitting down on the stiff sofa.

      “It was one of those helpful men, no?” she asked, handing me a box of tissues. “I knew it! One of those nice fellows this city is full of, who offer to help you carry your drum case when you are out at a ‘gig.’ One of them was too insistent, eh?”

      “Nadia—”

      “You could not resist putting him in his place. Stomping on his innocent foot with your treacherous heel as he valiantly offered to help ease your burden.” She swept her arm through the air in front of her. “You drew blood, and it splashed up from the tip of your heel onto the cuff of his Dockers and the top of your high-heeled shoe.”

      My eyes widened as I imagined the vivid scene. Just because there had been one teeny-tiny, well-justified incident ages ago....And where had Nadia learned her English? All I was certain of was that the cup of coffee that hadn’t left her hand was definitely not decaffeinated.

      “Really, I⁠—”

      “Yes, yes,” she said, tucking a loose lock of her gray-blonde hair behind her ear as she found her stride. “I understand, Jaya. You are not helpless. Not at all. But you must see that your drum case is almost as big as you are! It is only natural that a man would want to exert his alpha side when he sees you.”

      Nadia’s fanciful story would have amused me if it hadn’t been for the shock from which I was still reeling. Nadia opened her mouth to continue, but I cut in more forcefully this time.

      “It’s chicken tikka masala,” I said.

      “What?”

      “The Indian curry.”

      “Yes, I know what tikka masala is.”

      “It’s sauce on my shoe.”

      “Not blood?”

      “Not blood.”

      I lifted up my shoe to prove my point, then wiped off the sauce with a tissue. It wasn’t even blood red. A dark orange burnt sienna was more like it.

      Nadia frowned, deepening the wrinkles on her face.

      “Sauce,” she repeated. “Then I cannot give you a lecture about how someone might press charges one of these days.”

      “If I did defend myself as you suggested, I’d hardly get arrested.”

      “You would not make as much of a sympathetic defendant as you think. You can bat those thick eyelashes as much as you like, but your innocent Indian girl act does not go far once you open your mouth....” She trailed off, giving me an odd look. “Your mouth. You have not used it as usual tonight. You are far too quiet, letting me talk on and on. Something is wrong.”

      I sighed. Nadia knows me better than most people. I reached inside my messenger bag to show her the source of my dismay. I’d read the article at least a dozen times that day. I had even brought it with me when I left my apartment to play a set of tabla music at the Tandoori Palace restaurant earlier that evening, so I knew the article had to be in my bag somewhere.

      It was a small story. Only one short paragraph. Rupert Chadwick, age twenty-nine, was killed when his car lost control on a winding coastal road in Scotland. Rupert’s family was important enough that the news was reported in the papers and spotted by an acquaintance who alerted me. A simple enough story. It would have been of little consequence to the reporter who had written the blurb. Not to me, though. Rupert was my ex-boyfriend.

      I felt Nadia’s intense gaze as I searched for the piece of paper in my bag. If I hadn’t known better, I could have sworn that she perceived the depth of my uncharacteristically sentimental weakness. That she knew how I wondered, perhaps for the first time, if I loved Rupert.

      I found the printout at the bottom of my bag. As I handed the paper to Nadia, she placed a small package in my hand.

      It was a padded envelope with a bulging center. The stamps were foreign. British. Nothing unusual there. I’m a historian, so my work often involves corresponding with people and institutions in foreign countries. I didn’t normally receive work-related packages at home, but I was glad to turn my attention to something other than Rupert.

      The return address caught my eye. There was no name listed. No university or institute either. Instead, the address of an inn in Scotland had been written by hand. I stared at the address. The address itself wasn’t familiar. Yet there was something....

      “Jaya?” Nadia said.

      I realized it wasn’t the first time she had said it.

      “You knew him well?” she asked.

      I gave a slight shrug. “It was over a year ago.”

      Nadia nodded, then disappeared through the kitchen door.

      As I waited, I turned over the curious package. Scotland. It had to be a coincidence.

      I tugged at the edge. It didn’t budge. Strong tape reinforced all the sides. The person who sent the parcel had taken no chances. At least I didn’t have any fingernails to break. I pulled at a puckered section of tape until it gave way. A folded handkerchief of bright white cloth fell onto my lap. I shook the package to make sure there was nothing else inside, then opened the bundle.

      A band of thick gold appeared beneath the folds of cotton. The piece of jewelry had been damaged and was missing several pieces of whatever had once been inlaid in the gold. That wasn’t surprising. The piece was old. Old enough to evoke a feeling of centuries past. Jewelry isn’t my expertise, but when you study history, you get a sense of how things change over time. I knew I wasn’t holding something created during my lifetime.

      As I turned over the piece, I saw more than gold. A solitary stone of the deepest red sparkled in my hand. The rough-cut gemstone dwarfed the thick gold frame. Even in the dim living room light of a midnight conversation, the huge ruby absorbed the light, seeming to breathe it in and out before my eyes. At that moment I understood the preciousness of jewels. I would have sworn this was no piece of costume jewelry.

      This was real.

      I ran my fingertips over the ruby stone, and along the rest of the piece. Based on its size, I guessed it was an anklet. A few granules of dirt stuck to my skin. I raised my fingers to my nose and sniffed. The dirt was what it looked like. Soil. Not dust.

      Before I had a chance to think about what to do next, I heard the door to the kitchen creak open. I wiped the dirt from my fingers onto the handkerchief, then quickly covered up the anklet and eased it back into the package.

      As the cloth slipped out of my fingers, I saw something that nearly made me drop the bundle. Initials were embroidered on the handkerchief: RCC. Rupert Cedric Chadwick.

      My heart was beating far too quickly as Nadia placed a tray on the coffee table.

      “I found some gin,” she said. She poured generous shots from a Gordon’s bottle into two ice-filled tumblers that were on the tray next to some sticky Russian pastries.

      “Drink,” she said. “It is...restorative.”

      Nadia’s English is perfect, if formal, yet sometimes I could tell she felt there was no proper translation for a Russian word she wanted to use, and it would give her momentary pause before she spoke. She lifted one of the glasses, still frowning as if she hadn’t expressed what she meant to.

      I took the other glass, hoping my hands weren’t shaking too obviously. Nadia didn’t seem to notice. Her lips puckered as the gin touched her mouth.

      “Wouldn’t you rather be drinking vodka?” I asked. Damn. My voice sounded shaky as well.

      “Jaya,” she said, shaking her head. “You of all people should know not to stereotype a person based on where they are from.”

      “But you do like vodka.”

      “It is true. I think I will have some.”

      She disappeared into the kitchen again. I was tempted to look at the anklet and Rupert’s handkerchief again, but I instead opted for steadying my nerves. I took a large gulp of gin. It was the right choice. Nadia returned almost immediately with a bottle of some sort of vodka I had never seen before, and a small glass with no ice. After pouring herself a straight shot and refreshing my gin, she raised her glass and made a toast, offering her sympathy.

      I appreciated the thought, though honestly I can’t remember a single thing she said. My mind was spinning elsewhere.

      An ex-boyfriend was dead before his thirtieth birthday. A ruby anklet rested in my lap inside his handkerchief. The package had been sent to me from Scotland, where he was recently killed in a car wreck.

      A feeling of helpless confusion spread through me. In spite of what Hollywood movies suggest, it’s not commonplace for historians to receive mysterious packages containing jewel-encrusted artifacts previously in the possession of recently deceased archaeologists.

      “Upsetting news,” I said, then downed the last of my drink. Nadia could invent a wild story out of my hastily eaten dinner. There was no way I was going to tell her I was holding a ruby from a dead man. Without meeting her gaze, I opened my bag and put the package inside.

      “Now that I’ve shared the news about Rupert’s tragic death with someone,” I said, “I think I’d like to be alone.”

      I got up and pulled my drum case over my shoulder. I’ll grant Nadia that the instrument case does look rather sizable next to my not quite five-foot frame. It’s not light, but I’m used to handling it.

      “One last thing,” Nadia said as I headed toward the door. “He was here again.”

      I stopped walking. The only he I could conjure up in my mind at the moment was Rupert.

      “The lurking fellow,” Nadia continued, taking the opportunity to press one of her homemade Russian pastries into my hand. “I should have called the police.”

      “You mean Miles?” I asked. The last person I needed to see that night was the neighborhood poet who had developed a crush on me. “He’s harmless,” I added, then stepped through the front door into the night.

      I polished off the pastry as I reached the top of the stairs at the side of the house that led to my attic apartment. I have a good appetite to start with, and it grows even larger when I need to keep a clear head, such as when I happen to have a ruby in the bag bouncing against my hip.

      I kicked off my shoes and set down the tabla case, then closed the door behind me with the ball of my bare foot. Before sitting down to examine the package, I turned around and locked the door. I didn’t believe Miles was anything to worry about, but it couldn’t hurt.

      I removed the anklet from its package and set it down on top of a relatively stable stack of journals on my coffee table. My hands were still shaking as I found a flashlight to inspect the piece more carefully. It looked every bit as real under the brighter light. The dirt was also more prevalent than I had previously noticed. The style was more obvious, too. As the exquisite gold design and the jagged ruby shone in the light, I thought of India. I was relatively certain my impression wasn’t merely because it was the country of my birth. I left India when I was a child, so my gut reactions are more American and Western than anything else.

      The anklet hadn’t been sent from India, though. I looked more closely at the packaging itself. I ran my index finger across my name and down to my address. My body froze. I knew why the package had triggered a feeling of familiarity. I recognized the handwriting. My address had been written by Rupert himself.

      The writing had been scrawled sloppily with a thick pen, as if it had been addressed in a hurry. The funny swirl of the “S” in San Francisco stirred a memory. Rupert could never resist adding small flourishes to the various aspects of his life.

      My head spun, and it wasn’t from the gin. Rupert would never simply hand over something so valuable. I knew him well enough to know that with certainty.

      Rupert had a classy enough upbringing that he had monogrammed handkerchiefs in the twenty-first century. Along with his breeding went a sense of entitlement. He wouldn’t give something like this anklet to someone else. Not under any circumstances. Not even to me.

      I scrambled to my desk and grabbed a pair of scissors. I cut along the edges of the padded envelope, snipping away at the package until it lay flat. With the excessive taping of the package, a small sheet of lined notebook paper had stuck to an inside corner. The edge tore in my haste to remove it. There it was. My explanation lay on the coffee table in front of me.

      I smoothed out the wrinkled paper and read the handwritten note.

      

      
        
        Jaya, love. I’m sending this artifact to you for safekeeping. And for your help. I’m onto something. But somebody knows it. It’s not safe for me to hang onto this at the moment. You’ll know what to do. Ring me on my mobile and I’ll explain everything. You’re the only one I can trust. xox Rupert

      

      

      

      I turned over the mangled package. The postmark confirmed my creeping suspicion. The day Rupert had mailed me the package that wasn’t safe for him to keep was the same day as his accident.

      It no longer seemed believable that Rupert had accidentally lost control of his car as the press reported. And I was the only one who knew it.

      Me, and whoever killed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Our paths will cross again someday.”

      I woke up in semi-darkness with those words in my mind. They were the last words Rupert had said to me. I was leaving London, having finished the research for my doctorate. At the time, I thought it was a romantic way to end a brief relationship. Quite unlike me to think such a thing, really. I don’t need anyone, romantically or otherwise. That’s something I learned a long time ago, when I saw what my mother’s death did to my father. Life with Rupert was an exciting rush, nothing more. Yet it pained me more than I thought it would to realize our paths would not cross again.

      I wiped away the single tear that rolled down my cheek. Sitting up in my bed, I grew nervous as I looked around the shadows of the studio apartment. Nothing was different, yet I was uneasy. It wasn’t the memory. I had the strongest impression that something had woken me up.

      A hint of light seeped through a window, suggesting either sunlight filtered through morning fog, or the beam of a streetlight in an otherwise dark sky. The clock informed me it wasn’t quite six o’clock. It was August, so it would be the day’s first rays of sunlight trying to fight their way through the summertime fog.

      I’m not the type to stay in bed and drive myself crazy. I threw back the covers and looked through the peephole in the door. Then out both windows. Nothing. I rubbed my temples and looked absently out my front window.

      Why had Rupert thought I could help him? I study trade routes and military skirmishes of the British East India Company. Not ancient Indian jewels. I gripped the window sill until my knuckles turned white. It wasn’t as if the note mattered now anyway.

      I pulled on an oversized sweater—oversized for me at least—and made my way to the kitchen in search of coffee. All my dishes were in the sink. I selected the least filthy mug I could find, which turned out to be one bearing the logo of the British Library in London. Great.

      After washing the mug, I filled it with several spoonfuls of instant coffee and sugar while waiting for water to boil. I like the real thing better, but there was plenty more time in the day.

      Mug in hand, I stepped onto the small landing outside my door, eager to feel cool air on my face. Summer in San Francisco is unlike the season in the rest of California. Fog enveloped me as I sat down on the top step, and I watched the wisps of steam from my coffee blend into the fog gently blowing around me.

      In the light of day, I couldn’t deny the truth. Rupert was of the treasure-hunter school of archaeologists. Not the scholarly branch. That mentality was what made him so exciting. And also so infuriating. He had a tendency to jump to tenuous conclusions based on local rumors or vague references in forgotten academic texts. During the time I had known him, the ideas he pursued had always resulted in wild-goose chases. Except this time. This ruby anklet was real. Could it really have gotten him killed? Or was I going crazy?

      Murders from the annals of history are one thing. India under British rule was full of unnatural deaths. A present-day suspicious death is quite another beast. If Rupert had truly been murdered on the other side of the world, what could I possibly do about it?

      I was distracted from the problem by a movement I caught out of the corner of my eye. I turned my head, but it was gone.

      It was probably only a cat, I told myself. But when I sensed it again, it was accompanied by the sound of creaking from below. That would have to be one fat cat climbing up the twisty wooden stairway.

      I poked my head over the ledge and caught a glimpse of unkempt auburn hair and delicate wire-rimmed glasses. As if I needed more help to get my day off to a bad start, it was my poet stalker.

      “I thought I saw you,” Miles said as he reached the stairway landing below me.

      The stairs are barely visible from the sidewalk and accessed through a narrow gate along the side of the house. I could have pointed out that he would have had to come through the gate with the sole purpose of finding me. I decided against it. As I’d said to Nadia, I didn’t think Miles was anything to worry about. I wasn’t convinced enough to smile at him, but I did nod an acknowledgment.

      “I thought you might be up already,” he continued, proceeding up a few more stairs until he was eye level with me. “We poetic souls rarely sleep well. Coffee?” He thrust out a hand-painted thermos in front of my face.

      I declined the offer, indicating my own mug and its remains. Miles pulled back his outstretched arm. For a moment he stood there, awkward and quiet. He took a deep breath, his eyes fixed on the empty space next to me on the top step. “May I?”

      “Sure,” I said, after only a moment’s hesitation.

      If a stalker is someone who stakes out your house to determine when you’re home, then yeah, Miles is technically a stalker. A better assessment is that he’s a harmless poet who lives down the street and has nothing better to do than walk around the neighborhood to find inspiration for his poetry.

      Miles was in his usual army camouflage gear, which always seemed to me a strange thing for a pacifist to wear. Sticking out of one of his oversized pockets was his beaten-up poetry notebook. He set down the thermos and rubbed his ink-stained hands together in the crisp morning air.

      “You were out playing a tabla gig last night, huh?” he asked.

      “You do realize it’s not cool for you to follow my every move.”

      “But you’re a fellow artist in the neighborhood.”

      “Did you come around here earlier?”

      “What, today?” A blush spread across his face. “Did you have a dream about me?”

      I rolled my eyes. “What brings you around this morning?”

      “We poets need to stick together.”

      “I’m not a poet,” I said. “As I’ve told you. Several times.”

      “But you are,” he said. “Don’t you see? You played your tabla at the café that one time, while that guy read his poems. That makes you a poet.”

      The rhythmic drumming sounds of the tabla do make for a nice accompaniment to various types of performances and can create a poetic melody on their own, but I didn’t think “that one time” with “that one guy” made me much of anything Miles wanted me to be. Playing the tabla for people is my release. My escape. Not my real life.

      “I was thinking,” he continued slowly, “I have something I wrote. I read it at open mic last week already, but if you would accompany me next time, it would be so much better. Here, I can show you.” He pulled out the mangled notebook sticking out of his pocket.

      “Maybe later.”

      “Oh, okay. But I wish you’d at least come see me read sometime, even if you don’t want to play. Nobody else gets me except for you.”

      “I don’t think I get much of anything these days.” I leaned back onto my elbows. Why on earth had Rupert thought I would know what to do with the anklet?

      “That’s okay. What fun would it be if life was easy?” He looked over my face for a few moments. “It’s in your soul, you know. You get things. You know how to piece together all that history stuff. I know it’s not easy. It’s the same with poetry. It’s all a puzzle until it’s pieced together. You see through what’s on the surface.”

      I nearly knocked over the mug I’d set down next to my elbow. Was I really receiving sage advice from my stalker? Miles is a few years younger than me, in his mid-twenties. I realized I didn’t know if he even had a job, since I’d only ever seen him at neighborhood coffee houses or in front of my own house. But the man had a point. I did see something that nobody else did. Nobody else would believe Rupert’s car accident might not have been an accident.

      “Earth to Jaya.” Miles scratched his scruffy head. “You okay?”

      “You were right,” I said, standing up. “I do see something that nobody else does.”

      “You mean you’ll do open mic with me?”

      “No,” I said. “Something even better.”

      I slipped inside my apartment, leaving a stunned Miles on the landing. I grabbed my phone and dialed Rupert’s number from memory. He had to have realized I’d have a different cell phone back in the U.S. without his number saved. The arrogant bastard had known I’d remember it.

      As soon as I finished punching in the number, I wondered what I would say to whoever answered the phone. Presumably it would be his best friend Knox or his father. Do you happen to know why Rupert sent me a precious Indian artifact? Oh, and by the way, there’s a possibility his death wasn’t an accident. Not the smoothest way to start a conversation.

      I never had the opportunity to figure it out. My call was met with an automated message. “The subscriber you are trying to reach is currently unavailable,” the recording of a woman with a refined English accent told me. Of course. A cell phone wouldn’t necessarily survive a fatal car accident any better than a person.

      There had to be someone else I could call. Even though it was early here, six o’clock in the morning in San Francisco meant it was two in the afternoon in England.

      If anyone knew what Rupert had been up to with the anklet, it would be Knox Bailey. Where Rupert went with a pseudo-scholarly scheme, Knox would follow. Knox had once been an archaeology graduate student along with Rupert, but had dropped out. Knox claimed it was because he didn’t want to settle on a single project for a dissertation, but I knew from Rupert that Knox had been caught plagiarizing and was discreetly asked to leave.

      I didn’t have Knox’s phone number, so I was considering what to say in an email when the last line of Rupert’s note flashed into my mind.

      You’re the only one I can trust.

      My stomach clenched and my head throbbed. Rupert had no longer trusted his best friend. Who could I trust?
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      “What’s the matter with you?” Sanjay’s groggy voice asked through the receiver.

      “You sleep with your phone under your pillow?” I asked, surprised he picked up the phone after one ring.

      “Pocket. Must’ve fallen asleep practicing my new act.”

      “You’re asleep in a trunk?”

      “Escape shaft.” Sanjay yawned. “There’s a set of pillows here to cushion my landing.”

      Sanjay is a magician. He’s also my music partner. We play sets at the Tandoori Palace two nights a week, entertaining diners with his sitar and my tabla. It’s not a real job for either of us, but it’s fun. The rest of the week I’m buried in history books or with my students at the university, and Sanjay is a successful stage magician who goes by the moniker “The Hindi Houdini” and sells out entire seasons at a winery theater just north of San Francisco. In spite of his accomplishments in the magical field, Sanjay is one of the worst sitar players in this hemisphere. He’s like a brother to me, so I pretend I don’t notice when his fingers hit the wrong strings and we fill the restaurant with sounds reminiscent of a screaming monkey. He makes up for it in other ways, such as the fact that he’s the only person I knew I could call upon with no hesitation at this early hour.

      “Are you at the theater or in your studio at home?” I asked.

      “Studio. Why?”

      “Can you meet me at my place in twenty minutes?”

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Sort of. Are you coming?”

      After hanging up with Sanjay, I looked out the peephole of my door. Miles was gone. Good. I needed some sustenance to think while I waited for Sanjay. I didn’t have to look in my fridge to know there was nothing in it.

      The Coffee to the People café was full of people who were surprisingly cheery for the early hour. I had no idea there was a secret population in my laid-back neighborhood who woke up by six in the morning. I ordered a muffin for Sanjay and got myself a scrambled-egg bagel sandwich with crunchy peanut butter instead of cheese. The morning staff don’t know me as well as the afternoon staff, so the woman behind the counter raised a pierced eyebrow before ringing up my order.

      I walked the few blocks back to my apartment while I ate. I barely tasted the food, I was so distracted thinking about Rupert and the ruby anklet. When I reached my front door, I forgot about both. My door was ajar.

      I didn’t think I’d been absentminded enough to forget to lock up. It’s not the sort of thing you do when living in San Francisco. Had I been so distraught about Rupert’s death that I’d acted so stupidly? Only one way to find out.

      Without thinking, I gave the door a hard shove. It didn’t swing open in the lightning-fast motion I had anticipated. Unfortunately, I was still holding the paper bag containing Sanjay’s now-squished muffin. As the door swung slowly open, I stayed on the landing, ready to toss a banana nut muffin at the burglar before running down the stairs.

      Since the apartment is a studio, I could see ninety percent of it from where I stood. Dressed in an impeccably tailored suit and a custom-made bowler hat, Sanjay sat on the couch with his elbows resting on his knees while he looked at the screen of his phone. He looked up at me as I stepped into the apartment.

      “I hate it when you do that,” I said, closing the door.

      “Let myself into your apartment? Since when have you hated that?”

      “I know it goes with the territory, that being friends with a magician means one must accept his ability to let himself into or out of any building he’d like. But today was a bad day for you to do it. How did you get here so quickly, anyway?”

      “I supposed you’d slap me if I said magic.”

      “Definitely.”

      “In that case,” Sanjay said, “I was already dressed, and it’s too early for there to be much rush hour traffic. What’s in your hand?”

      I tossed Sanjay the paper bag containing his smashed muffin.

      “What would you do,” I said, “if I told you someone I knew just died in a car accident, that I was the only one who knew it might be murder, and that I now have the ruby he was killed over?”

      “You brought me here after I slept less than four hours to tell me a new plot idea for my stage show? Couldn’t it wait? A ruby is good, though. Those always look great under the stage lights.”

      I pulled the ruby anklet out of my bag and held it in my hand in front of Sanjay’s face. He swore. At least I’m pretty sure that’s what he did. He spoke the words under his breath in Punjabi. I’m half Tamil, so I don’t speak any Punjabi. But I know Sanjay.

      “You’re serious?” he said. “Please don’t tell me you’re serious. Where did you get that thing?”

      “I told you. From someone who was killed.” I hesitated. “It was Rupert.”

      “The guy you dated in London? I thought you hated that guy. You said he was an immature ass.”

      “He was. But that doesn’t mean I wanted him dead. And that’s not the point.”

      Sanjay took the anklet from my hand, keeping it in its handkerchief cushion. “You have to go to the police with this, Jaya.”

      “If it was that easy I wouldn’t have woken you up.” I scooted Sanjay over on the couch so I could sit down next to him, then told him everything I knew about Rupert’s death in Scotland, the ruby anklet, and Rupert’s note. I wouldn’t say I felt a weight lifted as the story poured out of me, but it did feel better to confide in someone.

      When I finished speaking, Sanjay handed the anklet and handkerchief back to me and sat in silence. He took off his bowler hat and ran his fingers around the rim. I half expected the answer to my problems to pop out of it. It’s the stage prop he’s most attached to. I’ve seen everything from a bouquet of flowers to a baby goat emerge from that hat (though Sanjay swears the goat was never actually inside the hat). He wears it offstage so much that I suspect it’s a security blanket of sorts.

      “The timing of his death could have been a coincidence,” he said. “Or more likely, he was driving while distracted about this ruby, which is what made him crash. That’s got to be it.”

      “Really? He was so upset he drove off a cliff? You’re no help.”

      Sanjay began typing on his phone.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Googling this anklet.”

      “Wait, do you recognize it? Is it famous?”

      “No, but how hard could it be to find?” Sanjay frowned. “Oh...besides ‘ruby,’ what do you think I should type?”

      An Internet search to identify the anklet didn’t go far. As much as I hated to admit it, I was going to need more than Sanjay’s help. I needed someone who knew about the history of Indian jewelry. I had a couple of ideas about who I could ask, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to bring anyone else into this. I knew nothing about the anklet’s history.

      What if I was a conspirator in a theft from the Louvre or some other renowned museum? Though I didn’t think Rupert would have turned to a life of crime, I wasn’t nearly as certain of that conviction as I’d have liked.

      While Sanjay was typing random search terms into his phone, I grabbed my laptop to look for online articles about museum jewelry thefts in the news. Just in case.

      My news search wasn’t any more fruitful than Sanjay’s. I did, however, learn that there were a surprisingly large number of unsolved museum thefts I wasn’t previously aware of. The folks at Interpol certainly had their work cut out for them. It was also clear they meant business. I glanced uneasily at the anklet.

      “I have to show this to someone who can identify it,” I said.

      “If you’re not going to take it to the police, there’s no way you should show it to anyone else.”

      Sanjay was right. It might not be a good idea to show the anklet itself to anyone while I asked my innocent questions. Not even the man I had in mind.

      “I have to do something,” I said.

      “Where’s your camera?”

      “Sanjay, you’re brilliant.” I found my camera in a desk drawer. “Hold this.” I took the anklet out of the handkerchief and handed it to Sanjay. He held up his hands before I could place it in them.

      “After what you’ve told me,” he said, “I don’t want to get my fingerprints on that thing.”

      “They’re already on it.”

      “Nope. I only touched the wrapping.”

      “Fine,” I said, throwing the handkerchief at him. “Use this, then. But I need it in your hand so I can take a photo that shows how big it is.”

      “Make sure you don’t get my face in the photo.”

      I snapped a photo of Sanjay’s hand holding the thick gold band with the ruby stone, and printed out a copy on my squeaky printer.

      I was ready.
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      Professor Michael Wells, right across the bay in Berkeley, was an old family friend. I grew up in Berkeley after leaving India, and my hippie father knew just about everyone there, it seemed to me at the time. My father taught sitar music lessons out of our house, and the Indian instrument was quite popular in Berkeley. Most people didn’t stick with sitar lessons for long, since there’s a steep learning curve. But lots of people tried it. Michael was a graduate student at Berkeley who used to come around the house for lessons when I was a kid. Now he’s a professor of South Asian art history.

      It was late enough that I was betting Michael would be heading into the office, even if he wasn’t teaching summer term. He’d always been a workaholic. I’m not being judgmental when I say that. If it hadn’t been for the mystery Rupert had thrust upon me, I would be heading to my own office. Even though it was summer, I needed to work on a research paper. I only started my tenure-track job a year ago, and I wouldn’t keep it long if I didn’t keep up my publishing.

      My car was parked on a side street only two blocks away from my apartment, so I was on the Bay Bridge within ten minutes. I turned up the volume on the stereo, blasting modern tabla beats out the windows of my vintage silver Mercedes-Benz roadster. The gears screeched as I accelerated. The old car needed more servicing than I could afford, but I couldn’t bear to part with it. The car had been left to me by an old friend of my father’s who thought of me like a daughter. Shortly before he died, I moved back to the Bay Area for a teaching job in San Francisco. He was the one who put me in touch with my landlady, Nadia. He knew her from when she sold medical marijuana.

      When Nadia first converted her attic into the freestanding room that’s now my apartment, she did it to grow marijuana plants in the space. The Russian free spirit had come to San Francisco in the 1960s and never left. Her pot-growing business was quite successful, and she found herself most dedicated to medical marijuana. Nadia hated waste, so after she retired from the business she turned the space into an apartment.

      I drove around several side streets on the south side of the Berkeley campus before I squeezed the car into a semi-legal parking space right off Telegraph Avenue. I stopped to buy myself a double espresso and gave my change to a homeless man with a “Starvin’ Like Marvin” sign before I stepped onto the grounds of the sprawling campus.

      Walking through Sproul Plaza, I was reminded of one of my first childhood impressions of my new home in the United States. When I moved to Berkeley, Sproul Plaza was no longer the hotbed of political activity that it had been in the 1960s, but I remembered the plaza well because I learned to ride a bike there.

      I found Michael in his office, staring at his computer screen with his brows drawn together. He didn’t notice me until I knocked.

      “Jaya, is that you?” He pulled off his reading glasses and greeted me with a hug. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

      “It’s been a busy year. You know how it is when starting out as a first-year professor.”

      “Right,” he said, glancing back at his computer. “Yes, of course.”

      “I can tell you’re busy, and this isn’t actually a social visit. I need some help identifying a piece of old jewelry from India.”

      “Lane Peters.”

      “What?”

      “A graduate student here,” Michael said. “He’s the best person to talk to about Indian jewelry.”

      “I thought that you could take a quick look⁠—”

      “Lane Peters is your man,” Michael said, cutting me off.

      “—at a photograph,” I finished. “It’ll just take a minute.”

      “If Lane can’t help you, why don’t you email this photo of yours to me?”

      Before I could give a proper answer or farewell, I found myself back in the hallway.

      It had been almost a year since I’d seen Michael. We attended an exhibit at the San Francisco Asian Art Museum shortly after I moved back to the Bay Area, and he dropped me off at home afterwards even though I lived well out of his way. At the time he’d been a really nice guy, an older version of the carefree young man I’d known when I was a kid. I heard he’d recently divorced. He must not have taken it well.

      I shook off the rejection and followed the labyrinthine hallway in the direction Michael had pointed. I found Lane’s office in the midst of a stark basement hallway of identical doors. They were all closed. Not the most social bunch.

      I knocked on the door and heard a squeaking chair and faint footsteps. The door swung in a few inches. A lanky man with a lit cigarette in his hand looked out at me through the slit. He watched me for a few moments as smoke curled up from the cigarette. It didn’t look as if the highly esteemed Lane Peters was going to say anything or invite me in.

      “Michael Wells sent me to you,” I said.

      “Ah.” He pulled open the door, revealing one of the smallest offices I’d ever seen. Once I stepped inside, he closed the door and expertly maneuvered the small space to return to the chair behind his desk. Piles of faded books filled the office. Most of them were stacked on the sole bookshelf, with the overflow on the desk as well as two stacks on the floor. A small plastic fan hummed from the edge of the desk, and a small folding chair rested against the wall.

      Lane Peters’ attire matched the office. He wore thick horn-rimmed glasses, baggy cargo pants, and a similarly loose-fitting dress shirt. Silky hair between blond and brown obscured his eyes, which might have been hazel. I glanced up at the smoke detector not far above his head in the closet-sized office.

      “It’s disabled,” he said, stubbing out his cigarette in what I guessed was an ashtray, although my view was blocked by a stack of books. With a quick jerk of his head, he motioned for me to sit in the folding chair. “How can I help you...?”

      “Jaya Jones,” I said.

      I caught him subtly glance down toward my unadorned ring finger as I unfolded the chair. He was smoother than most, and the obfuscation was aided by his hair and glasses. I still noticed the action. It’s a common one after hearing my surname. At least he didn’t ask me outright. I think that’s why I answered the unspoken question.

      “It’s not a married name,” I said. “Only my mother was Indian. My dad is American. Blonder than you are.”

      My short stature and dark hair and eyes come from my mother, but my features are more like my father’s. Especially my large eyes and full mouth, both of which I’ve always thought were slightly oversized for my face. My brother is over a foot taller than me at a full six feet, with delicate green eyes, black hair naturally flecked with copper highlights, and skin several shades darker than mine. In one sense we’re exact opposites, yet next to each other you can tell we’re related.

      Lane acknowledged my answer with only a flicker of his eyes. I felt a minor lurch in my stomach. I was probably hungry. I’d eaten breakfast early, after all. Plus I was nervous about the situation. That was all.

      “How can I help you?” he asked, picking up a pencil and twirling it between his fingers absentmindedly. His deep voice was polite but reserved.

      I took the photo out of my bag and set it down on the desk.

      “I’m trying to identify this piece of jewelry,” I began. But he wasn’t listening to me. He was staring at the photograph.

      His lips parted. The pencil dropped out of his hand and rolled across the desk until a book stopped it from dropping onto the floor. He didn’t seem to notice. He ran his fingers through his hair, pulling it away from his face. I hoped he was as preoccupied as he appeared to be so that he didn’t hear my involuntary intake of breath.

      I could see his whole face clearly now. The chameleon shade of his hazel eyes seemed to change in the light as I watched him. Prominent cheek bones rested under his glasses. Their striking structure was diminished by the thick frames, but they were noticeable nonetheless. He had a face of elegant angles, and it was impossible not to see how handsome he was.

      It was a few moments before he recovered himself enough to speak. I can’t say I minded the time he took.

      “Where did you get this?” he asked, releasing his hair so it fell back over the sides of his face. He folded his hands in a forced effort to appear composed.

      “Does it matter?” I asked. “You obviously recognized the anklet.”

      “It’s a bracelet.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a bracelet. Maybe an armlet. But not an anklet.”

      “But the size⁠—”

      “You can tell because it’s made of gold,” he said, pointing at the photograph. “It’s Indian. In India gold is considered pure, while the foot is impure. People wear silver on their feet instead.”

      I should have realized that myself. The Indian notion of the impurity of feet applies elsewhere. With the tabla, you need to make sure your feet don’t touch the instrument when you sit down cross-legged with the pair of drums.

      “You can identify the bracelet, then.”

      He didn’t respond immediately.

      “I could see that you recognized it,” I said, trying not to lose my patience.

      “Well....”

      “You clearly recognized something about it.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because,” he said, “the piece in your photograph isn’t supposed to exist.”
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