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            Introduction: Why Do We Like Our Rooms Locked?

          

          LAURIE R. KING

        

      

    

    
      In the mystery world, there is a spectrum. At one end is the cerebral detection story, a delicious puzzler over which we linger; at the other is the fast-paced, heart-pounding thriller, where the pages turn so quickly the reader barely has time to breathe, much less reflect. In that spectrum, at the narrowest tip of the detection end, lies the locked-room mystery: a puzzle demanding attention and thought, a story that pits reader against detective—and (more to the point) against the author behind the scenes.

      At its purest, the locked-room tale presents a face of bland impossibility. We have a crime; we have a suspect; we may even know the means and motive and time—but there is simply no way for that suspect to have performed the act. Therein, of course, lies the trickery. We readers see (as that greatest of rational minds, Sherlock Holmes, chided his companion) but we do not observe. For that, we require a detective.

      Locked-room mysteries are among the oldest of stories, with “Bel and the Dragon” placing the Prophet Daniel in the role of sleuth. In the early exemplars of the type, divine interventions and last-minute revelations were permitted, but when “mystery” became a genre, ground rules had to be established (such as Ronald Knox’s tongue-in-cheek “Ten Commandments of Detective Fiction”). A writer had to play fair. The reader must be able to solve the crime, at least in retrospect. Hiding clues from the audience is cheating.

      Of course, this still meant that the solution could be based on a fragment of arcane knowledge that one’s detective just happens to possess, or on his (occasionally her) inexplicable determination to follow a tortuous and patently unlikely path, ignoring logical possibilities right and left, until he discovers that diabolically complex piece of machinery, previously unsuspected doppelganger, or drug-unknown-to-science that explains it all.

      Sometimes a writer’s reach outdistances his grasp, and plausibility snaps. (I’m looking at you, Edgar Allan—no way an orangutan would do that. And as for playing fair with the reader, really: an orangutan?) The key to a locked-room story is to walk the very edge: a solution is indeed there for the observing, but it is tucked away inside the story’s details, invisible both to the characters in the story and to the reader looking over their shoulders—until S/He Who Observes points out an overlooked item that sheds new light on the conundrum. The crime is impossible, until one reconsiders some tiny element, and realizes that the solution was indeed there all along.

      When the locked-room story turned from razor-wielding orangutans to a more subtle use of befuddlement, it grew into its own, and a game of wits was born. Misdirection came into play, the story’s effectiveness resting on the skill of the writer as a trickster, the author’s ability to manipulate the reader into grasping the solution mere moments after the story’s detective.

      All kinds of means to this end come into play. The writer’s tool might be a distracting sub-plot, or an eye-glazingly lengthy info-dump that encourages the eye to skip over it (what reader notices a landscape artist’s lack of white paint amongst a tedious list of all the other colors?). It could be the use of some multisyllabic descriptive term that only a reader with a background in a specific field—or one who reads with a dictionary in hand—would catch in passing. A writer might also shine a powerful light of evidence on one particular answer to the puzzle, enticing the reader to ignore the other evidence accumulating in the shadows.

      Naturally, the more experienced the reader, the harder to trick. A modern audience that turns up its nose at the rejuvenating properties of langur-blood (What is it with monkeys and monomaniacs, anyway?) has also learned to resist the obvious villain—although this introduces yet another set of possibilities in the writer’s tool-chest, that of the double-fake: I load a ton of accusation and evidence on the despicable X, so that you the reader know it has to be the sympathetic Y, when in fact it’s the colorless Z framing Y by over-framing X…

      Yes, the game is truly afoot once the writer begins to play not only with the eyes of the reader, but with the heart. I want the villain to be X, the slimy one, the one who hurt our protagonist—but I’m afraid that’s too obvious, that it’s going to be Romantic Interest Y instead. But then again, I remember that this writer has a history of trickery. So maybe that means…

      A locked trunk, behind a locked door, on an island locked in by storm: can it get any better than this?

      As we said, the spectrum of crime runs from intellect to emotion. The highest praise a thriller can receive is a close of the book’s covers and a puff of exhaled breath as the pulse slows to normal. The highest praise of a locked-room story? A wry smile followed by a shake of the head, acknowledgment that the reader never saw it coming.

      What follows will bring a number of wry smiles and shakes of the head, as Gigi Pandian takes us into a series of rooms, and locks the doors behind us.

      

      
        
        —Laurie R. King

      

      

      

      
        
        Stories mentioned: (Holmes) Arthur Conan Doyle, “A Scandal in Bohemia”; “Bel and the Dragon” is from the first-millennium BCE Septuagintal Book of Daniel; (orangutan) Edgar Allan Poe, “Murder in the Rue Morgue”; (paint) Dorothy L. Sayers, The Evidence in the Case; (langur monkey) Arthur Conan Doyle, “The Adventure of the Creeping Man.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword: In the Tradition of John Dickson Carr

          

          DOUGLAS G. GREENE

        

      

    

    
      Many years ago at a mystery convention in London, I chaired a panel on locked room mysteries. Among the participants was the late Bob Adey, the bibliographer of books and stories featuring locked rooms. I asked Bob why they remain so popular, and he responded, “Because a locked room always guarantees that the story features a puzzle.” And the detective story in its most fundamental incarnation is centered around the puzzle.

      The locked room mystery is one type of “miracle problem,” a story in which a murder or some other crime is committed that seems humanly impossible. At its most atmospheric, as in the novels of John Dickson Carr, the reader is led to believe that the only explanation is supernatural, that the crime was committed by a witch, a demon, a vampire or some other denizen of the nether regions, until the detective steps in and shows how the murder was actually done by humans for human motives. He acts almost like an exorcist, banishing the supernatural and restoring order.

      In a locked room story, a murder is committed within a room whose doors and windows are locked, sometimes even sealed, on the inside; but only the corpse is there, as the murderer seems to have vanished. And speaking of vanishing, another form of the miracle problem is the disappearance of one of the characters seemingly into thin air. Someone walks into a hallway, with observers at both the entry and the exit, but doesn’t come out. In one spectacular variation, a man dives into a swimming pool and disappears. The pool is drained and no one is there. In yet another novel, a corpse vanishes from a sealed vault. An intriguing story is based around a street that vanishes. Other variations include death by no visible cause, and a murder committed in a house surrounded by unmarked snow or sand.

      It is fair to say that the miracle problem has attracted the most ingenious of all mystery writers. Indeed, it began when the detective story form itself emerged from the gothic story. The very first detective story, Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” is a locked-room mystery. Half a century went by and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle gave Sherlock Holmes a disappearing weapon problem. In 1898, L. T. Meade published A Master of Mysteries, the first short story collection dedicated entirely to miracle problems. A bit more than a decade later, in 1910, two writers emerged who specialized in seemingly impossible crimes. One, G. K. Chesterton, was a master of prose style; the other, Thomas W. Hanshew, wasn’t. Chesterton set Father Brown to investigate winged daggers, disappearing murderers and corpses, a murderous book, seemingly genuine spiritualist phenomena, family curses, and much more. And all of this in Chesterton’s paradoxical, sometimes ornate and often indirect storytelling, enlivened by Father Brown’s cryptic remarks. Also in 1910, Thomas W. Hanshew, an American dime novelist living in London created Hamilton Cleek, the Man of the Forty Faces, who has what is described as a “weird birthgift,” that is, he can writhe his features so that he can look like anyone he chooses—leading to the “Forty Faces.” Scotland Yard becomes touchingly dependent on Cleek’s ability to solve seemingly impossible crimes, and an admiring Inspector brings him cases that seem to have no rational solution. And what cases they are—locked room after locked room, impossible disappearance after impossible disappearance—including a man who vanishes while turning a somersault, and a huge statue that disappears from a locked museum, and on and on.

      Chesterton and Hanshew were important not only for their own contributions to fictional impossible crimes but also for their influence on John Dickson Carr, the greatest creator of locked rooms and other miracles. Carr so admired Chesterton’s stories that he based his great detective, Dr. Gideon Fell, on Chesterton. Carr didn’t base any characters on Hanshew—no one has forty faces, and his female characters are not all that pure—but he said that, though he recognized Hanshew’s faults as a writer, the creator of Hamilton Cleek had extraordinarily imaginative ideas.

      All this is leading to the book you hold in your hands. In The Hollow Man (aka, The Three Coffins), Dr. Fell stops the story to lecture on the locked room. He describes no fewer than eight methods to kill someone in an apparently locked room:

      

      
        
          	
        The murder is not a murder, but an accident that looks like one;
      

      	
        The murder is committed by a poison gas, which causes the victim to go into a frenzy throwing things about, thus creating the appearance of the murderer having been in the room;
      

      	
        The murder is achieved by a mechanical trap;
      

      	
        It is a suicide which is set up to look like murder;
      

      	
        After committing the killing and leaving the room, the killer impersonates the victim, thus confusing who is in the room when the crime is done;
      

      	
        The murderer has left his victim unconscious (stunned or drugged), and left the room. He is the first one back into the room and commits the murder at that time;
      

      	
        The murderer commits the crime from outside the locked room by means of having frozen ice pellets, an icicle or similar, shot through a window or some other opening;
      

      	
        The room has been locked from the outside by a string or some other device.
      

      

      

      

      In an imaginative touch Gigi Pandian has invented a series of miracle crimes, each one of which uses one of Dr. Fell’s methods. And like Carr she often creates a spooky supernatural atmosphere, with the presence of magic pervading several of the stories.

      You have much to look forward to.

      

      
        
        —Douglas G. Greene

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Cambodian Curse

          

        

      

    

    
      Published for the first time here in this collection, this Jaya Jones novelette went on to win the Derringer Award. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      As I unlocked the door to my office, I had the strongest sensation I wasn’t alone. Something was wrong. Out of place.

      With the door cracked open, I was greeted by a six-foot statue of Ganesha that towered over me. The elephant-headed sculpture filled nearly a quarter of my tiny campus office, yet since the day the gift had been unexpectedly delivered, it felt like it belonged there.

      What didn’t belong was the man sitting behind my desk. It was the subtle fragrance of woody-scented cologne that had alerted me to his presence. Dressed in an impeccably tailored dark gray suit with a subdued tie, he was leafing through a tattered copy of the Journal of World History. Henry North. A man I never thought I’d see again. And one I’d hoped I wouldn’t.

      “I’m not going to ask how you got into my locked office,” I said, sighing and dropping my red messenger bag onto the desk. “I know better.”

      “I needed to speak with you privately,” he said in his posh English accent.

      “You could have simply called.”

      “You wouldn’t have called me back.”

      “True.”

      “That landlady of yours is far too inquisitive. Your students, however, are absorbed in their own problems. I thought it best to catch you after class, without prying eyes.”

      “How did you know I wouldn’t go straight home? No, don’t answer that either. What do you want, North?”

      “You look good, Jaya. I didn’t know if you’d be content returning to academia, but you look happy.” He stood and offered my own desk chair to me, an otherwise-suave move ruined by the howler monkey decibel squawk of the rusty chair. I suspected that chair had lived in my office since the history department came into existence.

      “I’m fine standing.” Without high heels, I was a hair under five feet tall. With them, I was still several inches shorter than North.

      He sat back down and steepled his hands together. “I need your help.”

      If I hadn’t known him, I would have sworn he was sincere. The expression on his classically handsome face was almost humble. Almost. I should have kicked him out of my office then. But I knew why I didn’t. Henry North had once saved my life, at great risk to his own. For some reason that made me think I owed it to him to at least hear him out.

      “Don’t look so worried,” he continued. “I’m not asking you to rob a museum. Not this time. I’m asking you to help me figure out who did.”

      I must have laughed, because he continued, “Truly, I’m a legitimate businessman now. I help museums and private individuals with art collections assess their security holes.”

      “Why do you need me?” Damn. Why had I said that? “Not that I’m helping.”

      I expected to see him smirk at my defeat, but he didn’t. He frowned. “Things got messy. I can’t risk getting close to this. You know I like to stay out of the papers.”

      “And I don’t?”

      “No.” He smiled. “I don’t believe you do. You talk a big game about wanting the quiet life of a history professor. Jaya Anand Jones, the wunderkind professor whose students look up to her and who writes well-respected articles involving heaps of dreary footnotes that lift the veil on little-known historical mysteries. But you don’t really want that. You never have. You don’t want to be stuck here in this cramped office. You want to be doing more important things than this.” He tapped on the journal he’d been reading when I’d walked in. “Your discoveries reach all of us, not just a narrow audience of academics. You see through to the bones of truth in local legends and glean what they can tell the world about lost history.”

      “It’s time for you to leave.”

      “Have you read today’s newspaper yet?”

      “This is the twenty-first century, North. Who gets the paper?”

      He shook his head. “Kids these days…” He trailed off with a mischievous sparkle in his eyes that made him look like a kid himself.

      I glared at North and ran a hand self-consciously through my straight, shoulder-length black hair. I might have been a tad touchy about my age, because of how frequently I was mistaken for a student instead of a professor. “I’m in my thirties.”

      “I know exactly how old you are,” he said. “I know your birthday, the dates you received your various—and might I add impressive—degrees, every professor you’ve ever had, all the places you’ve lived in your adult life, including when you slept on your brother’s couch while finishing your dissertation and the house built on stilts you rented in Cambodia. Don’t ever forget how thorough I am.”

      I’d never forget what he was capable of, but I wasn’t going to let him see that he’d shaken me. I didn’t look away.

      “Look at this morning’s Chronicle,” he continued. “Front page, below the fold. Margery Lexington, owner of the Lexington Museum here in San Francisco, is my client. Or rather, she was.”

      “She fired you? I can’t say I’m surprised.”

      “No. She got herself killed.”

      He reached into an inside pocket of his jacket and handed me a folded newspaper. “I know you’re done with classes and office hours for the day. Read the article. Then meet me for coffee in two hours. Your favorite spot around the corner from your house. The place where all the baristas are required to have a face piercing of some kind.”

      “I’m not meeting you, North.”

      “Read the story. That’s all I ask.”

      I did.

      I stayed in my office for nearly two hours after North left, reading the article as well as everything I could find online about the dual crimes that were in play: a seemingly impossible murder and the theft of an ancient sculpture.

      The stolen piece wasn’t only of great historical significance, but was one I knew. By all accounts, it appeared Margery Lexington had been murdered and the valuable piece of history stolen, not by a person—but by a curse.

      Which is why, in spite of my better judgment, I found myself on the way to the coffee shop to meet the man who’d once tried to ruin my life before saving it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      When I walked into Coffee to the People, North was waiting at a two-person table in the window. He sat facing the door and had already ordered me a steaming hot coffee prepared exactly as I liked it. A double espresso with four sugars.

      “What did you think?” he asked.

      “You could have told me everything in my office two hours ago, but you didn’t think I’d believe you.”

      “The mystery is rather unbelievable, isn’t it?”

      “That’s an understatement. She was your client, so I know you’ve got more information than the reporters covering the story. If you want my help, you need to tell me the real details—after you tell me why exactly I’m here.”

      “All things in time.”

      I downed half my coffee and focused on my breathing. Which, unfortunately, I was terrible at doing. I sometimes wondered if I was the only person of Indian descent who’d been kicked out of multiple yoga classes for disrupting the tranquility.

      “If you picked this public spot to make sure I wouldn’t strangle you,” I said, “terrific job.” Though I did consider “accidentally” dumping the rest of my coffee in his lap. I might have too, if it hadn’t been so tasty and caffeinated.

      He raised his mug in a toast. “To awkward acquaintances. Cheers.” He had the audacity to smile as grandly as if we were dear old friends.

      What did North want with me? He was a con man, and I was a professor of history who studied the British East India Company. Margery Lexington’s museum specialized in Southeast Asian art, and the killer had stolen a valuable Cambodian sculpture. I was familiar with the museum and had once traveled through Cambodia while backpacking through Asia. It was a tenuous connection at best. Why did North think I could help him figure out who had robbed the museum?

      “Let’s begin at the beginning.” He paused, glancing around at the cafe’s eclectic clientele. The people in the surrounding tables were a mish-mash of locals. I’d moved into a semi-legal apartment in the attic of a Victorian house in the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood two years before when I’d relocated to San Francisco to teach history.

      When North resumed speaking, he lowered his voice. “Let’s start with the sculpture that began this series of unfortunate events that led to Margery’s death.”

      “The sculpture,” I said, “is the one thing I already know about with certainty. The Churning Woman sculpture was the museum’s centerpiece, a single section of a larger Khmer bas-relief that depicted a famous scene from a Hindu myth. It’s about the Churning of the Ocean of Milk, a tug-of-war between gods and demons for an elixir of immortality. The sandstone sculpture is unique because the characters depicted in the bas-relief battle weren’t only the usual ones: a woman warrior was featured prominently too.”

      North grinned. “Personally, I never understood why the term ‘bas-relief’ caught on. Couldn’t art historians have come up with a clearer term for the common man, like ‘flat carving’?” He sighed. “Gold star for doing your homework.”

      “I expect that’s why you gave me a full two hours. But I’d already seen the sculpture. It’s well known to anyone interested in Asian feminist history. Scholars are still debating who this mystery woman was—Jayavarman VII’s second wife Indradevi or an apsara dancer—and it makes that single piece from the full set of carvings even more special.” Because of Cambodia’s connection to India, I’d come across Queen Indradevi in my research, and her story had always fascinated me. It was the real reason I couldn’t say no to North’s invitation. My boyfriend Lane was out of town, otherwise I had no doubt he would have saved me from myself.

      “You certainly know how to deflate a fellow’s ego. Yet I doubt you know the tragic history of The Churning Woman. The Lexington Museum was originally opened by Margery’s grandfather, Harold Lexington. It was Harold himself who found The Churning Woman and the other six sandstone panels depicting the famous Hindu myth. He discovered the carvings deep in the jungles of Cambodia in the 1920s. But they came at a price. A curse.”

      “One of the less reputable newspapers reported Margery’s grandfather and father were killed by the curse before her.” Though I didn’t believe in curses, I’d looked up their fates. Both men had indeed died young. I gave an involuntary shudder as I thought of it again.

      “The Chronicle story I gave you was much more civilized, wasn’t it? They focused on the facts, which I can confirm are accurate. Margery had been receiving death threats in the month leading up to her death. That’s why she hired extra security—my own humble firm. Yet in spite of my impeccable precautions, someone broke into Margery’s office and killed her in a robbery-gone-wrong. They got away with The Churning Woman, the sculpture specifically mentioned in the death threats.”

      “They weren’t exactly death threats.”

      “Well spotted. The anonymous letters she received weren’t straightforward threats—they were worse. The typewritten letters invoked the curse on the Lexington family. The anonymous letter writer claimed to be a Good Samaritan simply warning Margery of her fate. They insisted the curse would be lifted if she returned the museum’s Khmer treasure to the temple in Cambodia from which it had been taken, and said that The Churning Woman centerpiece was the most important item to return in order to break the curse. One of the letters referred to a 1925 French colonial law that forbids the removal of antiquities from Cambodia. But Harold Lexington had removed the sculptures before that, so there’s no real claim.”

      “Why would a curse be concerned with a colonial law?”

      “Exactly. The thief mixed his messages, which indicates to me that it was a hoax, part of his scheme. Maybe he thought if she wasn’t frightened by the idea of a curse, at least she’d wonder if there was a legitimate claim that the sculptures didn’t belong to her.”

      “But instead of returning the sculpture to Cambodia, she hired you. Were you her personal bodyguard as well?”

      North raised an eyebrow. “Of course not. I’m the brains. She had the museum’s security guard, Clay—a man as stupid as a rock, so his name is quite fitting—to escort her from place to place whenever she wasn’t with her husband William. She didn’t want to be alone in the open.”

      “She thought being with someone else could save her from a curse?”

      “Margery was an intelligent woman. Rationally, she knew the letters must have been a con. Yet underneath, I could see she questioned whether something else was going on.”

      “I imagine it feels different when your own family has been cursed.”

      “True,” North said. “I was worried too, but for a different reason. It looked to me like a clever thief wanted to bait her into moving the bas-relief to a more secure location, and that’s when he’d strike. Easier to steal a large sculpture when it’s already in transit. It’s a smart plan, actually. One I once employed… but enough of that. I didn’t want Margery to act rashly and move it to a bigger museum, something she told me she was considering when she interviewed me. I saw that with small changes, her museum could be more secure than a larger one with more resources. As you know, large museums have their own vulnerabilities.”

      “So she listened to you and kept The Churning Woman at the Lexington Museum.”

      “She did, although she insisted on removing The Churning Woman centerpiece panel from the display and putting it in her office. A secure office on the second floor, a room without any windows and one fitted with a safe.”

      “That’s the room⁠—”

      “Yes, that’s the impossibly sealed room where Margery was killed and the sculpture weighing hundreds of pounds simply vanished.”

      “Leaving the only possible explanation a supernatural curse,” I murmured. “I know you don’t believe it. You said you need my help figuring out who robbed the museum. Why do you need me? Isn’t that what you and the police are for?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “Not really. I’m not a detective or a security expert. A poor woman has been killed because your security⁠—”

      “There was nothing wrong with the security.” North spat out the words, and his face grew dark for the first time since I’d seen him that day, making him resemble the man I’d known before. The criminal. But the flash of anger disappeared nearly as quickly as it had emerged, and his voice was calm when he continued. “I don’t know how exactly it was done yet, but⁠—”

      “I’m not a security expert.”

      “You misunderstand me. That’s not what I need from you. The Churning Woman was stolen on my watch, and I have to get it back. My security assessment was unimpeachable. This wasn’t a flaw in my security. I’m certain of it.”

      “Then why am I here?” Though as I spoke the question, I knew the answer. North had given it to me as soon as he’d appeared in my office. He mentioned the way I saw the truth in historical legends. And how those truths had led me to lost treasures.

      “To find the treasure, my dear girl. I want you to find the missing treasure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s horrible that Margery Lexington was killed,” I said as I stood up to leave, “and I hope her killer is brought to justice, but The Churning Woman will turn up soon. At this point, the sculpture is already in transit back to Cambodia. Mystery solved. You don’t need me. Only time.”

      North shook his head. “Sometimes you display a degree of naiveté that surprises me, Jaya. Those threatening letters were a ruse to get her to act foolishly and move the sculpture.”

      “I know it was a ruse. But a ruse to get the sculpture back to Cambodia. Wasn’t that the whole point of the robbery? To get the national treasure back to its people one way or another?”

      “Your innocence is rather endearing. This has to be an inside job—and none of the suspects are that altruistic.”

      I sat back down. “Why do you say that?”

      “An inside job is the only way it’s remotely possible to have circumvented my security precautions. Margery’s husband William is the curator. At first, I didn’t think he had it in him to kill his wife, even though he was having an affair. But now my money is on William: if Margery was planning to divorce him over the affair, stealing the sculpture would be a way to ensure he’d get his favorite piece of art from the museum. His mistress Emily also works there, and I wouldn’t put it past her. Strange woman, she’s doesn’t care about people in the least. The security guard, Clay, is useless—Margery swore she wouldn’t tell him anything about our new procedures and would only use him as a bodyguard. But with his behemoth shoulders and brooding scowl—which I’m sure he practices in the mirror—she might have revealed more than she meant to. None of the other staff could have had access to the information they needed. It had to have been William, Emily, or Clay, so I was waiting for the police to arrest one of them.”

      “But now you don’t think they will.”

      “I know the crime can’t actually be impossible,” North said, “but what if nobody can figure out how it was done? Without probable cause, the police won’t be able to arrest anyone and seize their possessions.”

      “Meaning you need to find out how it was done. There are ways to mess with locks⁠—”

      “You don’t think I know that?” North slammed his mug onto the table. Nobody around us seemed to mind. It wasn’t a serene type of cafe. “That didn’t happen in this case. I examined the scene myself. But we’re getting off track and you’re missing the point. I’m not asking you to find the killer. The police are working on that. But compared to murder, the sculpture is a lesser concern to them. That’s why I need you to find it.”

      I should have left right then, but I felt myself frozen in place. The thought of the sculpture being lost forever stopped me from walking away and never looking back. That bas-relief held unsolved mysteries.

      “I’m a desperate man, Jaya,” North continued. “I can see it on your face, you know you’re the only one who can save this piece of history.”

      I snorted. “You mean save your reputation.”

      “To-may-to, to-mah-to. Your ears are turning purple, Jaya. Let me get you another coffee.” North sprang up before I could answer.

      Though I hated to admit it, North was right. I didn’t want to spend all my time confined inside a classroom and office. I looked for missing pieces of history far beyond musty archives for the same reason I’d become a historian in the first place. There’s so much about our world we’ve lost. When people in the past elevated a piece of their history beyond the mundane, there was a story there about what a culture valued. I found those stories and brought them back.

      North snapped me out of my reverie by setting an espresso and a croissant sandwich in front of me. The unusual combination of egg, peanut butter, and honey wasn’t on the menu, but it was my favorite. I breathed in the heavenly nutty-sweet scent wafting up from the hot sandwich and groaned. I was a creature of habit—and so was North.

      “I’m not the first person you asked to help you.”

      He grinned. “I knew you were so highly intelligent that you’d see through me.”

      “You can stop the flattery, North.”

      “But I’m so good at it. And I much prefer it to the heavy-handed measures I used to employ.”

      I nearly choked on my coffee.

      “What?” North said in an innocent voice as he handed me a napkin for the coffee I hadn’t yet spilled. “That wasn’t a veiled threat. Truly. You don’t believe I’m a reformed man?”

      “I don’t actually care. Your actions are the important thing here. Let me guess who you turned to in the first place to find the sculpture. Contacts in the illicit art world looking for it to pop up there? I don’t know how to track down provenance, so I’m sure you also have art historians looking into this.”

      North laughed. “Of course. You see, it’s not that you were an afterthought, you must understand. Simply a different angle.”

      “You want me to find the treasure by looking into the curse.”

      “That would be lovely, thanks.”

      “I didn’t say I’d do it.”

      “There will be a finder’s fee, of course.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You do, even if it’s only a little. But let’s get beyond crass enticements. You have an impeccable track record for seeing nuggets of truth in legends.”

      I studied North and ignored the croissant sandwich. I was good at parsing out the facts to be found in mythology, but I thought he was missing the most important piece of the mystery: the method of the impossible crime itself.

      Even though I had a sense that was key, I didn’t argue. Because it wasn’t something I could help with. I’d learned from experience that the best way for me to solve a mystery was to approach it from the angle I knew the most about: history. In this case, that meant the curse from the 1920s.

      “I suppose it couldn’t hurt to look into the history of this supposed curse,” I said. “It would be a shame if the piece disappeared into the private viewing lair of a supervillain.”

      “That’s my girl.” North held up his hands. “I mean, that’s the brilliant historian I’ve come to respect immensely for her insights⁠—”

      “That’s a little much.”

      “It was, wasn’t it? I’ll leave you to it then. Time’s a wasting. I hope to have this sorted by the end of the weekend.”

      “It’s Friday afternoon. It’s awfully presumptuous for you to assume I’m free this weekend.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “See what you can dig up over the next couple of days. That’s all I ask.”
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      Legend says that the land of Cambodia sprang from the magical union of a local princess and an Indian prince. A majestic prince from a foreign land was sailing through a floating kingdom of water. Intrigued by the newcomer, a brave and beautiful princess rode her boat across the water to greet him. The Indian prince shot an arrow into her boat, pulling her closer. With this show of strength, she agreed to marry him. As a dowry, the princess’s father, the king of the water, drank up the water and created the land that became the kingdom of Kambuja.

      I always remembered that story, because what kind of fairy tale has a princess frightened into marrying a guy who shot an arrow at her? A dark one, much like the sinister legend that brought me to Margery Lexington’s home on Saturday afternoon to talk with her widower, William Edmonton.

      It began to rain as I maneuvered into a minuscule parking spot along the side of a jarringly steep street on Russian Hill. The Edwardian-style house Margery and William had shared was within view across the street, and even from my car I could see ornate molding and two small hedges that had been shaped into what looked to be fat guardian lions flanking the entry steps. All of it befitting a couple who ran a museum.

      Before I got out of the car, I read my notes again. I didn’t want to take up more of the bereaved man’s time than I had to. But with the dearth of written information on legends surrounding the curse, I needed him. I’d assumed the museum’s materials would mention the curse, as it was much like famous Egyptian curses that capture the imagination of visitors at museums across the world. Unfortunately, the Lexington Museum’s writer went for scholarly over sensational.

      As the rain pelted down on the windshield, I reviewed the obituaries of Margery that had been published in local papers since the original news report had come out. In San Francisco she had been known more as a philanthropist than as the owner of the small museum she had inherited from her father. A small, sprightly woman, she appeared in the most recent photos sporting stylishly short dark brown hair, pictured both in ball gowns at local charity galas and in overalls at Earth Day volunteer events in Golden Gate Park. Margery’s own family was only modestly wealthy, so she’d initially gotten to know wealthy donors interested in art and Southeast Asian history in hopes of expanding the museum. But she quickly took on a different role, as an advocate and fundraiser herself, raising money in particular for historical preservation and environmental causes.

      Though the obituaries briefly mentioned Margery’s family history, only one of them went into any depth about her grandfather Harold and the founding of the Lexington Museum. Harold had come to America in 1925 with his young San Franciscan wife Sarah, who was praised for her resourcefulness in weathering the Great Depression, which began shortly after her husband opened his museum and died. Though the text didn’t explicitly say he had died because of a curse, it mentioned a history of tragically young deaths in the family.

      I looked up from my notes and nearly had a heart attack. A dark figure hovered in front of the car. My phone slipped from my fingers and crashed onto my bare foot. The twinge of pain brought me back to reality, diverting my thoughts from the curse. Which was a good thing, since the figure came closer to the car and rapped on the passenger side window. I briefly considered leaving him out in the rain, before reaching across the seat and unlocking the car door.

      “What brings you to my little car?” I asked North as he closed his umbrella and climbed inside.

      “I didn’t expect you to visit the house of the main suspect alone. I thought you’d be off in a library archive somewhere.”

      “Libraries don’t have information unless that information is written down. This is family history. I needed to talk to someone who knew more about it.”

      “He could be a murderer.”

      “I didn’t know you cared.”

      “I need you to find my sculpture.”

      I swallowed hard, an unpleasant thought forming in my mind. Could North himself have taken the sculpture and killed Margery? But then why would he have involved me? It was a ridiculous idea. Ridiculous. Wasn’t it?

      “The rain is subsiding,” I said, slipping my heels back on. “Let’s go.”

      We ran across the street. Ever the English gentleman, North held his umbrella over my head.

      “We’re sorry to trouble you,” I said when William greeted me at the door. “This shouldn’t take long.”

      I had to crane my neck to look him in the eye. William Edmonton stood a solid six-and-a-half feet tall, with broad shoulders and without a hair on his head. Inquisitive blue-gray eyes observed me as he ushered me inside. In his 60s, he looked more like a retired Olympic athlete than a museum curator. But I doubted I looked like most people expected a professor to look.

      “If this will help us figure out what happened to Margery,” he said in a strong yet sad voice, “take all the time you need. My sister arrived yesterday, and she’s taking care of everything related to the services. She was always much better at that sort of thing.”

      He took our coats and North’s umbrella and led us to a pair of high-backed bar stools next to the high table between the kitchen and living room. The house smelled of cleaning materials and clay. The living room was straight out of a museum, with artfully placed rosewood shelves featuring Southeast Asian sculptures, pottery, and books. The kitchen was more modern family than museum, with well-used, chipped plates and mugs. A bread mixer with flecks of dough on the handle sat on the counter next to a bag of almond flour. Across from us, a large window overlooked the few city blocks before land met the northern part of the Bay. If the fog and rain hadn’t obscured the view, we could have seen Alcatraz Island.

      “I’ve already told the police all I know,” William said, “and they’ve gone over the crime scene thoroughly. But Mr. North seemed to think you could help. I didn’t realize he’d be joining you today…” He gave North a look that made me wonder if he suspected the man’s true character, then turned his attention back to me. “I’m not sure how you can help, but what can I tell you?”

      I hesitated and looked out the window at the rain and fog. North had interrupted my thoughts in the car, and I hadn’t decided my best approach with William. I needed to know more about the curse, but it wasn’t the most rational-sounding thing to bring up.

      “I’m sorry,” William said. “Where are my manners? Would you two like something to drink?”

      “We’re fine, thank you,” North said.

      I shook my head. “That’s not why I paused. I was trying to think how best to describe what I need. It’s…about the curse.”

      William’s lips tightened.

      “Not that I think the curse is real,” I added hastily. “That’s what’s difficult to describe. I’m a historian, and I’ve seen legends—far-fetched lore involving fairies and ghost stories—that have their basis in fact. By figuring out which parts of a legend are truths that created the myth in the first place, it’s possible to uncover real history. In a case like this, it might help us figure out the present.”

      “Now it’s your turn to misunderstand,” William said, following my glance to look forlornly out the window at the falling rain. “I didn’t make a face because I’m skeptical. I’m afraid the curse is real. It’s coming to claim me next.”
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      North had a fit of coughing.

      “You think the curse is real?” I squeaked.

      William forced a laugh. “I didn’t use to. Neither did Margery. Until the letters started coming.” He shivered. It was jarring to see such a show of vulnerability in the hulking figure.

      “I haven’t been able to find much about it,” I said as North recovered.

      “In spite of our museum and Margery’s charity work,” William said, “I’m afraid we’re not famous enough for our little curse to have its own Wikipedia page. Not until two days ago, at least. You really think this might help?”

      “I do.”

      He nodded. “Margery tried to keep her fears hidden, even from me, but I do know some things beyond what’s been reported. First, let me get it out in the open, right out front. Because I don’t want you to worry that you’re in the house with a murderer. I can only imagine what Mr. North has told you, but I loved my wife.”

      “William, I don’t know what you mean—” North began.

      “I’m not a stupid man,” William said. “You think I don’t know what people are saying? Miss Jones, I want you to understand the truth about me so you’ll take seriously what I tell you about the curse. Mr. North, you can feel free to play chaperone from the covered deck behind the house.”

      North cleared his throat. “Right-o. I can take a hint.”

      “Nicely done,” I said once North had grabbed his coat and stepped into the chilly, damp air.

      “I have no patience for that man. I know Margery respected his skills, but look where that got her.” He sighed and rubbed his eyes. After a deep breath, he looked out the window again, speaking to the fog as he continued. “Margery and I had grown apart in recent years. She’d become more interested in philanthropy than scholarship. A worthy cause, certainly, but she enjoyed spending her free time at galas, and I didn’t. Our schedules became so different that we moved into different bedrooms. But in spite of what people think, I wasn’t having an affair with Emily. Margery knew that. It’s true I’d been finding friendly companionship with my co-worker more than with Margery the last couple of years. Emily enjoys going to lectures, she’s not so much interested in galas. Not that Margery was superficial. She wanted to do good through her charity work. She even shaved her head earlier this year for a charity fundraiser.” He broke off as a boom of thunder sounded.
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