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        A NOTE FROM GIGI

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading! I have exciting news: Jaya Jones is returning in a brand-new series.

        

        In the first book of the Scottish Treasure Hunt Mysteries, Jaya is whisked to a castle in the Scottish Highlands to compete for the chance to become its in-house treasure hunter. But when the competitors unearth a body instead of a prize, she finds herself trapped with a castle full of suspects and a murder to solve.

        

        I've signed a three-book deal for the new series that launches in summer 2027. Be the first to learn more about the new series, and receive a free short story, when you sign up for my email newsletter. Click here, or go to www.gigipandian.com/newsletter to subscribe.
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      The first time Anand Paravar died, he was fifteen years old.

      The year was 1895. Typhoid fever swept through the south of India. The sickness wended its way through the Kingdom of Travancore. It swept across its beaches of multicolored sand, through the banyan trees, and along the winding streets of the villages. The monsoon season brought uncharacteristically strong rain to the southern tip of India that year—and along with it the disease.

      Anand didn’t notice the rhythmic crashing of rain against the roof as his consciousness slipped away. A warm light enveloped the boy, pulling him toward its central glow. The aches of his thin body began to fade. A rough hand tugged his shoulder. Pulling him back.

      Vishwan watched from the doorway as his older brother gasped. Their mother let out a strangled sob and held her boy close as he heaved violently back to life.

      The next time Anand Paravar died, he was not so fortunate.

      It was a decade later. 1906. Anand had left home in search of adventure. He often attributed his daring nature to that near-death experience during a formative time in his life. He wasn’t content to follow his destiny and remain within a few miles of his birth as a boat builder with the rest of the Tamil Paravar caste. At the age of sixteen, he became involved with the fledgling movement for Indian independence. At eighteen, he left home for the trading port of Kochi. At twenty, fleeing prosecution for his revolutionary activities, he left India and used his skills constructing and fixing boats to make his way to the Middle East, Europe—and then America.

      He was in San Francisco the day the Great Earthquake of 1906 struck. He tried to save the life of his friend Li. Neither of them made it out alive.

      

      At least…that’s the way the family legend of Uncle Anand goes. The story has been recounted by my family many times over three generations. And it’s what I’d always believed—until the knock on my office door that windy August afternoon.

      “Jaya Jones?” the stranger in my doorway asked, his eyes darting between me and the placard on my door in the history department.

      “Can I help you?” I asked, closing my laptop and looking up at him. There had been a bit of press around the treasure I’d recently uncovered in the Highlands of Scotland, so I assumed he was a reporter. Most of the media attention had died down after a few days, so I thought it was safe to come to the office to get some work done on a research paper I’d meant to finish months before. I’d been at my office for most of the day, adding the finishing touches.

      “Jaya Anand Jones?” he repeated.

      A full head of salt and pepper hair flanked a distinguished face, and his features reminded me of someone from the northeast of India—European but with hints of China or South Asia. His tailored gray suit and the firm set of his jaw told me this was a man used to getting what he wanted.

      “Are you a reporter?” I asked.

      “No,” he said, stepping into the office. “Steven Healy.” The cadence of his voice made me wonder if he expected me to know the name.

      I stood up to take his extended hand. His handshake was strong and curt, like the rest of his appearance. He was close to a foot taller than me, which isn’t uncommon since without shoes I’m a hair under five feet tall.

      “Your great-grandfather’s name was Vishwan,” he continued. “Is that right?”

      Of all the questions I thought someone standing in the door of my university office might ask, that wasn’t one of them.

      “I can see that it was,” he said. “Thirty years of reading the expressions of jurors and one can see the subtle changes in faces.”

      “You’re a judge?”

      “Attorney.”

      “Who wants to know about my Indian great-grandfather?”

      “It’s a bit sensitive,” he said. “May I?” He indicated the open door, moving to close it before I could respond.

      I don’t like situations being taken out of my control, but I admit I was curious. My great-grandfather Vishwan and his brother Anand were the only two members of my family my mother had ever talked about.

      I tossed an empty paper coffee cup into the trashcan and offered him the seat in front of my desk. He sat down, but perched on the edge of the seat and leaned forward. “What do you know about Anand Selvam Paravar?”

      “Does your law firm deal with estates?” I asked, an idea dawning on me for the reason of his visit. “You have his belongings?” I knew almost nothing about most of my family, but the story of my great-granduncle Anand’s heroic life was told to me as a bedtime story when I was a child, so I knew it well—including the pieces of his story that were missing. The diary my great-grandfather knew his brother kept had never been recovered.

      Steven’s eyebrows drew together. Was he surprised I’d guessed the reason for his visit? Or was he confused because he had no idea what I was talking about?

      “My family never received any of Anand’s possessions after he was killed in the Great San Francisco Earthquake,” I continued. “They assumed everything was destroyed in the fire, or at least the aftermath was so hectic here that there was no way to identify peoples’ belongings. But from the look on your face, I’m guessing that’s not why you’re here.”

      “I’m here on a personal matter,” he said. He paused and watched me for another moment before continuing. “My grandmother left me a trunk of personal items when she died years ago. I didn’t think much of it when I was a young man, and I forgot about it for many years. It was only when I retired recently that I took time to look carefully at what was inside.” He shook his head. “I didn’t believe it when I first saw it⁠—”

      “Saw what?” I asked.

      “The information she left me,” he said, not able to keep the excitement out of his voice. “It leads to a treasure from the days following the California Gold Rush.”

      “Ah.” I leaned back in my chair, letting the squeak of its metal coils fill the room. Ever since news of the treasure I discovered hit the papers, I’d been expecting something like this.

      There are two common stereotypes about historians. There are the people whose eyes glaze over as soon as you mention history, feeling sorry for the historian’s boring existence holed up in the library. Then there are people like Steven Healy. They imagine the life of a historian is constant adventure, full of secret passageways and hidden fortunes. Both impressions are wrong. I love my job, but aside from my recent Scottish adventure, my research doesn’t generally involve anything more heart-pounding than too many cups of coffee.

      “I’m not that kind of historian,” I said. “You have the wrong person. The treasure in Scotland wasn’t something I sought out⁠—”

      “I don’t have the wrong person,” Steven cut in, his eyes locked on mine. “I’m not here because of that, although reading about you in the paper is how I found you. A relation of Anand Paravar who knows how to do historical research. It’s perfect.”

      “What does this have to do with Anand? And hang on—how did you find out I’m related to him in the first place?”

      My last name is Jones, courtesy of my American father. Paravar is a caste name, different from a surname as Western societies use them. Depending on the local custom, the initials of someone’s father could be added before their given name, or the name of a village. Or if a family converted to Christianity, they might take a surname from the newcomers, as was the case when many Paravars were converted to Catholicism by the Portuguese. It makes it complicated to follow lineage. Traditional naming systems still exist to some extent, but by the time of my mother’s generation it had begun to fade. It doesn’t make it easy for us historians.

      “Research,” Steven said. “It’s amazing how much time one has once one has retired.” His lips formed a sad smile. “That’s why I need to search for this treasure. It’s a family treasure. Hunting for it would give me great satisfaction.”

      “The hunt isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” I said, remembering the freezing nights along the windy cliffs of the Highlands of Scotland earlier that summer.

      “That’s easy for you to say,” he said, bitterness creeping into his voice. “You have your whole life ahead of you. I, on the other hand, need something meaningful to do with my time.” He broke off, visibly upset.

      I wondered why he had retired. He looked like he was in good health, and it seemed like he missed his job.

      “I found you,” he continued, “when one of the reporters covering your exploits did some research into your family history, since your connection to India helped solve the mystery in Scotland. It wasn’t difficult from there. Now, may I ask what you know of Anand?”

      “What does he have to do with your family treasure?”

      “In my career in the courtroom,” Steven said, “I learned to piece together seemingly irrelevant facts that together paint a full picture. I need some additional facts from you before I can explain more.”

      “I don’t know what I could possibly tell you about Anand that could help,” I said.

      “I’ve identified a lost family treasure,” Steven said, “but I don’t have quite enough information to find it.”

      “What is it?” The longer I talked to Steven Healy, the less I felt I knew.

      “Tell me what you know of Anand,” he said instead of answering my question.

      There was something commanding about Steven Healy’s presence. I couldn’t quite believe I was having this conversation, yet I found myself wanting to answer the question. He must have been a good courtroom lawyer. His body language created a feeling of familiarity, even though I’d never before laid eyes on him.

      “He’s my namesake,” I said, “as I’m sure you figured out from my middle name. But I never knew him. He died long before I was born—long before even my mother was born—as a hero in the Great San Francisco Earthquake of 1906. He was killed trying to save one of his friends, but they both died.”

      “Is that all you know of him?”

      “He was a grand figure who lived life to the fullest. That’s how my great-grandfather always spoke of him to my mom. He was supposedly a wanted man for his support of Indian independence, which was revolutionary at the time because it advocated for freedom from both the British and the local kings. Since the ideas about Indian nationalism and independence weren’t widespread until the First World War, when Mahatma Gandhi became a leader of the independence movement, I always wondered if the story was embellished because of the fact that Anand died tragically and heroically at the age of twenty-five in that famous earthquake. My great-grandfather was still a boy at the time Anand died. He was greatly affected by his brother’s death.”

      “He saved the letters from his brother?” Steven leaned forward.

      “Letters?”

      “I know Anand wrote to his brother back in India.”

      “How can his letters be relevant to your family treasure?” I asked.

      “You haven’t read the letters?”

      “Not personally. My mother’s father shared them with her. They’d have noticed if he mentioned a treasure. Anand barely had enough money to send some of it home, but that’s it. He fixed boats and ships in San Francisco before the earthquake.”

      “So you really don’t know.”

      “Know what?” I asked. My patience was growing thin.

      “Anand Paravar,” he said slowly, his eyes locked on mine, “didn’t die a hero in the Great Quake of 1906.”

      I took a moment before responding, thinking through the stories my mother had told me while we walked along the beaches of Goa, past the colorful fishing boats like the ones the Paravars had built for generations. “Everything my family heard⁠—”

      “Was wrong,” Steven cut in.

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      “Because this,” he said, pausing as he pushed a yellowed piece of paper across the desk, “is the treasure map that led to his death.”
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      The map Steven Healy pushed toward me was a hand-drawn sketch of San Francisco. A sheet of plastic protected the faded paper. The edges were uneven and the ink was faded, but the central area with the drawing was intact and legible.

      The city of San Francisco is only seven miles in each direction, so it’s a compact enough area that the artist had been able to illustrate landmarks in the small drawing. The landscape and buildings depicted in the sketch were simple but clear, telling me the map had been drawn by someone familiar with the city but not an artist. The area surrounding the city oriented the city in its bay, with the Marin land mass to the north and several islands and Alameda County to the east.

      The discoloration and uneven edges suggested the map was as old as Steven had claimed. I felt a small thrill as I studied it, a common reaction when I see a true piece of history in front of me. History often feels more real to me than the present. You can understand things about the past that the present hides from you.

      The map included a few sites that were easy to recognize: the Ferry Building on the east side of the city, a shipyard on the southeast coastline near Potrero Hill, and the Cliff House on the northwest coast near Lands End. The land masses to the north and east were drawn close to scale, making them easy to recognize. In the center of the map were a few buildings that didn’t look familiar.

      The landmarks placed the creation of the map after the Gold Rush, once San Francisco had grown into a real city. But this wasn’t a map drawn by your average prospector. Using the same fountain pen that had drawn the map, someone had written notes next to several of the locations. Not in English. The map’s text was written in the Indian language of Tamil. Uncle Anand, like all the Indian side of my family, was Tamilian.

      I didn’t speak much Tamil or have the ability to read the script. Since my father is American, I didn’t practice speaking any Indian languages at home once we moved to the United States after my mother’s death. Though I don’t read the language, it has a distinctive rounded script that made it easy to recognize.

      Someone else had already translated the Tamil into English. Across the top, My Cities was written. Close to the eastern coast, another path had been drawn, with the words Path of the Old Coast. On that path were sketches of two buildings with names that weren’t familiar: MP Craft Emporium and The Anchored Enchantress. A store and a brothel, perhaps? Not an image of one’s uncle one wants to imagine. I moved on. Under the building labeled MP Craft Emporium, in the downtown area of the city, the word Lost had been written. Along the water near the Cliff House at Lands End in the west was the word Found.

      Most interesting of all, and what must have been the reason for Steven Healy’s visit, was what was drawn next to the word Found: a large X stood out on the map.

      X marks the spot.

      Fantasy or not, my heart beat a little bit faster as I saw that X on the faded map.

      “This is what your grandmother left you to find the family treasure?” I asked, my mind racing as I spoke. “A map in Tamil? And who made these English translations?”

      “They were there when I found the map,” he answered quickly. Too quickly...

      “You aren’t telling me everything,” I said.

      “There’s a lot to tell,” he replied. “With Anand’s letters, it will make more sense.”

      “Why don’t you try me?”

      “Well,” Steven said with a gentle shake of his head, “since you insist… I was merely trying to spare your feelings.”

      “Spare my feelings about what?” This conversation was getting stranger by the minute.

      “Your great-granduncle,” he said, “was a thief who stole a treasure from my family.”

      “Hold on⁠—”

      “I’m sorry,” Steven said. “But Anand wasn’t what you thought he was. He was a thief.”

      “Even if Anand drew this map⁠—”

      “He did. And it got him killed.”

      I opened my mouth but Steven cut me off again.

      “I promise I’ll explain everything,” he said, picking up the aged paper and handing it to me. “I can tell you want to have a closer look.” He was right. I wanted to know more. With the map in my hands, I spotted something I hadn’t noticed before. Certain parts of the map had been drawn with a steadier hand than others. Since Anand was a ship builder and often traveled by boat, could this have been drawn while he was at sea?

      “This X mark on the map hasn’t led you to your treasure?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately not.”

      “The map isn’t signed,” I pointed out.

      “No, but⁠—”

      “I agree it’s suggestive,” I said. “This writing is Tamil, and there weren’t many Tamils in San Francisco a hundred years ago. But it’s not smart to leap to the conclusion⁠—”

      “My grandmother Maybelle knew him,” Steven said. “The map was among her possessions that she left me.”

      There was so much missing from what I knew about the heroic uncle who had made such an impression on my mother through her grandfather’s stories. I knew so little about the Indian side of my family, period. And here was a possible connection sitting across from me in my office. But could I believe what he told me?

      “How did she know Anand?” I asked.

      “He was friends with my grandfather.”

      “Your grandfather was Indian as well?” I again noticed the hint of Asian features in his appearance.

      “No. But he was an immigrant, too. They looked out for each other.”

      I nodded, understanding the connection between fellow travelers in a foreign land. “Your grandmother is the one who told you Anand had stolen this treasure—from her and your grandfather? And that he’d been killed over it?”

      Steven hesitated. “There’s much to tell, but also much to learn. If you’ll help me, I’ll tell you everything.”

      I considered my options before speaking. I couldn’t figure out what he was up to. Did he think I’d steal this secret treasure for myself, as he believed Anand had done?

      “My great-grandfather Vishwan received a letter shortly after the earthquake,” I said. “The letter told him Anand had been killed along with a friend he’d been trying to save. That’s a more solid fact than an unsigned map. I know it’s tempting to believe this old drawing is a treasure map, but⁠—”

      “That’s what your family was told so they wouldn’t go after the treasure,” Steven said. “It was a lie.”

      I stared across my desk at Steven. Could any of this be true?

      “Supposing there’s some truth in what you’re telling me,” I said. “I still don’t understand exactly what you’re asking of me.”

      “The letters,” Steven Healy said. “I need the letters Anand wrote to your great-grandfather.”

      “He didn’t mention a treasure to his brother.”

      “You said you hadn’t read the letters.”

      “It’s the kind of thing my family would have mentioned.”

      “Not,” he said, “if they didn’t know what they were looking for.”

      “What should they have been looking for?”

      Steven folded his hands in his lap with forced calmness. “I need those letters.”

      “I don’t have them.”

      “But you can get them.”

      Surely my family would have known about this mysterious treasure if there had been anything in Anand’s letters to Vishwan.

      “There are a lot of letters over a lot of years,” I said.

      “1906,” he said without hesitation. “It would be a letter from 1905 or 1906. Help me find those letters, and I can explain more.”

      I opened my mouth to object, but Steven cut me off. “Think over my offer.”

      I glanced at the map. Did I really want to get involved? I was in no mood for entering another search for a treasure, even if Uncle Anand was involved. But I knew I wouldn’t be able to focus on anything else if I didn’t at least look into it. Briefly. An hour or so of my time couldn’t hurt.

      “I’ll need this,” I said, picking up the map.

      Steven hesitated, but he recovered quickly. He wanted me to cooperate. And I was sure he’d made copies already.

      “Of course,” he said, a false smile on his lips. “And you’ll look into those letters.”

      “I will,” I said, glancing at the clock on my computer monitor. Damn. Had that much time really gone by? I was going to be late.

      Steven nodded and picked up his briefcase. But instead of standing up, he opened the case on his lap and removed a receipt book. He scribbled a few words, signed his name, and handed the little booklet to me.

      “Confirmation that you’re borrowing the map,” he said, pointing to where I should write my name and sign as well.

      He handed me the carbon copy after I signed the receipt, then snapped the briefcase shut and stood up. “I’ll come back at the same time tomorrow. I trust that will be enough time to make initial inquiries.”

      I slipped the receipt into my messenger bag along with my laptop and research notes, then walked Steven Healy to the door. I watched him disappear down the hallway before locking my office door behind me. My hands fumbled with the key as I processed all the information I’d learned in the last half hour.

      Murder. Treasure maps. Missing letters.

      Was any of this real? The only thing I knew for sure was that Steven Healy wasn’t the only one who could withhold information. I already knew exactly where the letters were.
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      I rushed down the stairwell. I could have taken the elevator, but I think better when doing something methodical, like walking down several flights of stairs.

      The letters Anand had written to his brother weren’t in my possession. Nor were they with my family. The letters had been donated to a university library in south India.

      The turn of the previous century wasn’t a time when many Indians emigrated to the United States, especially the West Coast. I studied the British East India Company—traders who went to India, not the people who left. But Anand’s letters were of historical significance to historians with different research interests from mine. The University of Travancore, which was renamed the University of Kerala after Indian kingdoms became consolidated states, jumped at the chance to keep the letters in their archives. I wasn’t sure if they’d been digitized, but I could find out later tonight. India is twelve-and-a-half hours ahead of California, so I knew I could get in touch with someone at the University of Kerala when I got home that night.

      As the echoes of my steps bounced off the walls of the empty stairwell, the feeling nagged at me that there was something very calculated about what Steven Healy had told me. I knew he was withholding information, but why?

      If there was truly something to find in those letters, surely I’d be able to see it myself when I found them. And who was I kidding—it was entirely possible this phantom treasure didn’t exist. Steven said himself that the X on Anand’s map hadn’t led him to a treasure. Uncle Anand had died tragically in the Great Earthquake of 1906. Period. Steven Healy was simply a man who was used to billing eighty hours a week as a lawyer and was now bored in his retirement. He made up a treasure when he came across an old map in his grandmother’s belongings.

      That was the simplest explanation. But was it the right one?

      I took slow, deep breaths as I stepped out of the building and walked to the parking lot, trying to calm myself and make up my mind about what to do. I knew what I wanted to do. And it was a bad idea for multiple reasons.

      I was aching to see Lane. We met earlier that summer when I needed help researching a piece of centuries-old jewelry from India. He turned out to be much more than a colleague who helped me solve the puzzle of a missing treasure and catch a murderer. I’d fallen for the guy.

      We hadn’t seen each other since returning from Scotland. I’d been busy dealing with returning part of the treasure I’d hidden in a safe-deposit box and trying to find out what would happen to the treasure. I’d learned more than I ever wanted to know about government bureaucracy and diplomacy between Britain and India. But that’s not what had stopped me from seeing Lane. Though the media attention hadn’t been overwhelming, it was much more than Lane felt comfortable with. He didn’t want to be associated with the treasure at all, so he’d left Scotland before the authorities got involved. It was already too late. The locals knew about him. They were happy to talk in front of the television cameras. One of the people on the archaeological dig had shared a photo they’d taken with their cell phone—a photo of Lane on the dig.

      Lane hadn’t counted on that.

      Before he was Lane Peters, art history PhD student who’d returned to graduate school in his thirties, he’d been something far different. Someone who didn’t want to be found.

      Lane was worried enough that he didn’t want to have any connection with me until the media attention was gone. I understood—up to a point. Lane and I had become much more than friends over a short, intense period of time. Without him around, I already felt like a piece of my life was missing.

      I told myself this puzzling treasure map was enough of a reason to go back on my word and see him, but I knew it was just an excuse. Lane’s background was in art history and antiquities, not deciphering treasure maps. But I needed to talk to someone about Steven Healy’s strange visit, and Lane was who I wanted to see.

      I reached my car, but stopped before getting inside. I couldn’t decide where to go. If I went to see Lane now, I’d be breaking my promise and I’d also risk being late.

      Neither argument was winning me over.

      Taking out my phone, I called Lane. It went straight to voicemail. Great. I threw my messenger bag into the passenger seat of my roadster and headed toward the Bay Bridge to see him.

      I doubted Sanjay would be upset if I didn’t arrive on time at the Tandoori Palace. It was Raj, the manager of the restaurant, who’d kill me if I was late.

      Sanjay and I played musical sets of sitar and tabla two nights a week at the restaurant. Me on the tabla drums, Sanjay on the sitar. It’s not a real job for either of us. I was a professor of history—I had been for a year now—and Sanjay was a professional magician. Not your average profession, sure, but he was good. As The Hindi Houdini, he sells out shows at a winery theater up in the Napa Valley that books him for the spring and summer tourist seasons. He liked the rhyme of “Hindi Houdini” better than the more accurate “Hindu Houdini,” and the title has served him well. He’s become something of a weekend getaway enticement to supplement the entertainment of wine tasting.

      Sanjay was meticulous on stage. I’d never guessed the secrets of his big tricks, and God knows I’d seen them often enough. Playing sitar was how he unwound. It served the same purpose for him that the tabla did for me.

      Unfortunately, Sanjay was one of the world’s most mediocre sitar players. But he loved it, and he was the one who got us this gig. Raj had always booked professional musicians to play during busy Friday and Saturday nights, so he liked the idea of having additional weeknight entertainment without the stiff bill. Raj was a smart man; my microphone was the only one with the volume turned up. The rhythmic drumming of the tabla stands on its own, so diners enjoying Chef Juan’s tandoori oven specialties on a Wednesday or Thursday night were serenaded by tabla ragas with the faint sounds of a sitar in the background.

      Raj would be livid if I wasn’t there when Sanjay began to play. I told myself he would be equally unhappy if I was so distracted that I screwed up the music. Besides, if traffic wasn’t too bad, I’d still have time to make it to Berkeley and back before I was due at the restaurant.

      Any illusion I had about being on time faded as I approached the bridge. It was the start of evening rush hour, and traffic was crawling. How did people commute like this every day? I lived and worked in San Francisco, so the most difficult part of my commute was parking.

      Traffic started to flow once lanes had merged onto the bridge, and it didn’t take long to get to Berkeley.

      Lane’s apartment was a freestanding in-law unit behind a cute bungalow. Small magnolia trees led the way to the unit. I rang the doorbell and followed up with a knock on the door. No answer.

      I peeked in the front window through an opening in the curtains. I hadn’t been to his apartment before, since we’d agreed not to see each other yet, but from the glimpse I caught of the living room, I immediately felt at home. Though the unit was tiny, Lane had made it his own. A bronze-colored reading light was positioned next to an Eames chair. A stack of books was piled high on an antique trunk that served as a coffee table. From where I stood, I couldn’t see if there was any other furniture on the other side of the room. The sliver of wall I could see was covered in framed reproductions of South Asian paintings. I could see why he was an art historian. He had a great eye. I didn’t know enough about art to recognize any of the pieces, but each one was stunning.

      The bark of a dog from a nearby house startled me and reminded me I was prying. As I walked back to my car, I felt closer to Lane than ever. He was exactly the man I thought he was. And it made sense that he wasn’t at home. It was late afternoon, so he could still be on campus, hopefully in his graduate student office.

      There’s not great parking in downtown Berkeley, but once you’ve lived here a while, you learn the tricks, such as which main drags have nearby residential side streets with just enough space between their driveways for a small car. I squeezed into a spot on a street lined with student apartments.

      I felt my palms grow sweaty as I walked through the building on my way to Lane’s office. His door was slightly ajar, and it opened wider as I knocked.

      It had only been a little over a week since I’d seen him, and it felt simultaneously like it had been ages and that I’d never left his side.

      Lane looked the same as he had that last time I’d seen him. Dark blond, wavy hair falling over his face, tortoiseshell glasses hiding his prominent features, which I had learned was a purposeful decision made not for style but to hide his appearance. His tall figure was dressed casually in jeans and an untucked dress shirt. The sight of him still made my stomach do a little lurch. All right. A big lurch.

      When our eyes met, I could tell he felt the same. His eyes lit up and his lips formed a smile as he spotted me. But the expression only lasted a second. It was quickly replaced with something I couldn’t gauge. It was as if he’d put on a mask.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” he said. “We agreed⁠—”

      “I know there were a few news stories,” I said, stepping into the cramped office, “but I haven’t had any reporters contact me in days.”

      Lane’s fingers tensed around a book he was holding. I noticed, then, that he was putting books into a box on his desk.

      “Cleaning up,” he said, setting the book into the box. He was always good at reading my expression. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      “I’ll hide under the desk if the paparazzi catch up to me,” I joked. Lane didn’t laugh. He didn’t make a move from where he stood behind his desk either. I hadn’t exactly expected him to rush around the desk and sweep me up in his arms. Okay, maybe I thought it was a possibility.

      “Jones,” he said, unable to hide the tenderness in his voice when he called me that. “We need to talk.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” I said, wondering how the simple use of a name could affect me so much. “I’ve missed you, and I⁠—”

      “That’s what we need to talk about.”

      “Do you want to come to dinner at the restaurant tonight?” I asked. “While I drive, I can tell you about the crazy thing that happened to me.”

      Lane’s shoulders tensed. “Is everything all right?”

      “What’s the matter with you?”

      “You’re okay?” he asked. His eyes searched mine, full of concern.

      “Of course I’m okay. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You said something crazy had happened.”

      I pulled the Tamil treasure map from my bag and held it up for him to see. “An amateur treasure hunter found me.”

      Instead of relaxing, Lane’s body tensed even more. His jaw was set so firmly that I wouldn’t have been surprised if it snapped. “Who?” he asked.

      This wasn’t at all how I thought the conversation would go. And why had he asked like he might already know the answer?

      “Steven Healy,” I said. “A retired lawyer. He came to see me this afternoon. Said he found this in his grandmother’s possessions that she left him. He said⁠—”

      “Oh,” Lane said, his shoulders relaxing. “Then it wasn’t… Never mind.”

      “What’s going on with you, Lane? I thought you’d want to know⁠—”

      “You thought wrong.”

      I stared at him, confusion replaced by anger. “I get it that the media attention we got wasn’t the best⁠—”

      “When we were in Scotland,” Lane said, “it wasn’t real life. Now that I’m back, I’ve realized that.”

      “Life is always complicated,” I said, trying not to shout. “If you’re trying to break up with me, that’s a pretty lame excuse.”

      Lane glared at me but didn’t speak for a few moments. Finally he shook his head and looked away. “You don’t understand.”

      “Then why don’t you explain it to me?”

      Lane crossed his arms and looked up to the low ceiling of the cramped office. “I’m really busy,” he said. “I’m sorry you thought things would work out differently.” He looked down from the ceiling, but busied himself with the box in front of him, refusing to look at me.

      Only when it became clear I wasn’t leaving did he meet my gaze. A flash of tenderness crossed his face, but he shook it off so quickly that I thought I had imagined it.

      “I’m sorry, Jaya,” he said, while my head spun with confusion at the disjuncture between his actions and his words. “We’re done.”
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      I made my way back to my car, blinking back tears and hating myself for letting them form in the first place. I paused at a street corner off Telegraph Avenue, trying to remember where I’d parked.

      “You okay?” asked a gaunt homeless man sitting on the sidewalk. He held a cardboard sign asking for spare change in exchange for art. Half a dozen beautiful postcard-size line drawings of Berkeley street scenes were spread out next to him.

      “Only if you can tell me that everything that happened today has been a dream,” I said, “and I’m about to wake up.”

      “I hear ya, sister. That’s been my day every day for the last six years.”

      I took one of his drawings of Berkeley’s Sproul Plaza and bought him a sandwich from a nearby café before returning to my car. I fumbled with my keys as I tried to open the door of my roadster, dropping them in the gutter. Once I managed to get the door open, I sat in the driver’s seat before starting the car. My hands shook on the steering wheel. I hated that Lane had that much of an effect on me. I hated that anyone had that much of an effect on me.

      My stomach rumbled. I should have gotten myself a bag of chips at the café. I’d be fed at the restaurant, but I had no idea how long it would take me to get there. I needed to pull myself together for the drive back to San Francisco. I squeezed the steering wheel. It was as good a stand-in for Lane’s neck as I was going to get.

      My hands had stopped shaking, but I was still angry and unfocused. I had planned on looking up someone to contact at the University of Kerala that evening, but I couldn’t imagine being in shape to send a coherent introductory email any time that night, so I did the next best thing. I pulled out my phone to text my friend Tamarind, a librarian at my university’s library.

      Tamarind Ortega was amazing. She helped me with a research project shortly after I started my teaching job the previous year, and became one of my few good friends. She’d be able to maneuver the University of Kerala’s website and find a librarian to contact about Anand’s letters. I sent her a text message asking if she could help, then immediately followed up with a second message explaining why I needed to get started that night.

      There was nothing else to do. I was as calm as I was going to get. I started the car and headed to the Tandoori Palace.

      

      I wasn’t as late as I feared I might be. By the time I pulled into a parking spot a block away from the restaurant, I was only five minutes late for our first scheduled set. I hoisted my tabla case out of the trunk and hurried down Lincoln, the road that runs along the south side of Golden Gate Park. Taking my phone out to make sure the sound was off, I saw that Tamarind had already texted me back: I’m on it!

      “Jaya!” Raj called out as I stepped through the back entrance. “You like to give an old man a heart attack!” He mopped his bald head with a handkerchief, even though there wasn’t a drop of sweat anywhere on his head.

      Sanjay stepped up behind Raj, putting one hand on the restaurateur’s shoulder and flipping his bowler hat onto his head with the other. I swear that hat was his security blanket. A security blanket he could pull a rabbit out of. Sanjay shunned the traditional magician’s top hat, but I never saw him without his bowler.

      “I told him I could cover for you,” Sanjay said, “but he was worried.”

      Raj gave me a conspiratorial grin. “You are so small, Jaya. I hate to think of you at an unknown location after dark.”

      He thought nothing of the sort. Both Raj and Sanjay knew I could take care of myself. In one of my father’s rare moments of clarity, once he saw I wasn’t going to make it to five feet tall, he insisted on enrolling me in every martial arts class he could find.

      “What’s the matter?” Sanjay asked, offering me his elbow. He knew better than to offer to carry my tabla case.

      “Nothing,” I said with a shake of my head. I wasn’t ready to talk about everything that had happened that day.

      I left my shoes at the edge of the small stage. Tucking my feet under me on the carpeted stage floor, I focused my attention on the two goatskin drums that make up the tabla. I ran my fingertips around the rim of the taut material as Sanjay got situated with his sitar. In spite of his graceful movements as a magician, the long-necked sitar was an unwieldy instrument in his hands.

      I immersed myself in the music. If I didn’t force myself to focus, I’d be playing as badly as Sanjay, and driving myself crazy thinking about Steven Healy, Uncle Anand, and Lane Peters. Fortunately, focusing completely on what I’m doing was something I excelled at. It doesn’t always make for the most balanced life, but it’s great for situations like this. For the next half hour, I was lost in the music, not lost in my life.

      After we finished our first set, I turned off our mics, took a deep breath, and turned to Sanjay. “We have to talk.”

      Sanjay frowned as I led him toward the room in back of the kitchen. I wasn’t sure why. It’s not like we were dating or anything. And his ego certainly would never allow him to think he’d played a less than stellar set.

      For the first time that evening I didn’t feel completely miserable. Confused, yes. But no longer completely lost. One of the great things about being able to focus so completely is that it lets your subconscious have time to go to work. I was ready to talk to someone. My best friend was in front of me. Sanjay could help me think through what was going on.

      “I’ve got a magic trick for you,” I said. “How is it possible that a boat builder born in India in the late 1800s drew a treasure map of San Francisco with clues written in Tamil, and nobody has managed to decipher the map in over a hundred years?”

      Okay, I wasn’t ready to talk about Lane yet. But Sanjay could help me with the riddle of Uncle Anand and his map.

      Sanjay paused to seriously consider the question. “That’s not a very good riddle, Jaya,” he said. “Tamil writing can easily be translated.”

      “It was.”

      Sanjay stared at me. “We’re talking about a real guy and a real map?”

      “My great-granduncle Anand,” I said. “My mom’s grandfather’s brother.”

      “I thought you didn’t know anything about your mom’s family.”

      “I didn’t know much until an amateur treasure hunter came to see me today,” I said.

      The head chef, Juan, poked his head into the break room and handed us a plate of steaming samosas. “Extra-extra spicy,” he said with a big smile.

      “You’re a lifesaver.” I accepted the plate and took a large bite of fried potato goodness. He wasn’t kidding about the level of spice. My tongue and lips burned as I chewed. It was heavenly.

      Someone called for Juan and he rushed back to the kitchen, leaving the door open. I offered a samosa to Sanjay, knowing he’d decline. Though he refuses to admit it, Sanjay hates spicy food. He shook his head and hopped up on the counter next to the staff lockers.

      “A real treasure map?” he said. “That’s why you looked so upset when you arrived tonight?”

      I had too much nervous energy to sit down. Standing in front of Sanjay with my plate of spicy samosas, I went over the details of Steven Healy’s visit. As I did so, I replayed the key facts in my mind, trying to make sense of them. Steven’s grandparents knowing Uncle Anand, his story about how he found the treasure map in his grandmother’s possessions, and his theory that Anand’s letters would shed light on how to find his missing family treasure. Sanjay’s eyes stayed transfixed on mine as I told the story, and he interrupted only to take the empty plate. He said it looked like I was going to drop it due to my enthusiastic gestures.

      “He told me,” I concluded, “that Uncle Anand stole this treasure from his family.”

      “Wow,” Sanjay said. “That story is really⁠—”

      I didn’t get to hear what Sanjay thought. He broke off at the sound of someone quietly clearing their throat.

      “Grace,” he said, hopping down from the counter. “What are you doing here?”

      Sanjay’s magician’s assistant stood in the doorway of the break room, a look of distress on her face.

      “Your phone was turned off,” Grace said to Sanjay. Her voice was barely above a whisper, and her thin shoulders were slumped in a way that suggested she was trying to make herself invisible.

      That was normal for Grace. She was painfully shy. You’d think a stage magician’s assistant wouldn’t be a good job for her, but it suited her perfectly. The stage allowed her to become a completely different person. Multiple reviews of their show had called her fearless. While Grace’s tentative words and body language didn’t surprise me, there was something else going on. Something was off. Grace clutched her purse in her hands so tightly that her knuckles were white.

      “I knew you’d be on break around now,” she continued, pulling her eyes from the floor to look up at Sanjay. “I needed to talk to you.”

      “What’s going on?” Sanjay asked.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” she whispered, looking back to the floor.

      “Don’t worry,” Sanjay said, squeezing her shoulder. “What’s the matter?”

      Grace came to life at his touch. Her thin body straightened up and her eyes widened as she looked up at Sanjay. I suspected she was in love with her boss, but Sanjay was clueless. “There was a death in my family,” she said.
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