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To Sahrina, Sajjan, & Shaun,my little beans.












GLOSSARY






Āuṇṭīe-ji—the respectful form of address given to a woman from the previous generation.


Chacha-ji—the term used for one’s father’s younger brother.


Dādā—the term used for one’s paternal grandfather (i.e. Father’s father).


Dādī—the term used for one’s paternal grandmother (i.e. Father’s mother).


Ganda—means “dirty.”


Jalēbī—a sweet snack made by deep-frying flour batter in pretzel or circular shapes, which are then soaked in sugar syrup.


Jauṛē—means “twin”.


Nānā—the term used for one’s maternal grandfather (i.e. Mother’s father).


Nānī—the term used for one’s maternal grandmother (i.e. Mother’s mother).


Rōṭī—a round flatbread made from stoneground whole-meal flour.


Rupees—the basic monetary unit of India.


Sāṛī—an elegant outfit consisting of several yards of light-weight material that is draped around the body.


Salwar-kameez—a casual outfit consisting of loose-fitting pants and shirt worn by men and women.


Yaar—means “friend” and is primarily used as a term of endearment.
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ONE






Monday, September 12th—Late Morning


Riah Arora snips out the San Francisco Magazine article, meticulous and careful, gliding the scissors along the line she’s drawn with a pencil. Once the paper is free from the magazine binding, she folds it in half, cautious not to damage it. Riah stares at the woman’s glossy image in the editorial before taping the picture to the bathroom mirror. She aligns the photograph with her reflection.


With curiosity, she reads the article’s byline: Anjali Murphy left the corporate world to pursue her passion for the arts and celebrates the second anniversary of the opening of her successful venture, The Artists’ Café.


Riah studies Anjali’s photo, her espresso-brown eyes darting back and forth from Anjali’s image to her own. She compares the structure of their identical smooth caramel-colored faces, observing that their eyes’ size and coloring are alike, except for a fascinating shine in Anjali’s eyes—perhaps a trick of the camera? Or a true reflection of a certain kind of happiness, foreign to Riah. She can’t find any differences in the perfect angles of their noses. Riah peers closer at the snapshot, squinting at Anjali’s mouth. Straightening her posture, Riah tilts her head and poses in the same position as Anjali. Riah smiles in the mirror, trying to show the same number of teeth. Something’s not right.


She reaches for her makeup bag, which sits within arm’s length on the counter, and rummages around in it. She pulls out a thin nude-pink pencil. Riah draws a subtle line above her upper lip and colors in the difference. She proceeds to do the same below the bottom one as well. After completing the reshaping, she taps a small amount of gloss on her bottom lip, pressing and rolling them together to even out the coconut-flavored lip gloss. She grins in the mirror again. This time Riah is satisfied with the flawless semblance of their smiles.


Lastly, their hair—the color and texture appear the same, with the only difference resting in their hairstyles. Anjali is sporting a short and sleek bob, whereas Riah’s coiffure is shoulder-length, which she often ties in a semi-loose bun because she can’t be bothered to style it. This distinction in their appearance will come in handy if Riah needs to be inconspicuous in public. She has brought a couple of wigs along for equal measure.


Riah’s phone vibrates on the countertop, dragging her gaze away from the mirror. She answers it with urgency.


“Hey, B—,” she says. “Your intel was correct.”


“Ciao, Ri-Ri,” says Brandon in his natural Italian flair. “So, I take it you found her?”


“Yes, I did.” She attempts to keep her voice steady. “But I haven’t approached her yet.”


“Well, little reason in delaying the inevitable. Or are you scoping her out for additional opportunities?”


Would Brandon ever stop his plotting and scheming? Why did everything have to turn into a scam with him? “No, B—I don’t want to scare her off. Call me cautious, but—”


“Va bene, you know best. How about the other gig?”


“It’s all set. After the pick-up, I’ll drop it off at the same place as before.”


“Okay, and my guy will take it from there.”


“And my share of the money?”


“You’ll get your cut. Have I ever disappointed before?” asks Brandon, switching to an American accent. How he seamlessly toggled between accents to suit the context was beyond her.


“No, you haven’t. Okay, I must go. I was in the middle of something.”


“Alright, chat later! And stay safe, Ri!”


“Yup, will do,” she says, ending the call. Eventually, she’ll have to tell Brandon this is the last job she can do with him.


Riah and her mother had escaped from Riah’s grandparents’ home in Delhi when Riah was sixteen. They survived as domestic servants in Mumbai’s affluent households for almost nine years before migrating from India to Italy. When she met Brandon five years ago, she was peddling stolen goods to unsuspecting tourists in the streets of Florence. She was a pro at it—it’s what attracted Brandon to her.


Brandon had introduced her to the game—the game of the con—and an altogether new life. She’d become good at running the game. But now, it was time to retire from the game—before the game ran her. Indeed, it was time to go legit—and live an honest life.


The scams she and Brandon pulled off have made more money than she’d ever expected, allowing Riah to move her mother from their cramped one-bedroom apartment in Florence to a spacious villa in Tuscany. Her mother had turned half of the estate into a rental property, allowing couples and families to rent out rooms during the summer months. Her mother loved playing the role of host. She wholeheartedly enjoyed catering to people who were appreciative of her hospitality. But six months ago, Riah’s mother was diagnosed with stage four stomach cancer. And it was also when her mother told Riah she had a jauṛē—a twin—a term as foreign to Riah as she was to Italy. Her mother’s dying wish was to meet her other daughter and explain why she’d given her away for adoption. Her mother said her soul would never be at peace until she knew the daughters who’d shared her womb were reunited in this life. Riah owed her mother, at least this much, to fulfill her final wish. Now, Riah just had to persuade Anjali to visit Italy and meet their mother—or what was left of her.


She closes her eyes and lets an unfamiliar feeling wash over her. Riah allows herself to bask in joy. At last, she has found her—Anjali Murphy, her flesh and blood. Brandon was right—little reason to delay the inevitable. She must meet Anjali. It’s remarkable to see Anjali’s photograph and marvel over their uncanny similarities. Yet, it will be a whole other reality to stand in front of her and confirm she is her sister—and indeed, her jauṛē.


She leaves the small bathroom and heads over to the nightstand. Scooping her wallet, sunglasses, and key card, she tosses them into her messenger bag. Riah smooths out the white linen comforter, scans the periphery of the bed to ensure she hasn’t left anything behind, and departs her hotel room.
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As Riah stands in front of the door of The Artists’ Café on Valencia Street, reproach for her rash plan creeps through her head. What had she been thinking? Riah had begun searching for her sister once she learned of her existence. Often, she thought of nothing else—but now, they’re nearly face-to-face, and she hasn’t thought this far in advance. Should she introduce herself to her sister? What will she say to her? And how will Anjali react? Yes, these are questions Riah didn’t fully consider before.


Standing on the deserted street, looking in at her sister, Riah’s sudden consciousness of her appearance looms over her. In her dark blue jeans, burgundy hoodie with black leather sleeves, and fake Doc Martens, she’s nothing compared to Anjali, who appears like she stepped out of a Chanel magazine ad in her sleek black dress and matching high-heel pumps. As Anjali climbs the winding oak staircase leading to the second floor of the café, Riah catches a glimpse of the bottom of her stilettos—red! Riah recalls seeing those shoes in the windows of expensive and intimidating European stores she had never dared to enter.


The Artists’ Café itself is impressive as well, with its open-concept design. The piece on Anjali boasted about how she pursued a visionary idea and brought it into existence. The café, from what Riah read in the article, caters to artist types looking for a quiet space to write, draw, or connect with other emerging artists in the local area.


Riah lingers in a moment of contemplation, but as Anjali returns, descending the stairs, Riah steps back from the door, bumping into a young man entering the café.


“Oops, excuse me,” he says. “You gonna go in?”


“Uhm, no, I was just passing by.” She stuffs her hands into her hoodie’s pocket and walks away as if she’s fleeing a crime scene.
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TWO






Monday, September 12th—Mid Afternoon


Anjali Murphy opens the front door of the café and peers across the street. She swears she’d seen a young woman standing outside, staring through the window at Anjali. She shakes her head, dismissing her paranoia. The stranger could’ve been an artist scoping out a new workspace or a curious passerby. Anjali closes the door and turns her view to the room.


She can’t help but beam in awe. The place is buzzing with mid-afternoon customers, some socializing and others working away on laptops in the corners of her café. The article in September’s issue of San Francisco Magazine gave her place newfound publicity. This idea was her dream ages ago, and now she’s living it. She gathers a couple of used coffee cups and saucers from an empty table, straightens the chair, and places the dishes near the dishwasher. She starts wiping the serving area countertop when the backdoor leading to the dumpster area scrapes open.


“Babe, I semi-fixed the broken stair railing. It should hold temporarily,” says Michael, stepping into the café.


“Thank you, my darling handyman husband!” She pecks Michael on the cheek as he reaches past her to grab his to-go coffee cup.


“Anj, where’s Laine? I thought the point of you hiring an assistant was so she could take care of the counter stuff here?”


She hears the annoyance in his questions. “She needed the afternoon off. For a medical appointment.”


Michael frowns. “Okay, I want to ensure you’re getting value out of your assistant—so you can concentrate on your art during the day. And perhaps I can have my beautiful wife back to myself for the evenings,” he says.


“Of course, darling, I know I’ve been spending a lot more time here—”


“Anj! I’m teasing! I get it—you want everything to be perfect.”


Anjali comes out from behind the counter, “Yes, but I miss my adoring husband—”


Michael stops her mid-sentence, kisses her on her lips, and says, “Your husband, who is going to be late for his special partners’ meeting and dinner.”


“Oh, I forgot it’s tonight.”


“Yeah, so don’t wait for me, babe,” he says as he plants another kiss on her lips.


Anjali passes his oatmeal-colored Burberry trench coat to him. “Off you go,” she says.


He grabs the coat from her hands and leaves through the front door. Anjali watches him go, her anxiety melting away as he disappears from her view.


Anjali resumes wiping the counter with a damp paper towel, mentally planning for her evening. It’ll be nice being alone. Nestling in bed with a refreshing glass of white wine and starting a new suspense-thriller audiobook is promising. The ringing of the café telephone interrupts her thoughts. She tosses the dirty paper towel in the garbage bin and grabs the red receiver off the hook. Striving for an eclectic look, she had been purposeful when she opted to get a wall phone for the café.


“Hello?” she says.


“Anjali—is that any way to answer the phone for your business?”


It’s her mom—her adoptive mother—the only mom she’s ever known. “Mom, sorry I was cleaning and was distracted—”


“Well, my dear, you need to put your head in the game.”


“Mom! I’m sure you didn’t call me to critique my phone etiquette.” She takes a deep breath and prays her mom hasn’t heard the irritation in her tone.


“No, of course, I did not call because of that.”


“Then what?”


“She is in San Francisco.”


“Who?” asks Anjali, but already knowing the answer to her question. Riah.


“She came into town last week,” says her mom.


Anjali rubs her collar bone. How should she respond? She’s known for nearly a year she has a twin sister but has been hesitant to meet her.


“Anjali?”


“I’m here, Mom. I’m processing.”


“This is a good development, Anjali. We can move ahead with—”


“Mom!” she says in a hush. “We shouldn’t talk about this on the phone.”


“Conveniently, I am in town.”


“Then come by my place this evening. Michael will be out.”
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THREE






Monday, September 12th—Late Afternoon


Riah wakes with a start. She lies still, trying to remember where she is, hoping to disperse the fragments of the nightmare clinging to her mind. The rays from the descending sun stream through the hotel suite’s window and gleam off the leather couch. The half-open silky drapes sway in the ceiling fan’s draft. Riah’s partially eaten kale salad from lunch sits abandoned on the oval-shaped coffee table by the window.


There was a time when the nightmares had left her alone. But since her mother’s diagnosis, they have resurfaced with a vengeance, dredging up the most haunting moment of her life. Although fifteen years have passed, it’s as if her soul is hell-bent on ensuring she never forgets the horrible thing she did—and the reason she and her mother fled from Delhi, forced to live in hiding. Her mind travels back to that dreadful night.


She is sixteen again and lying on her cot in her paternal grandparents’ house. The evening sounds fill the tiny room where she and her mother used to sleep. Years prior, her mother had painted the walls a bright shade of ocean blue to make their space feel less confined. Her mother often tried to make things appear better than they were. Riah heard her Dādī yelling at one of the servant boys, bellowing about opening the front gate to let the dogs back in. Then Dādī directed her verbal thrashing on someone else—most likely her mother—complaining the roti wasn’t round. Dādī was always screaming—she appeared frail, but her voice carried like a rabid dog’s bark.


The hinges of the veranda door screeched open, and Dādī’s stomping echoed through the long hallway toward Riah’s room. Riah rolled off the cot in a single swift movement, opened the side panel of the oversized storage chest in the corner of the room, and ducked into the hiding spot she’d discovered as a child. In seconds Dādī would burst into her space on another rampage. She held her breath.


Riah’s bedroom door crashed open against the wall with intentional force. Dādī yelled in Punjabi, “Riah, get your ass out of your room and help your wretched mother with dinner!”


Silence.


The old woman grumbled some more. “Where’s that useless child?”


Then the bedroom door slammed shut.


Riah remained motionless in the thick, airless trunk, assessing the quiet for a bit longer. When she was confident Dādī had retreated, she came out. She stretched her limbs. The hiding spot had been the perfect size for her ten-year-old body, but was a tight fit at sixteen.


Riah snatched her Sidney Sheldon novel from the floor; she must have dropped it in her haste. Relieved Dādī hadn’t found the book, she tucked it under her pillow. Dādī barely knew how to read English, but somehow, she infallibly sensed the difference between Riah’s schoolbooks and the American thrillers she devoured. Ganda is what Dādī would say—those books are dirty. Dādī would lecture her mother about Riah’s reading choices—as if her mother could or would have any control over what Riah read. And her chacha-ji would leer at her, suggesting that he’d take pleasure in Riah reading ganda books to him.


Dādī didn’t like the books Riah read in her spare time. Dādī considered fictional novels impious propaganda meant to put wild thoughts in young girls’ minds, causing them to veer away from being virtuous and obedient. Although Dādī never expressed it in so many words, she was terrified Riah would read these books and believe this life wasn’t enough, and that women could indeed be anything and everything they wanted to be. She’d say books caused a rebellion in girls; it was why girls ran away from home and brought shame to the families left behind. This thought simply scared Dādī.


Riah contemplated what to do next. She could leave her room and help with dinner, or she could sneak to the rooftop terrace and use the ladder to escape into the city. Dādī probably thought she was roaming outside anyway and was undoubtedly berating her mother about it already. Riah decided on the latter. She had done it a dozen times in the past and didn’t see the harm in getting some fresh city air. Before she felt guilty and reconsidered, Riah changed from her salwar-kameez to a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, threw on her denim jacket, and tucked some spare rupees into the inside pocket. She opened her bedroom door, hoping it wouldn’t scrape on the cement floor, and held still for a moment, ensuring the veranda was empty. She emerged from her room and crept across the hallway to the stairs, leaving the bedroom door ajar.


Riah admired how this house had been designed with multiple entrances and exits, making it easier for one to sneak in and out without being noticed. She was confident that her Dādā had clear intentions when he created their home. Although never knowing her Dādā, she was certain he had designed this house with the additional functions of hiding and escaping his shrew of a wife.


Riah’s mother, who was barely twenty years old when she was married off to a stranger far from her birth village, had come to live with her in-laws. She had Riah within her first year of marriage and became a widow by the second year. When Riah was eight, she had asked Dādī why she didn’t have a father like all the other children in grade school. Dādī told her that her father was killed in a motor vehicle accident—a cow, her father’s motorcycle, and a truck had collided; the cow and the truck driver survived, but her father did not. Much to Dādī’s dismay, Riah burst out laughing after hearing the story. It seemed like a ridiculous way to die.


In the same year, her chacha-ji—her father’s younger brother and Dādī’s only remaining offspring—decided to move in with them as well. When she was little, she adored her chacha-ji, but now that Riah was older, she felt increasingly uneasy around him. In addition to incessantly following her with his eyes, the parental pats from her childhood had morphed into unwanted caresses when no one else was around. She wondered whether her chacha-ji would have treated her this way if her father had been alive. Would her father have loved her enough to stop his brother? The thought that she would never know the answer to this question haunted her.


Riah reached the rooftop a minute later. She crouched low on the first step and scanned the area. The terrace was empty except for a few clothes hanging on a makeshift clothesline, billowing in the evening breeze. Multiple lounging cots were scattered haphazardly; it looked like the housemaids had spent a few minutes soaking in the sun earlier and had to disperse at a moment’s notice. She was sure Dādī would have something to say about that—yet another opportunity to scold the servants.


Riah crossed the rooftop and peered over the ledge to assure the ladder was in place. Once she reached the ground, she let out the breath of suffocating air trapped in her chest. She jogged through the back alley, crossed over to the other side of the road, and arrived at one of Delhi’s busiest shopping streets a few blocks later.


She loved living near the heart of the city and particularly enjoyed the hectic, buzzing atmosphere at dusk. Somehow it made her feel less like a local. It allowed her to blend in with the tourists and practice her English. Her English must have been good because the local shop owners, who didn’t know her, would overcharge her for anything she wanted to buy.


The city’s streetlights sporadically flickered on. Before Riah headed to her intended destination, she stopped in front of her favorite sweets shop and watched an old man making jalēbīs. He sat on a small stool in front of a pot of boiling oil. He squeezed thick, pale-yellow batter from a bottle into the pan with small circular motions. As the mixture hit the surface, the oil sizzled and bubbled. Using a perforated ladle, he dunked each freshly formed jalēbī deeper into the oil, and as it rose to the surface, it flipped over. He continued to do this to the others in the pot, cooking them until they turned golden. The man scooped the jalēbīs from the pan, letting the excess oil drip out, and dunked them into a large bowl of sugary water. He laid a dry cloth over the dish, leaving the jalēbīs steeping in the syrup until they were sweet and sticky.


Riah was mesmerized watching him make the delicious dessert. He glanced at her and signaled to a bowl of cooled jalēbīs. Riah nodded, not hiding her yearning for the sticky pastry. The man smiled, wrapped a jalēbī in wax paper, and handed it to Riah. She attempted to give him a few rupees, but he waved his hand, turning his back to her. This routine had been their regular exchange for the past six years. When Riah was younger, her mother would be with her, but she learned to sneak out and navigate the city alone as she got older. Her first habitual stop was to visit the kind old man with the best jalēbīs in town.


Riah walked away from the sweets shop and headed through the narrow, paved road to where she expected to find her friend, Parshana. Parshana’s parents owned several luxury textiles shops in Delhi and often left Parshana in charge of the smaller one on Riah’s side of the city. Riah entered Thakur Fabrics and mulled around the front until Parshana caught a glimpse of her. Parshana was helping a pair of older women but winked at Riah from across the shop. Riah gazed at the rolls and rolls of vibrant turquoise fabric against the wall as she ran her hands along the silky, magenta-pink wedding sāṛī the mannequin was wearing.


“Yes, yes, don’t worry, the outfit will be ready by the end of the week,” said Parshana in Punjabi to her customers—no doubt shopping for lavish wedding attire. Parshana showed the women out of the shop. “Thank you, Āuṇṭīe-ji, I’ll see you soon!”


Parshana turned to Riah. “Yaar, I didn’t know you were going to visit me today!” Parshana had a heavy accent when she spoke English, but she liked practicing anyway. Parshana had wanted out of India ever since they were kids and was obsessed with the idea that they would both marry cool American guys and leave the dusty, crowded streets of Delhi behind. Riah teased Parshana about the likelihood of that actually happening. But Parshana didn’t care; she dreamed of a brilliant, exotic life—anything to get her away from tending her parents’ shop for the rest of her life.


“Let’s go to the back—I’ve got some new smokes,” said Parshana. She flashed a mischievous smile as she changed the door sign from Open to Closed.
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Riah stumbled through the ill-lit passageway back to her house. She cursed herself for her reckless disregard of the clock, but time seemed to melt away whenever she hung out with Parshana—especially when P had smokes and moonshine to share. Parshana often passed out on the couch in the small storage room after a long day of keeping Thakur Fabrics open; her parents seldom missed her since they knew where she was. Riah didn’t have the luxury of not going home. Her goal was to get to her house unscathed and sneak into her room unnoticed. Her mother would be there, but she never scolded Riah for being out with her one friend. She suspected her mother felt guilty about not affording Riah a better life and permitted tiny bursts of happiness in stolen moments. Riah concluded an outing with Parshana where they smoked and drank was harmless—after all, men did it all the time—but somehow, it was scandalous when women behaved like men.


Riah reached the back entrance of the house and felt along the wall for the wooden ladder. She often found climbing was more challenging than descending the ladder. She hated that she couldn’t simply leave or enter her home through the front entrance like an ordinary person; she loathed her life for the lack of fundamental freedoms. Although, as she contemplated these thoughts, she knew the answer—this way was better—much better than having to deal with Dādī.


Riah climbed over the ledge and planted her feet firmly on the concrete. She scanned the area. It looked as though someone else had been on the roof since she left earlier in the evening, but it was difficult to tell for sure in the dark. Riah turned to face the sleeping city below and sighed. She wasn’t even back for a minute, and she already longed to be gone again, longed to be free. She loved the city at this moment—quiet and serene, oblivious to the traumas of the day.


There was a rustle behind her. Riah spun around to find herself face to face with her uncle. He tried to say something, but his words came out in a garbled slur. He was drunk again. He raised his hand and touched Riah’s face in what appeared to be affection.


“Nisha. Nisha, help me to bed,” he mumbled in Punjabi. Nisha was her mother.


Riah stepped to the side. He followed her and advanced to embrace her.


“Nisha, you never come to me,” he said.


“Chacha-ji, it’s me—Riah!”


“Nisha, I love you, but you keep me—”


“Chacha-ji! Chacha! Wake up!” said Riah. “Wake up!”


He was too drunk to know who she was. She guided him to a nearby cot and eased him into a lying position, hoping he would pass out there until the morning. Riah turned to leave.


Unexpectedly he grabbed her leg, and she froze.


He let go of her leg and rose with a sly maneuver. “Where are you going?” he asked. The drunken slur—gone.


“Chacha-ji, it’s me, Riah,” she said.


“I know who you are!” He spat the words as he shoved her.


“Chacha-ji—”


“Don’t call me that! You’re no blood of mine!”


As he continued, a heaviness in Riah’s stomach weighed her down.


“You’re not even a child anymore, are you? You pretend to be innocent, to get attention, but I’m wise to you. You’re evil. And immoral.”


“Chacha-ji, you are dreaming!” Riah inched away from him.


He lunged forward, grabbing her by the wrist. He flung her onto the cot. She scrambled to rise, but he was on top of her before she could escape—he had her pinned. His thumbs dug into her shoulders. His sour, stale breath made her stomach revolt. The emptiness in his eyes sent chills swimming through her—she had to get away from him. As he straddled her, he yanked at her jeans, pulling and tugging them from her skin. Tears burned her eyes—a mixture of anger and disbelief pummeling all her senses. With an eruption of rage, a strength unknown to her, she pushed him off her.


He hit the cement pavement with a dull thud. Riah glared at him, holding her breath—waiting for him to rise. He lay there on the ground, in the eerie stillness of the dark.


With a start, Riah registered her mother’s presence by her side. She didn’t know when her mother had arrived or what she had witnessed. Her mother stood there motionless, wide-eyed and mute. Riah tugged at her mother’s salwar. Riah’s mother inched forward and crouched over her chacha-ji, shaking him slightly. Nothing.


Her mother stepped back as a pool of blood formed around her chacha-ji’s head. She retreated away from the body and turned to Riah. “He’s dead.” After a frozen moment, “No one will believe this was an accident.”
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FOUR






Monday, September 12th—Evening


Anjali craves a glass of wine—or something—to ease her nerves, but decides to wait for her mom to arrive. Besides, her mom has a particular taste for wine, a new skill she discovered when she traveled to Italy last summer with a couple of her other widowed friends. The three women had treated themselves to several wine tours during their grand Tuscany excursion. From the daily pictures her mom posted on social media, it appeared the women had the time of their lives. In addition to her mom returning from the trip as a self-proclaimed wine expert, she seemed spiritually altered. At first, Anjali hadn’t understood why the trip had a profound effect on her mom—even more than her dad’s passing.


Her parents, Sangeeta and Sanjay Patel, had adopted Anjali as a newborn from an orphanage in India over thirty years ago. Her dad had spent much of his career as a government dignitary, which granted them the opportunity to live in foreign locations during Anjali’s formative years. Her parents were inseparable; they were like best friends whose sole purpose was to please each other. She couldn’t recall ever witnessing her parents argue, or even speak to each other in a tone other than pure affection. When Anjali was in her teenage years, some of her friends’ parents divorced. Her friends often told Anjali that she didn’t know how good she had it—but she did know. And she was thankful. She had two loving parents who were there for her and each other. She never felt the need to advertise her perfect life; it was as if publicizing her happiness would jinx it.


When her dad passed away five years ago, her mom was beyond devasted—they both were. Her mom had no one—no other family to help her through mourning the loss of the love of her life. But Anjali had Michael to help her through the loss.


Gradually, her mom chose new hobbies and made new friends—crafty diversions from her grief. Her mom carried on despite the undertone of sadness. However, the Italian trip seemed to stir something else in Anjali’s mom. Her mom became fixated on Anjali, obsessively calling at least five times a day. Even Michael scrutinized her mom’s sudden compulsion. After a few months of tolerating her mom’s possessiveness, confronting her was no longer optional.


“Have I been a good mother to you, Anjali?” her mom asked.


It was late October, and they were having dinner at their favorite restaurant by the pier, Greens, when her mom sprung the question on her.


“Mom, why would you ask such a question?”


“As your mother, I’ve been wondering if I’ve done right by you.”


“Oh, Mom, I know you already know the answer to your question—you’ve been the best mother I could’ve ever imagined.”


“But I’m the only mother you’ve ever known, Anj. What if you knew your birth mother? Would you still need me?”


“What are you saying? Why are you asking ridiculous questions?”


During her adoption, the orphanage told Sanjay and Sangeeta that Anjali’s birth mother was a homeless teenager who had died giving birth. There was no reason to question why she’d been adopted or search for her birth mother. Tears were pooling in her mom’s eyes. Anjali reached for her mom’s hand. “Mom, what is it? Tell me—you can tell me anything.”


“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, Anj, and I want to—no, I need to tell you the truth.”


“The truth? The truth about what?”


“I never meant to keep this from you, but I’ve been struggling with how to tell you.”


“Tell me—we’ll handle it together.”


Her mom cleared her throat, took a gulp from her glass of Chianti, and recounted her European vacation. “In July, when I went to Italy with Vibha and Rashmi, we stayed for a few days at a villa in the Tuscany region. Vibha had been responsible for booking all of our hotels and Airbnb stays and chose this particular villa because she’d heard it was owned by a woman originally from India. Vibha and Rashmi thought it was unusual for someone from our birth country to have made a life in Italy. And they were curious.”


Gossipy busybodies! Vibha and Rashmi were a few years older than her mom, and they seemed to know everything about everyone and anyone. And if they didn’t know, they made it their business to find out.


Her mom continued. “The owner—her name was Nisha Arora—was a pleasant, meek Punjabi woman. She mostly kept to herself, but she always ensured we had everything for a lovely stay. But Vibha and Rashmi were their usual nosey selves and peppered the poor woman with questions about where she was from and how she came to live and own property in Italy. But she elegantly dodged their mini interrogations. One night after the three of us retired, I had gone to the kitchen to get water. The woman—Nisha—was sitting at the dinner table. She looked sad and deep in thought. She hadn’t seen me standing in the doorway and was startled—and a bit embarrassed—when I stepped into the kitchen. I filled my water jug and was about to return to my room when she asked me a question.”


“What was the question?” Anjali took a sip from her martini glass.


“She asked me if I have any children—to which I told her I had one daughter who’s the true love of my life. To my surprise, she broke out crying. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I sat with her. She said the three of us staying with her brought back memories of when she and her daughter lived in India. I’m sure Vibha and Rashmi’s pestering inquiries did not help. She told me how she and her daughter migrated from Mumbai to Italy, and even though they had struggled to make a life in Italy, they were happy. Then she told me she missed her daughter.”


“Where was she?”


“I asked her as well. Nisha told me her daughter was away—she traveled for work and often needed to be away a few weeks at a time. She said she understood but also missed her when she was away. I noticed Nisha was clinging to a picture of her and her daughter. I asked to see it. When Nisha showed me the snapshot of her daughter—I was speechless.”


“Mom, why?”


“Because Nisha’s daughter was the spitting image of you.” Her mom squeezed her hand. “I don’t think there is an easy way to say this, my love. Anjali, I think Nisha Arora is your birth mother. And you have a sister—an identical twin sister—from what I could tell.”


Anjali studied her mom’s body language and the emotion on her face. Her words, twin sister, were lingering in the atmosphere with invisible ink, waiting for a reaction.


“Is this why you’ve been acting overly protective lately, Mom?”


“Honey, please don’t get me wrong. I didn’t mean to keep this from you for so long.”


“You don’t need to explain.”


“I want you to know your birth mother and your sister—”


“We don’t know if that’s the truth, though, do we? Besides, you’re all the family I need.” And it was true. Anjali didn’t need a new family in her life. Her life was already so complicated with Michael that she couldn’t risk exposing any potential blood relatives to her world—she had to protect them.


The intercom of her penthouse apartment buzzes, thrusting Anjali back to her present reality. Her mom would be in her doorway in a minute. And they would flesh out the idea they had concocted a few months ago. Now that Riah was voluntarily in the city, the plan might be easier to put in motion.


It has to work. The words swim inside Anjali’s head as she opens the apartment door to let her mom in.
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FIVE






Tuesday, September 13th—Early Morning


Riah waits for the elevator in the silent hallway. She catches a glimpse of herself in the vanity mirror, noticing the dark circles under her eyes. After waking from the nightmares last evening, she stayed in bed. She wanted to go out and grab dinner but didn’t have the energy; instead, she remained isolated in her hotel room, tossing and turning for the rest of the night. She’s as empty as her grumbling stomach.


The hotel is a sizeable historical building but only has a dozen rooms on each floor. Generally, the place is buzzing with people—either coming and going or laughing and chatting in their rooms—but this morning, other than the faint hum of the electricity, no sounds come from the other suites sharing the same hallway. The elevator dings as it arrives on her floor. She steps into the empty lift and presses the button for the lobby.


The elevator chimes its arrival on the ground floor, and the doors open to reveal the lively foyer of the Edwardian Hotel. The luxurious boutique hotel has a life here, from the guests at the lobby desk to the early risers eating a hearty breakfast at the chic café.


Riah leaves the hotel and turns left on Market Street. Although it’s barely seven o’clock, the sun is already out, and the streets bustle with traffic. Riah heads toward the tea shop she discovered a week ago. She orders a half-sweet cappuccino and two plain bagels with extra cream cheese. Riah typically isn’t a breakfast eater, but today she’s ravenous and could inhale her food.


Sitting on a park bench with her coffee in hand and bagels on her lap, Riah faces the hotel, watching strangers drift by. Observing people, cataloging minute details, and becoming familiar with their habits is part of her routine. And it’s how she chooses her mark. Today, her prey is a woman named Margaret Oxley.


Margaret is also staying at the Edwardian and, from the moment of her arrival, has made her presence known. Riah noticed Margaret when she checked in—she was hard to miss. Last Thursday, she arrived mid-afternoon when Riah returned to the hotel from an afternoon run. Riah stopped in the lobby for a cup of lemon-cranberry-infused water from an elegant crystal dispenser. Margaret was at the check-in desk with several designer weekender bags lying on the floor near her feet. Her voice was loud and agitated. Two bellboys were waiting with her suitcases, ready for instructions on where to take her luggage. The man at the desk contained his annoyance and diligently tried to switch her room. Riah couldn’t help but linger in the lobby, becoming an invisible part of the scenery. As she hung about drinking her water, browsing the tourist pamphlets, she absorbed the details from a distance. Margaret was brimming with potential and casually dropped tidbits of information like she was feeding pigeons. All of which would be beneficial to Riah in due course.


On Sunday, Riah had seen Margaret return to the hotel toting many designer stores’ bags. One in particular—with the classic Tiffany & Co.’s blue color—had caught her attention. The spectacularly oversized Tiffany & Co. carrier bag made Riah suspect Margaret had bought something exquisite and expensive from the luxury shop. And later the same evening, Riah had overheard Margaret making an appointment to get her hair styled before her noon flight. Margaret didn’t want to take her luggage but indicated she would be packed and ready to go. Her luggage would be in her room for one of the bellboys to retrieve when she returned from her appointment.


At first, Riah was going to pass over the opportunity to steal from Margaret. After all, she is in San Francisco to find her sister. She almost reached out to Brandon for guidance—but who was she kidding—Riah is just as opportunistic as Brandon, and she’d never walk away from an occasion to score extra coin. The plan, simple enough, promises to be lucrative.


Finally, Margaret emerges from the Edwardian and gets into the waiting Lincoln town car. As the sleek black ride pulls away from the curb, Riah notes the time and estimates she has under fifteen minutes to make a clean steal.


Riah glides back into the hotel, avoiding the lobby cameras. She has learned the location of each of the cameras, which aren’t many compared to other five-star hotels. In the elevator, she presses the number for her floor. Once there, she walks past her room and continues toward a stairwell exclusively for employees. She swipes the card she lifted off one of the housekeeping staff a couple of days ago.


Riah treks two flights and enters the twelfth-floor hallway, where there are no cameras near the stairwell entrance—devilishly convenient for her. She finds Margaret’s suite and knocks on the door—a light tap, but loud enough for someone to hear if they were inside the room. She pauses, listens for a couple of seconds, and swipes the access card against the entry pad. Riah enters Margaret’s quarters. This room is much larger than Riah’s suite and is spotless; it even appears that Margaret didn’t sleep in her bed last night. Her luggage is organized in a neat line by the desk near the window.


By good fortune, Margaret hasn’t locked her suitcases. Riah studies the bags’ positioning for a few seconds, then opens the first one. She rummages through the clothing. Riah picks out a few items, checks the designer labels, and stuffs them into her messenger bag. She closes the first suitcase and starts on the second one. This one proves much more beneficial, as Riah finds what she is looking for.


Riah’s heart quickens as she holds the large square box. She unties the white ribbon, revealing a black satin case. Without delay, Riah opens the package and nearly drops it. She had been expecting something expensive, but this—this was over the top! A new sense of respect for Margaret bubbles within her. Riah has witnessed Margaret’s brief interactions with the hotel staff—she has an air of superiority, richness, and royalty, an expectation that people should bend over backward to please her. And now, Riah knows why—Margaret is filthy rich!


Riah hesitates, doubt nagging her—should she do this? This isn’t why she’s here in San Francisco. She imagines what Brandon would say if he were here—his voice crisp in her ear—take it, Ri-Ri, she won’t miss it! She unhooks the necklace, and removing it from the box, she bundles it in a scarf from Margaret’s suitcase before placing it in her own bag’s interior pocket. Riah replaces the jewelry case in the blue box and ties the ribbon back on. She shoves the empty box into the suitcase among a few other Tiffany & Co. packages. Riah doesn’t need to wonder what’s in them—she had listened to Margaret tell one of the hotel staff that in addition to treating herself to a priceless gift, she had splurged on her husband’s nieces. She bought all five girls matching Return to Tiffany gold beaded bracelets.


Riah closes the last suitcase and ensures Margaret’s luggage is precisely how she left it this morning. She backs out of the room, taking one last look to ensure she hasn’t left any evidence. She exits as discreetly as she had entered.


Riah heads back downstairs, taking the same route as she had earlier. The lobby is busier than before. It’s Tuesday morning, and most people are checking out after a weekend in the city. Riah reminds herself that she will have to check out tomorrow or pay for another week for her room. The hotel wouldn’t mind in all probability, but Riah doesn’t want to get used to being in one place for too long.


Once she is outside again, Riah heads toward the subway station. Misty raindrops pepper her skin. As she yanks out her umbrella and opens it, she observes a man taking a cigarette drag. He turns away before she can catch his eyes. Has he been watching me?
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