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Blessed are the meek; for they shall inherit the earth.
MATTHEW 5:3-9




CHAPTER 1

The morning sunshine lightened the valley from green to gold as Mike Preston strode impatiently into the kitchen and flipped the switch on the coffee machine. To tell the truth, he was bored with the view of the Santa Ynez mountains; he was a man who needed the relentless pace and aggression of New York to spur him on—and yet it was to escape that same frantic life-style that he’d sought solitude in California.

Mike’s talent as an investigative journalist had earned him a Pulitzer prize, seven years ago, for his daring expose of corruption in high places. It was a snarled tale of armaments deals and contract payoffs that had eventually led to the dismissal, in disgrace, of a well-known general and Korean War hero, and the resignation of two members of the President’s personal cabinet.

The book that had followed had swept him to fame and fortune, earning him far more money than he felt any man had the right to possess, and had opened up a whole new career as a guest lecturer in cities as far apart as Geneva in Switzerland and Stanford in California. It had also turned him into a reluctant television celebrity, and changed his life-style forever.

It wasn’t just that he could now afford a lavish apartment in Sutton Place that boasted oak paneling and its own library, as well as a view of the East River, or that he was on every New York hostess’s “A” party list, or that headwaiters in smart restaurants rushed to give him their most prominent table but, for a reason that still mystified him, fame seemed to have made him more attractive. Glossily beautiful women of the kind seen advertising perfumes on billboards, or pictured in Vogue magazine displaying dresses by Calvin and Oscar and Bill, blackmailed their hostesses to allow them to sit next to him at dinner; they stroked his arm and flashed him intimate glances as he sipped his wine, and they poured suggestions in his ear that would have shocked his aunt Martha back in Madison, Wisconsin.

If Mike couldn’t understand what women saw in him, Aunt Martha surely could. His features were rugged and his battered nose the legacy of a boyhood tennis smash that had gone wrong, but his deep-set eyes were the color of a winter-gray sea and his thick hair was short and usually rumpled because he had a habit of running his hands through it when he was concentrating. Mike thought he looked like a thirty-seven-year-old has-been prize-fighter, but Aunt Martha understood women; she knew it was the unexpected combination of his six-foot-five truck driver looks, and his cultured mind and sensitivity, that caused feminine hearts to turn somersaults. And now, of course, to that was added his international success. “Mike Preston” was a name that could open any door.

Mike had earned a reputation as a man who could see beyond the public facades of the high and the mighty, to the raw emotions that burned beneath, motivating them to acts of folly that eventually caused their downfall. His three best sellers were written with that extra element of suspense—a who-done-it angle that had made them popular, whether he was writing about the real-life career of an automotive giant, a corporate scandal, or a spectacular murder. However, it was two years since his last book was published and he’d promised himself that here, at last, in Santa Barbara, he’d come up with the idea for his next. Yet he’d been here for six weeks and the typewriter still had its cover on, the wastebasket remained empty and the floor unlittered with balled-up sheets of paper. He had fallen prey to the California sunshine, the blue skies—and the sunkissed blondes.

Yesterday’s L.A. Times was still lying on the countertop, unread, and Mike carried it out onto the redwood deck. Propping his feet on the rail, he began to read the usual daily reportage of stalemate politics, global terrorism, murder, property and automobiles, fashion and food … a quick summary of disaster, conflict, and consumerism in thirty pages….

Flinging it to the ground, he stared down at it disgustedly … he’d promised himself he wouldn’t read a newspaper for two months, just so he could confirm his theory that when he did everything would be exactly the same … he wouldn’t have missed a thing. Or would he? He glanced again at the newspaper crumpled on the floor, his eyes drawn as though by a magnet to the black-bordered advertisement in the lower right-hand corner. It stood out from the pages as though it were written in scarlet letters. It read


SEARCH FOR AN HEIRESS

AS ASSISTANT TO THE PROBATE COURT OF
GENEVA

IN THE ESTATE OF POPPY MALLORY
BORN JUNE 15, 1880, SANTA BARBARA,
CALIFORNIA

DIED JUNE 15, 1957, IN THE VENETO, ITALY,
I AM SEARCHING FOR A DAUGHTER, OR IF
DECEASED,
THEN HER ISSUE.

PLEASE ADDRESS INFORMATION TO ADVOCATE JOHANNES LIEBER, 14, RUE GARONNE, GENEVA, SWITZERLAND, OR TELEPHONE GENEVA 73-63-03



Mike forgot all about the coffee perking in the kitchen, he forgot the blue skies and the blondes and the temptingly slothful California sunshine. He knew a hook for a story when he saw one—and this was too good to miss. Poppy Mallory’s name seemed to breathe mystery and intrigue. He could only imagine the dozens—maybe hundreds—of hopeful people who would reply to that ad.

He stared out to sea, trying to figure out a reason why Poppy Mallory, a woman born here in this very county, had died alone in Italy, so far from her home. Why had her daughter not come forward to claim her inheritance in all those years? And if, as was possible, the daughter was now dead, then who would be the heir or heiress? There was just one place to find out. Checking his watch, he reckoned it would be four-thirty in the afternoon in Europe. Picking up the telephone he dialed the number of Advocate Johannes Lieber in Geneva.

Mr. Lieber was obviously an important lawyer—it took three messages via his secretary to convince him to take his call, and only then because Mike had emphasized his familiar name.

“Mike Preston? The author of Robbelard’s Getaway? I admire your work very much, sir,” Lieber greeted him. “It was one of the best pieces of investigative journalism I’ve ever seen. Of course, we are all suspicious of corporate takeovers where people are making fortunes trading the market on insider information, but it took someone like you to bring it out into the open—and to name the culprits. I congratulate you, sir, on your courage in taking on the establishment—and in winning.”

Mike smiled. “Well, thanks, Mr. Lieber. I’m always glad to meet a fan. But I’m calling you in the hope of a little insider information myself. About Poppy Mallory.”

“Are you a relative then? Or maybe you have some new information?” Lieber was suddenly businesslike.

“No, sir. I’m just a writer on the scent of a good story. I was wondering if you could tell me who Poppy Mallory was, and how much her estate is worth?”

There was a long silence and then Lieber said, “I’m not sure of the ethics of this conversation, Mr. Preston. I must think of my client.”

Mike ran his hand through his hair impatiently. “Since you haven’t got an heir, do you in fact have a client yet?—sir,” he added appeasingly. “You just said how good a job you thought I’d done on Robbelard’s Getaway. Well, maybe I could do the same sort of job for you—with Poppy Mallory. After all, you could say I’m your man on the spot—I’m right here in Santa Barbara, where it all began. We could help each other. I follow up the Poppy Mallory story for you, and if I find your missing heir—or heiress—I get to write the book. If I don’t succeed—or if the missing heir turns up anyway and there is no real mystery—then no book. What do you say?”

“We-ll.” Lieber’s voice sounded cautious and Mike frowned. He suddenly wanted this story more than he’d wanted anything in years. He had to find out about Poppy Mallory, his instincts were telling him there was something more than a missing heiress, there was something special about this woman.

“I can tell you that the Mallory estate is considerable,” said Lieber, “yes, considerable … around five, six hundred—”

“Thousand?”

“Oh, millions, my dear man, millions. Maybe even more, when we are finally able to assess it all.”

Mike whistled softly. “Then I guess you’re gonna have a fight on your hands. You’ll be inundated with claims from every con man or woman who sees a quick way to a fortune.”

Lieber sighed heavily. “That presents a problem, of course, but we are still hoping to find Madame Mallory’s daughter alive. The ‘Madame’ is a courtesy title, you understand. Poppy Mallory was never, to our knowledge, married.”

“Okay,” said Mike. “And if the ‘heiress’ is dead? Then who is in line for the millions?”

“Who indeed?” asked Lieber with a chuckle. “If anyone.”

There was a short silence and then Lieber said: “I’m going to trust you, Mr. Preston, because I believe you can be helpful. I would appreciate your assistance—even though it is unorthodox. But then this is a very unorthodox case. Madame Mallory’s will only came to light because of the question of the title to a parcel of real estate in Beverly Hills. She died at her home, the Villa Castelletto near Verona in Italy. She had lived alone for many years. Apparently she entertained no one—and had not a single friend. Apart from that, no one in the area seems to remember anything about her. The first my office knew of Poppy was when we were contacted by California lawyers whose clients wished to purchase a Beverly Hills property, apparently owned by her. Poppy’s will had been prepared by a local country lawyer; he was an old man himself and neglectful. The estate just moldered on and eventually the old lawyer died too and his business was taken over by another, who later moved to Milan, taking all the old files with him. The Milan office became successful in dealing with international law and eventually, in 1968, merged with ours. When the question of the title to the property arose, a search through our archives revealed an unwitnessed will—and the mystery. As it was unwitnessed, the will was never probated and it can only be taken as an indication of who Poppy’s heir, or heirs, might be. And that’s why we are in the position we now find ourselves. It’s up to us to find her true heir. So,” he concluded briskly, “Poppy remains an enigma.”

“I assume you ran this ad internationally,” Mike said quickly. “Can you tell me what response you’ve had to it so far?”

Lieber laughed. “Let’s just say, you are not the first to call.”

“Thanks, Mr. Lieber.” Mike was already riffling through the pages of the Santa Barbara telephone book and finding nothing under the name Mallory. “I appreciate your cooperation. Do you think you could fax me a list of all the claimants so far? I promise I’ll guard it with my life,” he added jokingly.

As he put down the phone he knew exactly where he was heading next.


CHAPTER 2

The old parrot ruffled his feathers against the damp, penetrating chill swirling in with the mist from Venice’s Grand Canal. It oozed its way through the crumbling ocher stucco walls and brittle windowpanes of the Palazzo Rinardi, rising to the lofty beamed ceilings and clinging to the faded silk curtains that were now so fragile with age, they threatened to disintegrate into dust. The bird’s plumage was the only blaze of color in the once sumptuously hued bedroom, but this morning even his gay jungle attire seemed submerged under Venice’s watery November light.

He unfurled a leg from beneath his feathers, flexing it stiffly, and the emerald and diamond rings caught the light with astonishing brilliance. Poppy had had them made at Bulgari, instructing the jewelers to use only the finest stones, and for more than eighty years her beloved pet had worn a ransom in jewels around his stick-like legs. His thick perch was of solid gold, scratched and worn from his constant skittering up and down, and at each end was a knob the size of a tennis ball, clustered with fine jewels. An enormous gold cage shaped like a palace in a story by Scheherazade, its curves and arches battered by the bird’s lifetime of use, stood on a table in a corner of the room. But mostly, nowadays, the parrot just sat on his perch, watching and waiting for Aria, the way he used to wait for Poppy.

The soft rustle of slippered feet sounded along the marble corridor and he cocked his head as the gilt door handle rattled and Fiametta, limping with arthritis, placed the breakfast tray on a seventeenth-century painted table. His weary, hooded eyes watched as the old woman tugged back the white linen hangings on the half-tester bed, tut-tutting as flakes of paint fluttered from its newels, adding more scars to the exquisite decoration of scrolls and flowers and trellises that had lasted for more than two hundred years.

“Aria,” she called, shaking the girl’s shoulder, “wake up!”

Her voice sounded different this morning, she was excited and the parrot scrabbled along his golden perch, flexing his wings. “Go away, Fiametta,” replied Aria’s muffled voice, “I don’t want to wake up.”

“But you must, it’s your birthday!” The old woman’s voice trembled with excitement as Aria stirred restlessly.

“That’s exactly why I don’t want to wake up,” Aria mumbled into her pillow, “just go away and let me sleep.”

“Now that’s a fine thing to say!” Fiametta pulled the blanket back firmly.

“It’s freezing “ Aria moaned, pulling the covers over her pajama-clad shoulders. “Oh, go away, Fiametta, do. Just leave me with my misery!”

The old woman stared at her with an expression of mixed tenderness and exasperation. She never failed to be amazed by Aria’s beauty, especially because as a child she could not even have been called pretty; her extreme thinness, along with her huge dark blue eyes and the thick fringe of curling lashes that dominated her tiny face, had given her the air of a badly nourished waif. Many a time Fiametta’s heart had been in her mouth, fearing a broken limb, as she watched her charge climbing trees with the agility of a monkey, or surefootedly leaping the stepping-stones across the rough stream that bisected the parkland surrounding the Villa d’Oro. But Aria’s delicacy had been deceptive. She was as strong as an ox, thought Fiametta proudly, and as graceful and fleet as a gazelle. There were those who compared Aria’s genuine looks to the young Audrey Hepburn, and others who argued she had the pure beauty of Grace Kelly, but no matter, Fiametta knew that Aria resembled no one but herself. She was unique.

She arranged the pillows comfortably behind Aria’s back as the girl wriggled reluctantly upright. “There now, that’s better,” she said as Aria flung a slender arm around her neck and kissed her affectionately on either cheek.

“Ciao, Fiametta” Aria murmured, a smile lighting up her smooth young face. “Why all this fuss? I haven’t had breakfast in bed since I had my tonsils out when I was twelve!” She was smiling but her eyes were sad, and the parrot skittered along his perch squawking to catch her attention. “Luchay, caro,” she called, “come here to me.”

The parrot fluttered from his perch to the table and from there to the dresser, making his way toward her in a series of little hops. “Poor Luchay,” Aria murmured sadly, “I think we are all feeling our age this morning, aren’t we?” He hopped onto her outstretched hand, edging gently up to her shoulder where he nestled her against her cheek, nipping delicately at her earlobe and making soft cooing noises in his throat.

The breakfast tray was set with a worn white linen cloth edged with delicate Venetian lace, and on it was a chipped crystal glass of orange juice, a basket of fresh rolls, a dish of soft yellow butter, and another dish of the vivid scarlet jam made by Fiametta from the summer’s lavish crop of wild strawberries that grew up in the hills near the Villa d’Oro. A neatly folded newspaper lay by the side of the beautiful blue and white plate—one of the last remnants of the Haviland service that had been made for the Baronessa Marina Rinardi a hundred and fifty years ago.

Fiametta’s hand was trembling as she picked up the newspaper. “Read it, cara!” she exclaimed. “Here, read it quickly.”

Aria took the paper from her, surprised. “But what must I read … it’s just the paper, the same old news. Unless … someone has died?” She blushed, ashamed of the faint note of hope that had crept into her voice.

“Not the person you mean. But yes … in a way.” Fiametta’s finger, distorted with arthritis, pointed shakily to the bottom of the page. The ad for the Mallory heiress, outlined in double rows of black, stood out from the rest of the page.

“Well?” Aria asked, still puzzled.

“But it’s Poppy!” exclaimed Fiametta. “Poppy Mallory! … Don’t you see? You must be the heiress, Aria. It’s you!”

Aria read the notice again, only now it looked like a beacon of hope. What if it was true? If she really was an heiress? It could resolve the fate that was hanging like the sword of Damocles over her head.

It had been just six months ago that her mother had dropped the bolt from the blue, that the Rinardi family trust had finally dried up; there was no more money and now she expected Aria to do her duty and marry a rich man, a man she had chosen for her—Antony Carraldo.

The name had sent a shiver down Aria’s spine and she’d stared at her mother in horror. She had heard the rumors about Carraldo—everyone had, though no one had ever proven anything, or even tried. Her mother had told her she shouldn’t believe the rumors, that they were just stories put about by people who were jealous of his wealth and success. “Think, girl,” she’d said, “would your father have been his best friend if what they said was true?”

It was strange, Aria had thought, bewildered, that Carraldo had been Papa’s best friend. Somehow he’d always been there, on the fringes of their lives, a shadowy figure, keeping his distance … she even remembered holding his hand at Papa’s funeral …

“Don’t worry,” Francesca had said, “he promised he’ll take good care of you. You will have everything in the world a woman could ever want.”

“Yes—a woman like you!” Aria had retorted, tears stinging her eyes again.

Her mother had just laughed, a light, tinkling, mirthless sound. “Somehow I always thought Carraldo was waiting for you to grow up,” she’d said.

Of course, Aria had refused to do it; she’d stormed, she’d cried, she’d protested that it wasn’t the Middle Ages, that mothers didn’t marry off their daughters anymore … she would run away, she’d said, anywhere … a million miles from Carraldo. And then her mother had stopped all her raging with a simple quiet statement.

“If you refuse,” Francesca Rinardi had said icily, “then I don’t know what I will do.”

Aria had stared, terrified, into her clear blue eyes, and then Francesca had simply walked out and left her to think things over.

Aria had understood Francesca’s threat, and she’d also known that she was capable of killing herself. To a woman like her mother, a world without the luxuries she considered to be the necessities of life was a world simply not worth living in. Frightened, she’d known then that Francesca had left her no choice.

And now it was her eighteenth birthday, the day she was to become engaged to Antony Carraldo. She stared again at the black-banded advertisement for Poppy Mallory’s missing heiress.

“Poppy …” she whispered hopefully. “Have you come to save me? I don’t even know who you are, only your name. Poppy.”

“Poppy,” repeated Luchay. “Poppy, Poppy cara, Poppy chérie, Poppy darling.”

They stared at him in astonishment as he fluttered back to his perch, still cackling harshly.

“Poppy,” he called again, more clearly as his throat, long unused to the sound of her name, seemed to remember the proper reflexes.

“Luchay!” Aria cried excitedly. “Of course. You knew Poppy. You knew all about her!” Her eyes widened as she realized what the parrot knew. “And,” she added quietly, “you know who is Poppy’s true heir.”

It was five-thirty in the morning and Antony Carraldo’s sleek black Gulfstream III, with its distinctive raven emblem inside the gold circle, was waiting on the tarmac at Milan’s Malpensa airport, its engines already warming up for takeoff to London. The long black Mercedes drew silently alongside, its smoke-gray windows hiding its occupant. The steward waiting by the steps drew smartly to attention in anticipation. He knew that Carraldo would be out of the car before the chauffeur even had time to apply the hand brake, let alone run around to open the door for his master.

Carraldo walked quickly up the flight of steps. “Good morning, Enrico,” he said, nodding pleasantly.

“Good morning, sir. The captain is ready for takeoff whenever you give the word, sir,” the steward replied.

Carraldo nodded. “Let’s go.” Without a further glance he sat down and fastened his seat belt, picking up the first of the dozen international newspapers that he read every morning. They were airborne within minutes and as he opened Il Giorno, Enrico appeared carrying a pot of coffee on a silver tray. He poured deftly, accustomed to his master’s silence. He knew that Carraldo used every available minute of the day to work; even now, he would be checking the international money markets, as well as the art market. He thought to himself that Carraldo probably had a finger in every pie.

Nodding his thanks, Carraldo sipped the coffee. It was a blend made specially for him in Paris, thick, dark, and rich, and it never failed to jolt him into complete awareness, whether it was one, two, or five o’clock in the morning. But this morning he didn’t need it. The ad, heavily bordered in black, jumped from the pages of Il Giorno with the impact of a time bomb.

Poppy Mallory. He stared mesmerized at the name from the past. It was a name that transported him back in time to a woman he’d never even met. But he knew it was a name that could have a devastating effect on his future.

Antony Carraldo was fifty-one years old. He was of medium height with a thin yet muscular torso, and his olive complexion had the light, year-round tan of the very rich. His thin face was prominently boned with a broad forehead and the sort of arrogant nose seen on ancient Roman statues. Carraldo would not have looked amiss in a toga on the steps of the Roman senate in Caesar’s day, but in fact he always wore immaculately tailored suits—cream linen in summer and dark blue pinstripe in winter, and always with plain light blue shirts of the finest Sea Island cotton. For such a formal man, his shoes were a slight eccentricity—tasseled loafers from Westons in Paris—but his ties were discreet, striped or spotted and fashioned from exquisite Italian silks. He had a firm mouth that rarely smiled, and he spoke in measured tones as though each phrase had been thought out carefully beforehand. His hands were slender and well manicured, and he wore no rings. A plain white-gold handcrafted Vacheron & Constantin watch was his only adornment—and that was for practical reasons, not vanity.

On the surface, Carraldo looked what he was—a rich, fastidious, and cultured man. Over the past thirty-five years he had made a fortune as an art dealer, and as a philanthropist he’d put a great deal of that money back into supporting his great loves: music, the opera, painting.

Carraldo traveled the world on his private jet to clinch major art deals. He owned a lavish turn-of-the-century villa in the hills above Portofino, a vast town house on the Via Michelangelo Buonarroti in Milan, and an ancient but beautifully restored palazzo in Venice. He also had a house in Belgrave Square, London, and kept a permanent suite at the Pierre Hotel in New York. Each abode contained a fortune in paintings, sculpture, and other art treasures and each was kept fully staffed and in immaculate order.

But there was another house, one that no one knew about—a large, shuttered villa near Naples that he visited once a month without fail. He always stayed exactly two days and two nights, and then he returned to his normal life in Milan.

Carraldo was not a partygoing man, but he was seen at the important international social functions, particularly those involving the worlds of art or music. He was involved in the Spoleto Festival and the Venice Biennale, and four or five times a year he entertained lavishly at his homes—a masked ball in Venice for the Lenten carnival; a congenial summer house party in Portofino; a gathering of eminent operagoers at dinner in Milan. Apart from these occasions his private life was exactly that—private. But it was also whispered about in the bars and cafes of half a dozen international cities.

They whispered that Antony Carraldo’s smooth facade covered a thousand secrets, that his money was not earned only from his knowledgeable trading in art, that there were other, more sinister ways he added millions each year to his Swiss bank accounts. And despite his urbane appearance, they said that Carraldo’s sexual appetite was insatiable.

It was rumored that Carraldo was a man of steel whose nightlong sessions left him still in control and his partners exhausted—and that he liked his sex rough. “Orgies,” the gossip said, “week-long debauches with every vice and peversion imaginable …” But Carraldo, suave and with a faint smile, was impervious to gossip, and no one ever refused an invitation to his parties.

The only man in whom he had ever confided was his great friend Paolo Rinardi, but Paolo had died tragically fourteen years ago, and now there was no one who knew exactly how Antony Carraldo had amassed his great fortune, and who and what he was. No one who knew the truth.

As the sleek black plane swooped onto the runway at London’s Heathrow, a pile of newspapers lay crumpled on the floor at Carraldo’s feet. He frowned, pressing his fingers against his brow as the pain fluttered in his chest like a tiny saw-edged knife. Taking a silver box from his pocket, he removed a small pill and placed it under his tongue, lying back in his seat waiting for it to take effect and thinking of the extraordinary advertisement. He was quite sure that if Francesca Rinardi had anything to do with it, she would claim that Aria was the heiress to Poppy Mallory’s fortune, whether she believed it was true or not. But if it was, then he stood to lose the one treasure he prized most in the world. And Carraldo wasn’t a man who lost easily.

Calling Enrico, he asked to be put through on the radio-phone to the Banco Credito e Maritimo in Zurich, Switzerland. He spoke with Giuseppe Alliere, its president, instructing him to use his contacts to obtain from the offices of the lawyer, Johannes Lieber, a list of the purported claimants to Poppy Mallory’s estate.

*  *  *

Claudia Galli decided she loathed Paris today. She hated its ancient tree-lined avenues and its beautiful buildings; she hated its tiled mansard roofs and cobbled courtyards; she hated its cafes and restaurants and its glittering shop windows displaying the most luxurious and beautiful clothes in the world. She hated it all because she was broke, and in her view, to be broke in Paris was a sin.

A small black cat ran between her feet, almost tripping her as she sauntered from the elevator of her elegant apartment building near the Avenue Foch. She aimed an angry kick with a slim foot, exquisitely shod in Maud Frizon’s supple suede and alligator. “Bastard,” she hissed. Broke or in funds, Claudia hated cats.

Emerging onto the street, she paused to scan the autumn sky. The clouds looked low and threatening and there was a chill wind lifting the last of the leaves from the black branches of the trees. Snuggling deeper into her collar, she thanked God that at least she still had a good fur—of course, it wasn’t sable—her sables were long gone—but at least it wasn’t mink. Fisher was a perfectly respectable compromise on the status scale. And, talking of scale and status, what was her life reduced to now?

Claudia lived in a tiny studio apartment at the rear of a smart building with a close-up view of the garbage cans. She supposed she could have found something larger for her money in a cheaper arrondissement, but here at least she had a good address, and that’s what counted. And besides, she hadn’t anticipated spending much time in her apartment. Right now, for instance, she’d expected to be sifting through a sheaf of invitations; she’d thought she would be spending Christmas at the Malinkoffs’ villa at the smart new Mexican resort Costa Careyes, and then maybe a week or two at the Listers’ chalet in Gstaad, and then on to Barbados … but somehow, this year, those invitations hadn’t materialized. Her “friends” had realized she was on the lookout for a new husband and they weren’t about to risk their own by having her around. Claudia was notoriously unscrupulous about these things. She was thirty-six years old and considered a beautiful woman—well, a very attractive woman—tall, with slender hips and high, round breasts that were larger than was fashionable but were one of her greatest assets. Yet sometimes, like now, being too attractive worked against her.

Biting her lip angrily, she searched the street for a taxi. Of course, Pierluigi would tell her she could no longer afford to take taxis, but damn Pierluigi, he’d never taken a subway in his life, so why should he expect her to do so? “Rue de Rivoli, Angelina’s,” she told the cab driver curtly, hoping she’d find someone there to pick up the tab for her breakfast coffee and brioche.

The chic cafe was practically empty except for two or three tables occupied by tourists. Of course, Claudia thought sullenly, everyone who was anyone was in New York for Pavarotti’s concert and the Museum of Modern Art “Fashion” party … she would have been there, too, but the airlines had told her coldly that her Amex card was no longer valid and they had canceled her reservation.

It was all her father’s fault, she thought angrily, blaming him, as she always did, for her own troubles. Aleksandr Galli had been a recluse and an eccentric who had rejected the family name of Rinardi in favor of his wife’s name—Galli. He had refused to live in the family villa or the Venetian palazzo, waiving his claim to the properties and the title of Barone Rinardi in favor of his cousin Paolo. Claudia had never forgiven him for that; she could have used those houses, stocked full of expensive treasures. Instead, when he’d died, all he’d left them was the remote Villa Velata that nobody wanted!

She stared dolefully into her coffee cup, stirring in two spoons of forbidden sugar and deciding she would call Pierluigi one more time in New York. He would have to answer her calls eventually, even though he was angry with her. Pierluigi never could resist her for long. He needed her. Her twin brother was an immensely successful commodities broker, and even though there had been some disquieting reports in the papers about the market the last few months she was sure Pierluigi would be all right. He never let anything get in the way of his success.

It was while she was flicking through the pages of Le Monde to check the stock market reports that Claudia saw the ad for Poppy Mallory’s heir. Her eyes widened as she studied it, and then she sat back in her chair, dunked her bioche in her coffee, and took a large and satisfying bite. This could be just what she needed … maybe, just maybe, her luck had changed … if only she could figure it out properly. And just maybe, too, she wouldn’t call hateful Pierluigi. Not yet. Not until she needed him.

Pierluigi Galli’s face was impassive as he sat at the elegantly appointed table in the Regency Hotel on New York’s Park Avenue, listening attentively to what his breakfast companion had to say.

“Of course, it would have been better if you’d gotten out six months ago,” Warren James told him, biting into the most delicious blueberry muffin he’d ever tasted, “but it’s still not too late … just!” he added, chewing his muffin thoughtfully.

Pierluigi toyed with his beautiful bowl of fresh fruit salad. He was an abstemious man and fine food and wines held little attraction for him. He never drank coffee or tea and now he sipped a glass of Badoit water saying nothing.

“It was foolhardy to carry on when the metals market was that risky,” declared Warren, signaling the waiter for a second basket of muffins, “and in my opinion you’re damn lucky to have come out with your shirt. As it is, you’ve taken a hell of a beating … God damn it, man, at a time like this I expected you to get out of the market, like everyone else, not take a flyer on tin!”

“I know all that, Warren,” Pierluigi replied smoothly. “And now that your lecture is over, we’ll get back to the point of our meeting. I need your backing in order to get into my next project. I need five million, Warren—and fast.”

The banker glanced at him from beneath bushy gray eyebrows. “Sorry, Pierluigi, but I just can’t come up with that much. Look,” he added reasonably, “we’ve had a good relationship for a lot of years and I respect your business judgment. Commodities is a risk business, and somehow you’ve always known instinctively when to get in and when to get out—but this time you blew it. On the strength of our old relationship, Pierluigi, I can go for a million. No more.”

“Thanks, Warren.” Standing up, Pierluigi adjusted the crease in his impeccably pressed trousers and buttoned his jacket. “I’m already late for another meeting,” he said quietly, “so I’m afraid I must be on my way.” His voice had an icy edge and Warren glanced at him warily. Pierluigi had the reputation of being a ruthless man in business and particularly with his enemies.

“Now, Pierluigi,” he protested, “you couldn’t honestly expect any more—under the circumstances.”

“You are quite right, of course,” he replied, unsmiling, “and I have no option but to accept your offer. Thank you, Warren … I’ll take care of the bill on my way out.” Turning on his heel, he left the banker with a mouthful of blueberry muffin and a frown on his face.

Outside the sky was gray and a cold wind gusted around the corner. Pierluigi turned up the collar of his dark blue cashmere overcoat as he strode smartly along Park Avenue. He wanted to walk for a while, think a few things out before heading for Wall Street. It was still only seven-thirty in the morning and normally he was in his office at five. Very little mattered to Pierluigi Galli except work—the specific type of work that he had chosen. He enjoyed being a commodities broker because it was all one great gamble and, until a couple of months ago, he’d always come out the winner. But now he’d lost a serious part of the considerable fortune he’d amassed, and if he didn’t get backing—more than Warren was prepared to offer, and Warren wasn’t his only banker—then he was in serious trouble. In fact, the sum he needed was closer to twenty million than the five he’d asked from Warren. He’d been hoping to raise it from several sources, but now it looked as though he’d be pushed to come up with even a third of that amount.

A cab swept into the curb in response to his outstretched hand and he climbed in, giving his office address on Wall Street. Pierluigi never had trouble getting taxis or the best tables in New York’s many smart restaurants, or the attention of headwaiters. There was an air of command about his gaunt-faced, impeccably dressed figure that somehow placed him as a master of all he surveyed, triggering a response to serve him. Yet he never over-tipped and rarely smiled. He simply expected service and he got it. The traffic was jammed solid at the corner of Fifty-second and Lexington, and with a sigh he shook open The Wall Street Journal and began to check the market ratings.

Much later that evening, when he was alone in his designer-decorated office where the chic dark green walls were adorned with oil paintings of English landscapes and Italian virgins, and the pedimented walnut shelves displayed rows of leather-bound books, Pierluigi picked up the newspaper again. And this time he read the ad about Poppy Mallory. It gave him a great deal to think about.

Pouring himself a glass of ten-year-old Scotch single-malt whisky from Glenfiddich, he sipped it with a smile. So, he thought, the family skeletons were emerging from the cupboard—at last. How very, very opportune.

Orlando Messenger’s thick blond hair gleamed in the fitful London sunlight as he navigated the zebra crossings at Sloane Square, heading toward the large W. H. Smith shop on the south side; but it wasn’t just his blond hair that turned every female head—the rest of him lived up to that Nordic-looking promise. Orlando was six feet four inches tall with a natural golden tan that made his light blue eyes look even bluer. His generous mouth turned up just a fraction at the corners and his nose was slightly long and very straight.

He was back in England for an exhibition of his recent works to be held at a smart gallery in Mayfair, and he was on his way to Smith’s to pick up a copy of The Times to check that the announcement was in there. Without bothering to take his place in line, he grabbed a copy, thrust thirty pence at the girl at the cash desk and stroke from the shop, oblivious to the withering glares of the waiting customers still standing in line to pay. Weaving his way back through the traffic, he walked up Sloane Street to L’Express.

Orlando nodded to the waitresses, scanning the tables casually for familiar faces, but the cafe was quiet this early. Ordering a double espresso, he eased himself onto a chrome and black stool at the bar and leafed through the pages until he came to the Arts section. Yes, there it was—not as big as he’d expected but nevertheless quite prominently displayed, Art Exhibition of the recent oils, watercolours and gouaches of Orlando Messenger to be held at the Maze Gallery, Cork Street, Mayfair, London W. I. November 15-December 5.

Well, that was that. All that remained now was for people to show up and buy his paintings. He was certain the opening would be crowded with international names—some whose houses he had stayed in, some whom he had painted, and some he had made love to. But these were not buyers. These people expected things to be given to them! What Orlando needed now were real customers.

There was no money left in the Messenger family. Before he died, his father had claimed it had all been spent on Orlando’s expensive education, and on his late wife’s thirst for gin and long cruises and losing large sums at bridge and in the casinos. Not that there had been a great fortune in the first place, but now there was just an old and not very grand house in an unfashionable part of the countryside that, after half a century of neglect, needed a fortune spent on it to make it habitable.

Orlando scanned the newspaper and sipped his espresso, thanking God that at least now they’d learned how to make decent coffee in England. There was no avoiding the large ad for Poppy Mallory’s heir, squared off with black lines so that it jumped from the page, and he stared quietly at it for some time. Then, with a smile at the waitress that he knew would melt her heart and send chills through her body, he ordered another espresso and a croissant. But it should have been champagne he was ordering, because Orlando Messenger had just seen the answer to all his problems.

Even though it was autumn, the California heat bounced off the Ventura Freeway, sending distorting little wiggles of trembling light across Lauren Hunter’s windshield, like ripples in a slow-moving stream. She swung the ancient Ford Mustang along the Encino exit ramp and headed down Ventura Boulevard, reaching automatically for a Kleenex to wipe the sweat from her forehead. A car without air-conditioning in this kind of California weather was the modern-day equivalent of Dante’s Inferno, and Lauren knew quite a lot about the Inferno—not only had she studied Dante’s work at Redlands High, but she’d been through her own personal version of hell, and sometimes she considered she would have been better off in the simple brimstone-and-fire version … but she had promised herself that she would try never to think of it again; that from now on whenever the events of the past few years came into her mind she would simply force them away. Of course, the psychiatrist had said she shouldn’t repress them, she should let out all the memories and fears. He’d said she should tell her story at the group-encounter sessions the way the others did, but Lauren just couldn’t. It was better nobody knew.

She turned the car off Ventura, making a quick left into the underground parking lot. Easing herself from the sticky heat of the plastic seat, she smoothed her short skirt over her slender legs. She pulled the shirt that had started out crisp and freshly ironed from her damp breasts, thinking disguestedly that she might as well have been sitting in a sauna. Feeling as limp as if she’d already done a day’s work instead of just beginning, Lauren slammed the car door without bothering to lock it—who would want to steal that old heap anyhow? She doubted they’d get fifty bucks for it. Dispiritedly she walked up the steps from the lot and headed for Denny’s Coffee Shop, where she worked as a waitress.

She knew she’d been lucky to get the job, but sometimes when she saw the young girls lunching together or just passing time having coffee, wearing cute workout clothes or Guess jeans and Reeboks, it made her even more aware of the difference between them and her. She envied their carefree lack of responsibility and their chat about classes and clothes and dates. Her face had once been pert and eager just like theirs, but now these girls would never even consider her as part of their crowd. If they did glance at her, they saw only a worn-looking young woman with tired blue eyes and clean reddish-blond hair skewed back into a knot. Lauren might have been any age between twenty and thirty, but in fact she was only eighteen.

She washed her face and hands in the ladies’ room and tidied her hair, scarcely bothering to look in the mirror. She knew what she would see and she didn’t like it. There had been times when she’d thought that if it weren’t for Maria, she might have ended it all. But Maria, who could so easily have been said to have wrecked her life, was also her sole joy.

Lauren smiled as she thought of the baby; she was fourteen months old now and such a pretty little girl with round cheeks and the sweetest expression in her blue eyes, and she already had a cascade of thick dark curls. Of course, they’d told her the baby would have to be adopted or fostered, right away, but once Lauren had seen her and held her, there had been no question of giving her away. She was determined she would be loved. It had meant giving up her chance of college and instead getting whatever work she could, but she knew it would be worth it.

The cool vent from the air-conditioning relaxed her immediately. It was eleven-thirty and already the lunchtime crowd was pouring in, mainly men in business suits, jackets off and ties loosened, drinking coffee and talking deals. This was Hollywood and Lauren thought that most of them looked like agents or lawyers—or smart car salesmen.

She carried out her duties, serving efficiently and with a smile until two-thirty, when at last the crowd began to thin again. With a sigh of relief she began to tidy up her tables, arranging napkins and paper place mats neatly and setting the card with the day’s specials in the exact center. Picking up a discarded copy of the L.A. Times from the red plastic banquette, she tucked it under her arm. It would save her twenty-five cents, and she could read it later.

The day seemed even longer than usual and at four o’clock, when she finally left to pick up Maria, she felt exhausted. She would just have time to shower and give the baby her supper, then bathe her and play with her for a little while, before beginning her evening job as a cocktail waitress at a Valley nitery.

It wasn’t until much later when she’d finished her shift at Teddy’s Barn for Night Owls and returned home sometime after two a.m. that Lauren finally had time to herself. She paid the baby-sitter, checked Maria and changed her, and then climbed into a washed-out nightshirt and poured herself a large glass of cold milk. With a great sigh of relief she propped her feet on a chair and unfolded the newspaper.

She was in the middle of a giant bite of the almost-cold slice of pizza she’d picked up for her supper on the way home, when she noticed the black-bordered ad. Search for an Heiress … What magic words, Lauren thought wistfully, surely everyone wanted to be an heiress! She scanned the rest of the ad quickly and then sat back, a puzzled frown between her brows. Her own middle name was Mallory—Lauren Mallory Hunter. Her heart beat faster as she remembered that her mother had always said it was a family name … but more than that, she felt sure that sometime, somewhere in the vague past, she had heard about Poppy Mallory.


CHAPTER 3

Mike walked slowly through aisles in the County Records Office inspecting the high wooden shelves filled with oversize leather-bound books, each numbered by a year. There was just a single slender book for the year 1880, and those for the earlier years were even thinner—a reminder of how recently the area around Santa Barbara had been settled. Dust bounced from the brittle, yellowed pages, floating in the beam of sunlight that penetrated the high window as he leafed through the volume until he found the entry. It was written in spidery old-fashioned script, faded to a mocha brown.


Record of birth of a child: June 15, 1880
Sex: female
Name: Poppy Mallory
Mother: Margaret Mallory (nee James) Age 33
Father: Jeb Mallory, rancher and gentleman of this county. Age 54

Place of birth: The Mallory House, The Rancho Santa Vittoria,
    Lompoc County.



He leaned back in his chair with a pleased sigh. At least now he knew where Poppy had been born, and where she had died—and the names of her parents. He flipped the pages of the record book, scanning the previous entry idly.


Record of birth of a child: June 1, 1880
Sex: female
Name: Angel Irina Ampara Konstant
Mother: Rosalia Konstant (nee Abrego) Age 35
Father: Nik Konstant, rancher and gentleman of this county. Age 42
Place of birth: The Konstant House, The Rancho Santa Vittoria,
    Lompoc County



He turned back the page, checking …. Yes, he’d read it correctly. There were two girl children, born within a few weeks of each other and living on the same ranch. Then surely the families must have been close; the children would have played together, maybe they’d gone to school together, as young girls they might have shared the pain and joy of growing up, shared their secrets …

With a triumphant thud Mike slammed the book shut and replaced it on the shelf. Quite by chance, he had found a clue. Now he was sure that there was someone right here in Santa Barbara, a daughter, or maybe a grandchild, of the Konstant family, who would know about Poppy Mallory. As usual in his business, he knew the simplest method was the best. All he needed to do was look in the telephone directory under the name “Konstant”!

Hilliard Konstant was cool and a little edgy on the phone. “I don’t see many people these days,” he told Mike, “and I don’t see any good reason why I should see you, young man.” It was only when Mike mentioned that he was an author in search of a story that his attitude warmed up. “A book you say? About the Konstants?”

“The Konstants and the Mallorys, sir,” Mike added hastily.

“Be here this evening at five. Do you know your way to the ranch?”

“I imagine it’ll be hard to miss,” Mike replied, envisaging unbroken acres of pasture. He was wrong.

The wide Rancho Road, cambered to drain the heavy spring rains, split through the middle of sprawling housing developments on what had once been the Rancho Santa Vittoria. Walled tracts with names like Vittoria Oaks and El Rancho revealed glimpses of pretty suburban houses and neat lawns. Occasionally there was the massive spread of an ancient oak or the remains of a hazelnut thicket, or a hundred yards or so of split-rail fence around a paddock with grazing ponies, as a reminder that in Poppy Mallory’s day, all this had been acres of pasture, with cattle and sheep, and real cowboys.

Mike drove the rented Suzuki four-wheel-drive through the endless winding suburban avenues until the paved road ended suddenly at the crest of a hill, changing into a single blacktop track bordered on each side with old poplars, so tall, they looked to be scraping the bright blue sky. A wrought-iron arch bore a sign THE RANCHO SANTA VITTORIA and the brand NK.

After half a mile the drive ended in a courtyard in front of an old white hacienda, with a riot of clematis and bougainvillaea spilling from its verandahs. A blue-tiled fountain sprayed sparkling arcs of water into the quiet sunlight and a Japanese gardener glanced up curiously, bowing to him before returning to his labor of love in the flower beds. As he walked to the house Mike noticed that everything was well kept; the grounds were immaculate and the worn terra-cotta tile steps had been polished until they shone like lacquer. The front door stood open, and as he peered inside a masculine voice called testily,

“Come in, come in. It’s Mr. Preston, I assume?”

The cool tiled hall seemed gloomy after the bright sunlight, but still it would have been impossible to miss Hilliard Konstant—even though he was in a wheelchair. He was well over six feet, with the shoulders of an ex-football player. His sparse white hair had been combed carefully over his balding crown, and his pale blue eyes beneath their bristling white brows seemed to look into the distance beyond Mike, as though he were already impatient for him to leave.

“Come on in then, hurry up …” Hilliard said crabbily, wheeling himself through a pair of oaken doors into his sanctum. “I expect you’d like a drink while you tell me why you’re wasting my time.”

Books filled the walls from floor to ceiling, and some—obviously a valuable collection of ancient volumes—were locked safely behind glass doors. A fire burned in the enormous stone grate even though the evening was warm, and over the mantel hung a portrait of a tall, broad-shouldered young man with wheat-blond hair and Hilliard’s pale eyes. He had his arm around a pretty Spanish-looking woman whose laughing dark eyes twinkled mischievously.

“I know, I know what you’re thinking,” Hilliard said irritably. “Of course I look like him. He’s my grandfather—Nikolai Konstantinov—and that’s my grandmother. He was Russian and she was Mexican—an extraordinary combination, don’t you think, for that era? It was painted about 1885, I believe.”

He handed him a small glass of dry white sherry. “Manzanilla,” he said, watching eagerly as Mike took a sip. It was wincingly dry and Hilliard cackled with laughter as Mike closed his eyes, coughing. “It’s not a drink for pansy-boys, but it’s better than all your fancy whiskeys. That—and a glass or two of good wine with supper—are among the last few pleasures left to me.” He fixed Mike suddenly with a pale blue stare. “Exactly what is it you want to know about the Konstants?”

Mike ran a hand apprehensively through his rough dark hair; Hilliard Konstant was a tough customer. “To tell you the truth,” he said, “I’m a man in search of a story. There was an ad in the L. A. Times today—some lawyer in Geneva is searching for Poppy Mallory’s heirs ….”

“I wondered when you’d get round to telling me,” the old man commented dryly. “I can tell you this, Mr. Preston, there’s not much I know about the Mallorys that you couldn’t find out from the Santa Barbara Historical Society. The two families were friends. More than that—they were partners. But the Mallorys disappeared from here long before my time. I never asked why, I thought they’d just died off—the way we all do. I’m the last of the Konstants, y’know. We were never a good ‘breeding’ family. What there was of us have mostly perished in wars—World War Two, Korea, Vietnam—my own son died there, and that killed his mother. I’ve been alone ever since. No, no,” he said anticipating Mike’s question, “it wasn’t a war that did this to me, it was a stupid, knuckleheaded horse. I was playing ‘rancher,’ you see, filling in my time here … after it had all happened.”

The old man stared through the window at the view across the valley. “Sometimes I wonder, if my father hadn’t sold off the ranch, what my life might have been like? I loved animals as a boy, loved riding horses, mending fences, playing cowboys for real … of course, all this was so big then—it was still a real ranch. It was only as I grew up that it became just a big backyard.” He smiled approvingly as Mike finished the manzanilla. “Acquired the taste yet?” he asked with a grin. Without waiting for a reply he turned his chair abruptly. “Come with me,” he commanded.

He stopped in front of a pair of framed documents hanging in the hall. Mike could see that one was written on cracked yellow parchment in the same sort of elaborate spidery writing as in the books recording the births at the Records Office.

“That is the original title deed to the Rancho Santa Vittoria. It amounted to just fifty acres. Exactly what we’re left with now! Ironic, isn’t it? You know the old saying—rags to rags in three generations?” His laughter had a hollow ring as he added, “Not that it matters anymore, when I die this’ll all go to my grandmother’s family, the Abregos. There’s dozens of ’em out there somewhere.” He waved a hand vaguely across the valley. “Rich as Croesus too. Of course, they don’t need it—except maybe for family sentiment.” He coughed impatiently, as if to hide an emotion he was loath to let Mike see. “Now this,” he said, pointing at the other framed document, “this is the original partnership agreement between Nik Konstant and Jeb Mallory.”

“They were partners?”

“Of course they were partners, why else would they live practically next door to each other and farm the same land? Read it, will you?”

The yellowed piece of card was headed, CLANCEY’S IRISH SALOON, KEARNEY STREET, SAN FRANCISCO, and underneath, AMERICAN AND IMPORTED BEERS AND ALES … A DOZEN DIFFERENT WHISKEYS … FREE LUNCH COUNTER NOON TILL TWO DAILY. In the center was written in a bold hand: Jeb Mallory and Nik Konstant are equal partners in the Rancho Santa Vittoria and all its lands and livestock. Dated this tenth day of April, 1856.

Jeb Mallory had signed his name with a flourish, but Nik’s name was written with the careful letters of a man just learning to write.

“My grandfather was fresh off the boat from Russia,” Hilliard explained, “he was still learning English. Jeb Mallory Americanized his name. As you see, they became partners while drinking in a saloon. It’s always been said that Nikolai learned a lot from Jeb Mallory—and probably more than he’d bargained for.”

“Such as?”

He shrugged. “If I ever knew, young man, I’ve forgotten. I’m seventy-four years old and at this age you have enough trouble just keeping up with today, never mind the past. Still, I expect it’s all in there, if you’re interested enough to look.” He gestured toward the library. “Everything the Konstants ever wrote is there, neatly bound and put away. There’s probably an old journal or two—women always kept those things in the old days, y’know, gave ’em something to do, I guess, writing up all the births, deaths, and marriages …. It’s no good for my eyes, all faded ink and crabby writing. I was a soldier, y’see, Mr. Preston, an outdoorsman, never had time for all this chitchat. That’s why I’m so bad at it now.”

Mike was itching to get his hands on all that untapped material, but the old man suddenly looked very tired. “Maybe I should come back tomorrow?” he suggested.

“Nonsense, nonsense.” Hilliard’s pale eyes were suddenly beseeching. “I haven’t had a chat like this for years, and I don’t mind admitting I’ve enjoyed myself. There’s no one comes here much anymore, y’know,” he added sadly, “just the Japanese gardener you saw—and he doesn’t speak English—not proper English. And, of course, there’s Mary, my housekeeper, a nice woman but she watches television all the time … I can’t stand it myself. Have another sherry, won’t you?” he said eagerly, wheeling his chair back into the library. “Tell you what, if you want to go through all this stuff, why don’t you just come and stay a while? You can work late at night, all by yourself—isn’t that what you writers like to do? And then you can ask me questions anytime you want.”

“It’s a deal,” Mike said, hardly able to believe his luck. But as he shook his hand, the gleam in the old man’s eyes made him wonder uncomfortably what he was up to.

The big old house was silent but for the ticking of a clock in the hall as Mike pushed the old-fashioned leather chair from the table. He frowned as the casters screeched from rust and long disuse. It was three-thirty a.m. and he’d been reading in the library since eight that evening, when Hilliard Konstant had retired to bed. The big oak table was littered with books and papers, mostly old ledgers and documents relating to the running of the ranch, but they were not what he was seeking.

He paced the plum-colored carpet restlessly, too alert to go to bed and sleep. The library was thirty feet long and twenty-five wide and lined wall-to-wall with books. Hilliard had given him no clue as to where to begin, he’d simply said, “It’s all there somewhere, young man. Help yourself!” Sometimes Mike would catch Hilliard looking at him with a sardonic twinkle in his pale eyes, as though he was enjoying some secret joke, and he wondered if he knew more than he was telling—like where to look on those walls of shelves!

He wandered restlessly through the hall into the huge drawing room that ran the full length of the house. It was like being in a time warp. Hilliard had told him that the walls were still hung with the same faded blue damask chosen by Rosalia Konstant more than eighty years before, though the matching silk that had once covered sofas and chairs had been replaced sometime later by a mixture of cheerful flower prints. Mike stared at the twin portraits of a boy and a girl hanging over the mantel. These were Rosalia and Nik Konstant’s two children: Gregorius—always known as Greg—and his sister, Angel, the girl who had been born within a few weeks of Poppy. He knew that Greg was Hilliard’s father, but the old man had told him very little about Angel, except she was famous for her looks.

Even at nine years old, Angel had been a beauty. She was small, with fine bones, her father’s enormous pale blue eyes and a cloud of softly curling blond hair. She was wearing a pink ruffled dress and held a tiny black dog with a matching pink ribbon, and she was smiling sweetly but confidently at the artist. Angel and Trotty 1889 was inscribed at the base of the baroque gilt frame. Mike would have bet that Angel grew up to be a charmer; it was all there in the picture—the confidence in her beauty and in her position as daughter of the rich, landowning Konstants.

Sixteen-year-old Greg was tall, dark-haired, and handsome, with his mother’s laughing brown eyes. He was a sturdy lad who had wanted his portrait painted outdoors so it could include his favorite horse. He was leaning on the paddock fence, holding a wide-brimmed Mexican riding hat in one hand, while the thumb of the other was linked jauntily through a leather belt with a chased-silver buckle, of which he was obviously proud. In the paddock behind him a beautiful chestnut gelding with a white blaze on his forehead grazed contentedly. Greg with Vassily 1889 was the legend at the bottom of the matching gilt frame.

Greg had a cheerful grin and that direct Konstant gaze, and Mike stared hard at the brother and sister, wondering what lay behind such confident facades, and whether life had lived up to their obvious expectations.

He walked on through the shuttered dining room in search of a cold beer, into the original adobe part of the house, built by the Indians two hundred years ago. Now it was a gleaming, efficient kitchen, but the old open fireplace where an Indian servant had once cooked Nik Konstant’s meals still remained in the corner.

Mike poked the glowing embers with his foot as he settled in an old high-backed rocker, a can of Miller in his hand. Despite the modern appliances, this room felt different. Sitting here, staring into the embers, he might have been living a century ago … with Nik and Rosalia, Greg and Angel. And Poppy Mallory!

Mike supposed he must have been dozing when the answer came to him … but of course, it was quite logical. He had been looking in the wrong place. What he was seeking would never be found in a library. Where else did every family store its discarded treasures and its secrets—but in the attics!

“I wondered how long it’d be before you thought of the attic,” Hilliard said, grinning maliciously. “Nobody’s been up there for years, but anyway there’s only a load of old junk. If there’d been anything of value one of the Konstants would have sold it by now!”

“I’m not looking for valuables, sir,” Mike protested. “I’m searching for information.”

“Information? Bah … you’ll find nothing up there but a few old theater programs and dance cards—and a lot of moth-eaten clothes.” He relented suddenly. “Still, if you want to …”

Hilliard was wrong—the clothes weren’t moth-eaten. But there were lots of them, all beautifully folded away between tissue paper in enormous old chests and steamer trunks, plastered with the labels of long-ago Atlantic liners and continental hotels. Mike rummaged through trunks of lace tea gowns and stiff silk afternoon dresses, sneezing as he shook out a cloak of golden brown otter skins that had once been soft and supple but was now dry and cracked, though the taffeta lining had kept its gay, scarlet color. There were evening dresses embroidered with glinting beads and dulled pearls, and a magnificent blue silk chiffon gown with the label WORTH, PARIS sewn inside.

After a couple of hours he’d found nothing of any use and he slammed the last trunk shut exasperatedly. It was a collection worthy of a museum but it had got him no farther along the trail to Poppy Mallory.

Brushing a thick coating of dust from the lid of an old school desk, he ran his finger across the carved initials AK, imagining the pretty Angel, bored with her lessons, etching them into the soft pine with a hairpin. Inside was a collection of girlish mementos, a pile of old theater and concert programs, a bunch of dance cards with tiny gilt pencils still attached, a crumbling posy of pressed flowers. Then, at last, several batches of letters tied with ribbon. And underneath was a blue leather book imprinted in faded gilt: Rosalia Konstant-Her Journal—Vol I, 1863. There were more—Vol II & III—and then a thin pink velvet book: Angel Konstant’s Journal, Age 12—18. And at last, a plain brown leather book inscribed Margaret Mallory-Her Journal—1873.

Margaret Mallory! Mike’s hair stood on end as he ran his dusty hand excitedly over it.

Hurrying from the attic, he laid out his finds on the library table, arranging the dance cards in small piles alongside the packets of letters, and then the precious journals. With a satisfied sigh, he began to read.

Two days later, he refolded the final letter, retied the red ribbon carefully, and sat back gazing out of the window, puzzled.

“A glass of the finest manzanilla for your thoughts?” suggested Hilliard from the doorway.

Spinning around, Mike smiled at him. “Sorry, I was miles away … or rather years!”

“Well?” Hilliard wheeled himself across the room to the drinks table and poured two glasses of sherry. “Have you solved the mystery of Poppy Mallory’s heir?”

Mike ran his hand thoughtfully through his hair, frowning. “No …but it’s a beginning….” The funny thing was that they had all written so much about Poppy, he felt he almost knew her—or at least the young Poppy. Because quite suddenly, she had disappeared from the pages of those journals as though she’d never existed.

He thought Hilliard would never go to bed, but as darkness fell the old man finally said good night. Turning his wheelchair at the library door, he smiled sardonically. “I think you’ve got your work cut out for you, Mike Preston,” he said with an edge of bitterness to his voice. “Nothing in life is ever as simple as it seems—that’s my experience, anyhow.” Turning abruptly, he wheeled himself along the hall to his room.

Mike stared after him, puzzled. Then he looked at the little pile of letters and journals on the library table. “Okay, Poppy Mallory,” he said determinedly, “you’ve hooked me …. I’ve got to know what happened. And when I do, I’m gonna tell the whole world about you!”

He knew he would have to use his imagination to fill in the gaps left by the journals, but now he had a pretty shrewd grasp of the characters involved. Inserting a fresh sheet of paper into his typewriter, he wrote, “In the beginning, there was Nikolai Konstantinov and Jeb Mallory …”
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