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The ring was famous – but was it worth killing for?

	 

	Diana’s gone,” my aunt Polly said. I could hear the tears in her voice. 

	It was early morning here but I knew it was still the middle of the night in California.

	“The doctor’s just left.” 

	She took a deep breath. 

	“Meg,” she asked, “could you come out here?”

	Before she’d finished speaking, I’d opened the calendar on my computer and was looking at what work I could handle by phone or e-mail and what could be delegated to my assistant. 

	I did feel a flutter of worry about my fledgling architectural business, but I didn’t let it slow me down. 

	Because I loved my aunt. And because I owed her so much.

	Because I was the one who ruined her life.

	 

	*  *  *  *

	 

	“Diana Marlowe died?” Rosa, my assistant, was normally unflappable, but even she was taken aback by the speed with which I’d booked my flight. 

	“I didn’t know you knew her. I just loved her in that movie. I was watching it on TV just a few days ago.”

	I had no need to ask Rosa which movie she was referring to. 

	Diana Marlowe had performed in many movies throughout her career, but to most people she was linked for ever with her debut picture, “The Flamingo”.

	I explained briefly that she was my aunt’s close friend. Polly Bennett had earned a solid reputation on stage and screen but Rosa made no comment about her work. 

	My aunt’s fame was nothing like Diana’s. 

	I tuned her out, thinking of everything I still needed to do before I got on that plane. 

	“What do you think happened to that ring?” was the last thing I heard Rosa say. “You’d think, after all these years, someone would have found it.”

	Oddly, that was one of the first things my aunt said to me, many hours later when I stood, my suitcase beside me, in the foyer of Diana Marlowe’s Mission-Revival-style home. 

	She seemed smaller than when I had last seen her, as if her grief was pressing her down. 

	She’d smiled when I’d arrived, giving me a warm hug, but now her face wore a frown.

	“What do you think happened to that ring?” Aunt Polly asked. “I need to find it.”

	She nodded at the portrait that was the focal point of the hall. It showed Diana in her most famous role, a ring glowing on her left hand.

	I must have looked befuddled because my aunt didn’t wait for me to reply.

	“I shouldn’t keep you standing here.  

	“I was finding the stairs a bit much, but I thought you’d appreciate one of the original rooms, so I’ve put you upstairs. Your room has a lovely view.”

	I hadn’t expected to sleep well, but I did. I woke to bright California sunshine streaming through the windows. 

	The view, as my aunt had promised, was lovely, the sun sparkling on the small whitecaps, the shape and colour of their frothy peaks echoed in the white sails that followed the gusty wind.

	I’d never been in the house before, but Aunt Polly had described it to me, and I’d seen the layouts in the architectural magazines. 

	I knew, from an article I’d read in one of the glossy magazines, that Diana had added on to the original 1920s house.  

	The article had hinted that the wealth of the businessman who originally owned it might have come from bootleg liquor during the Prohibition days. 

	Rumour had it that liquor was brought from Canada on ships that carefully stayed outside the three-mile legal limit. 

	It was then carried on small boats that landed discreetly on the pebbly beach below the house. 

	But that may have been nothing more than a colourful legend, adding more gloss to the gossip about glamorous Hollywood parties during Diana’s time here.

	I was startled by the sound of a key in the door behind me. It opened to dazzling morning sunlight, silhouetting a woman with fiery hair piled on top of her head. 

	“Hi. You must be Miss Bennett’s niece,” she said. “I’m Beth.”

	As she moved into the hall I saw that she was only a teenager, with a face still showing some of the roundness of childhood. 

	But her hair was beautiful. It was as if she’d brought the sunshine in with her, glowing with gold and red light.

	I glanced back at the painting. Compared to the girl’s glorious hair, even the magnificent ring looked pale. But she misinterpreted my look.

	“Did you know her?” she asked eagerly. “I never got to meet her. I’ve been working here a few months, helping out a bit since she got really sick. 

	“She mostly stayed in her room when I was here.” 

	She glanced at the newspaper in her hand. There was a small photo of Diana on the front page. 

	“But I’m so excited just to be in the house, aren’t you?”

	I smiled at the breathless awe in her voice. 

	“Didn’t you just love that movie?” she went on. “I’ve seen it like a million times but I always cry.”

	I smiled at her. 

	What young girl couldn’t love the plot? The beautiful Jewish girl raised in the marshes of the Camargue, who seeks work in Paris and meets a rich young man. 

	Because he knows she misses the bright flamingos of her home, he buys a flame-coloured diamond for an engagement ring. 

	But before he can give it to her, the two separate after the fall of Paris, he to fight the Germans and she supposedly to return to her home and wait for him.

	“It was so romantic,” Beth said, looking back at the portrait, “at the end, when he tells her he’s kept that ring for her all those years, that he’s always loved her and always will.  

	“And then he puts that beautiful diamond on her finger, even though the hand is all disfigured from when she was tortured in the war . . .”

	She walked closer to the painting, narrowing her eyes as she looked at it. 

	“Isn’t that ring the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?” She sighed. 

	I looked at the painting again. Even copied in paint, the ring was stunning. 

	The centre stone – over eight carats, I’d read – was the colour of a sunset, or of the bright wings of the flamingos it was named for. 

	It was circled by smaller diamonds, ranging from deep pink to palest yellow. It shone like a tiny sun on the actress’s hand.

	“I never knew diamonds could be that colour,” she said. “My mom told me they designed that ring just for the movie. And then it got stolen!”

	I nodded. That was part of the allure of that movie. 

	Apart from the romantic plot, the film was famous for the fact that the Flamingo diamond had been stolen on the last day of filming and was never seen again.

	My aunt interrupted us, coming through another door that I thought led outside.
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