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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London

      

      

      ‘Listen to this, darling. Curse of the Pharaohs Strikes Again. How very dramatic.’ Cassandra Bain fell silent again as she languished in her king-sized bed, with only the sheet covering her nakedness, and continued to read the newspaper article.

      Room Service arrived with breakfast, and then departed.

      ‘It seems,’ she elaborated when they’d gone, ‘some archaeologist died unexpectedly and they’re blaming this curse. How absurd.’ Cassandra dismissed the whole subject with a touch of scorn and threw aside the paper.

      Leigh Kershaw’s left eyebrow rose, and his lips twisted in a grim smile. ‘I’m sure the scientific community will rest easy after that word from you. Now, are you never going to get dressed?’ He paused. ‘You could have at least covered yourself properly from the staff.’

      Cassandra yawned. ‘I did. They’d be disappointed if they didn’t have some juicy gossip, darling.’

      ‘I don’t know why you don’t come and stay with me in Belgravia when you’re in London.’

      ‘Leigh darling, although I’m certain you think I don’t care a jot for my reputation, I assure you it wouldn’t survive after staying in your wonderful home with you.’

      ‘Trevor and my staff are discretion personified.’

      ‘I know. Truth is, I don’t want Laura staying with us in your home.’

      ‘She can stay here or another hotel. Stay with me next time.’

      ‘I suppose you’ve had many beauties as guests in your home.’ Cassandra stared at Leigh’s profile as he read the Times, but it gave no hint of reaction. She should know by now not to prod him into a confession of any sort — he never gave anything away. She finished by saying, ‘In any case, I enjoy staying at Claridge’s.’

      As she rose, Leigh turned to look at her. She took her time slipping into her silk robe, knowing Leigh’s eyes followed every curve of her slim but shapely figure. She walked over to the armchair where he sat, moving with sensuousness, tossing her mane of thick dark hair as she fixed on him eyes that were so dark a blue as to be almost violet. She eased herself down onto the armrest, so that she faced him. Well-shaped lips blew him a kiss, but there was nothing of softness in the mouth — more a wilfulness that suited the strong jawline below.

      She continued staring at him. Black eyes below equally black hair that he’d brushed since they’d made love didn’t give any idea of his thoughts. His eyes were so dark in his angular face that all light and expression was cut out of them. Cassandra found it disconcerting when she couldn’t discern his thoughts. A handsome man, tall, lean, and hard — that was how Cassandra saw him. Even the lips that, at times, mirrored her sensuousness, more often were grim and tight. An aura of strength encased him, even though he wasn’t overly muscular. When close to him, Cassandra felt a frisson of…was it danger? Like an expectant calm before the storm. She had never seen him angry and yet he caused a shiver to ripple through her.

      ‘Don’t you have a meeting?’ Leigh asked, as he kissed her hand.

      ‘Not until after lunch. And we haven’t even had breakfast. I feel lazy this morning.’

      She sighed. ‘When Laura comes in, I’ll have to go over some designs. Lazy bitch. I don’t know why I keep her.’ When Cassandra went to move, Leigh wouldn’t release her hand.

      ‘She knows when she’s on a good thing. You even allow her to stay in your suite.’

      ‘I will not relegate her to a broom cupboard somewhere and find she’s not there when I need her.’

      ‘I’d keep a sharp eye on her, if I were you.’

      ‘I do.’ However, with this coming from Leigh, Cassandra wondered, not for the first time, whether to dismiss Laura Payne when they returned to Melbourne. As a private secretary, Laura fell dismally short of average and Cassandra couldn’t afford less than outstandingly capable. She hadn’t spent years clawing her way to the top of the fashion business to have one lazy employee jeopardise it. Cassandra was now a Name. She had built up a clientele of the rich and famous.

      Of course, even the wealthy wanted the convenience of ready-made garments, and her showrooms in Melbourne, London, Paris, and Rome provided a costly selection. However, Cassandra still enjoyed the commissions she received to design for individuals. She loved meeting the people involved, uncovering their personalities and then creating garments that were exclusively for them. It was commissions such as these that had sent her shooting to the top, and her great flair that had kept her there.

      Leigh pulled her onto his lap, kissing her deeply. ‘Dinner?’ he asked when he raised his head. ‘I’ll send a car.’

      ‘Make it the Silver Ghost, darling.’

      ‘You’re spoiled.’

      ‘Only by you,’ she said, with a barely discernible trace of bitterness that had nothing to do with Leigh.

      ‘I have a surprise for you.’

      ‘Really, darling? Have you bought me jewellery?’

      ‘Not everything has to sparkle,’ he said, drawing her face down to his. He crushed her lips against his. His kiss became a chastisement.
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      Dressed in a deep blue silk suit, a paler blue blouse beneath, the wild mane of wavy hair pinned more sedately back off her face, makeup highlighting the high cheekbones and shading the deep eyes, Cassandra’s shapely figure was groomed to perfection.

      For a moment she gazed out of the window of her Claridge’s suite. It looked a glorious summer’s day, with the sun gently shining from a blue sky. She allowed her gaze to follow the ubiquitous red buses interspersed among the other traffic along Brook Street, thinking how much she loved this wonderful city. She tried not to think of Melbourne and all that awaited her there.

      She glanced at her watch. Ten o’clock. Where was Laura? Cassandra turned, threw open her door, strode across the sitting room, all trace of the earlier sensuousness replaced by the stride of a businesswoman, and without knocking, wrenched open a door on the other side.

      Undismayed hazel eyes glanced up from the task at hand. Her brunette head still tousled, Laura Payne bent forward again to apply her toenail polish.

      Cassandra ripped the small bottle from Laura’s grasp and flung it aside. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing? We’re not here on a holiday. Be presentable in ten minutes or you’re fired.’

      The topaz eyes narrowed as she stared at her employer. Yet she rose. Her small, thin frame well matched her short-cropped hair and sharp tongue.

      ‘I want lunch before my meeting,’ Cassandra said. ‘And there are letters to attend to before that. Hurry, girl.’

      ‘Oh, I forgot to tell you,’ Laura drawled, her voice blatant with malicious pleasure. ‘Your meeting’s been changed to eleven-thirty.’

      Cassandra could feel the impotent fury mounting within her. She decided in that moment to get rid of Laura. But for now, her voice edged with threat, she said, ‘Five minutes.’ Then she slammed the door behind her.
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      Cassandra stepped out of the Rolls Royce and up to Leigh Kershaw’s door, then inside straight into Leigh’s arms. He kissed her hard, with passion, not as he had done that morning.

      ‘Mmm. I needed that,’ Cassandra murmured. ‘Do you greet all your guests like that?’

      ‘Only the beautiful ones.’

      Cassandra smiled ruefully, knowing what he said was probably only too true.

      ‘You look gorgeous. The red suits you, although how you can cope with that tight belt around your waist, I’ll never know. Dior has a lot to answer for.’

      Leigh recognised her gown as a Dior. Cassandra would have expected no less. She preferred to wear her own creations but this evening she wore Dior, a red satin with shoulder straps and a low decolletage, nipping in tightly at the waist and dropping to a full skirt.

      ‘You know, darling, that after the war years of fabric shortages, Dior revolutionised woman’s fashion.’

      Dior launched his new look upon the world in 1947 and brought back the spirit of haute couture.

      When Leigh shook his head, Cassandra added, ‘I know, I’m a martyr to it.’

      Leigh kissed her again. ‘You’re gorgeous and you know it. You look like Elizabeth Taylor with your new hairstyle. I like the short waves.’

      ‘I didn’t think you’d noticed.’ But of course he would. Leigh observed everything.

      ‘Busy day?’ he asked, as he guided her towards the drawing room. Like the man himself, it was understated, which had the curious effect of leaving one in awe of his immense wealth much more than ostentation would have done. A single rose in a priceless Ming vase standing on a Louis XIV table beneath a Gaugin in the Hall told all.

      ‘Don’t ask,’ Cassandra replied to his question. ‘And you?’

      ‘The usual.’

      ‘Which is?’ She knew so little of Leigh, certainly nothing of his business interests, except for his racing stables in Suffolk and his racing cars…that were housed somewhere. Cassandra had never seen them. Very much a private person, he didn’t confide in Cassandra. She only knew that he had driven racing cars when some gossip at a party had mentioned it. Cassandra believed it though. Leigh — the man who enjoyed dangerous pursuits. Like a calm lake, one couldn’t see the depths and currents beneath.

      Leigh merely gave his small, closed smile, the corner of his lips curving up. Cassandra realised she had never seen him laugh out loud. A spike of devilment made her persist. ‘Did you go to the office?’

      ‘What makes you think that?’ he asked is a soft, low voice.

      ‘You have businesses.’ She hated it when he was so very much in command of himself.

      ‘I work from home, my dear. Surely you knew that?’

      No, she didn’t. She didn’t know what he did. Sometimes she didn’t know him. It infuriated her. His words, his harsh tone, crushed Cassandra much as his lips had done earlier that day. Once again, there was that impression of something powerful stirring beneath the calm, tantalising even while it confounded.

      Leigh must have seen her sparking anger because he paused on the threshold of the drawing room and kissed her. ‘I have a surprise for you. Remember?’

      ‘You’ve bought me something.’ Cassandra’s mood lightened.

      ‘You have enough trinkets,’ he said, his tone harsh. ‘I have someone for you to meet.’

      Cassandra’s face dropped. ‘I thought we were going to be alone. We’ve had so little time together.’

      ‘Later.’ He kissed her hand. ‘Now you must play my hostess. I don’t think you will be displeased once you meet Peter.’

      Of all the varied types of people with whom Cassandra could have expected to meet in Leigh’s home, Peter Trembath was not one of them.

      For one moment Cassandra stood dumbfounded — she hoped it didn’t show. Then she took the man’s bony hand in greeting. In his middle years, he had once been tall but was now stooped, almost as if the years had been too much for him, his gaunt frame that of a sturdy man wasted away. Even his clothes bore this out. They hung on him, as if he had not bothered to buy new ones. They were shabby and crushed, although clean. The somewhat vague green eyes stared with slight confusion at Cassandra. She couldn’t help wondering whether, if he took the black-rimmed spectacles out of the wild tangle of grey hair, he might not see better.

      ‘Mrs Bain,’ he murmured, then sniffed. ‘Well, I don’t… It’s not for me to say but... Well…’

      Leigh looked indulgently at Trembath — an expression on Leigh’s face Cassandra was surprised to note. ‘You’ll have to forgive Peter, my dear. His brain works too fast for his tongue.’

      ‘Hmm,’ Trembath cleared his throat. ‘Really can’t see your lady interested in my line of work.’

      Cassandra couldn’t imagine a quick brain behind those vague green eyes even while she asked, ‘And what line is that Mr Trembath?’

      ‘Professor,’ Leigh corrected. ‘Peter is Professor of Egyptology at the British Museum.’

      ‘Interested, are you?’

      The newspaper article from this morning flashed into Cassandra’s mind — so this was Leigh’s surprise. ‘Perhaps,’ she replied. ‘Do you know something of this pharaoh’s curse?’

      Leigh handed Cassandra a martini, and they seated themselves on plush Louis XIV chairs.

      ‘You could say I know something about it.’

      ‘And this person who died... how did the curse strike?’ Cassandra sipped her drink. No one made a martini like Leigh. He knew Cassandra liked two-parts London dry gin to one-part dry vermouth, with a dash of bitters.

      ‘Circulatory collapse. There one minute…’ He clicked his fingers to indicate the finality of his unfinished sentence.

      ‘But surely…I don’t understand why anyone would think a curse is involved. Many people die suddenly.’

      Professor Trembath sat forward, his gaunt frame seeming more animated. Even the vague expression in the eyes disappeared as he warmed to his subject.

      Leigh sat silently, the closed smile playing about his mouth, his left eyebrow raised.

      ‘You see, Mrs Bain,’ Trembath said. ‘Archaeologists aren’t ordinary people. For the last hundred years and more, many involved with Egyptian tombs, mummies, papyri, even some museum employees who have merely handled artefacts have mysteriously died. Think on it. Modern man desecrating graves, disturbing the dead, taking their riches... and all in the name of science. Some people would call it sacrilege, but then the Egyptians weren’t Christians, and that makes it all right. Wouldn’t like your mother’s grave dug up and her rings or whatever put on display, would you?’

      Cassandra sat wide-eyed. She certainly didn’t expect to hear anything like this.

      ‘Grave robbers in this country used to be sent to prison. In Egypt they were usually struck dead. Can’t blame them, really. The Pharaohs, I mean. Wanting to protect themselves.’

      Cassandra found her voice. ‘What a strange point of view for someone like yourself. So, you believe in the curse?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Then why do you stay in Egyptology, putting yourself at risk?’

      ‘Ah, well…’

      ‘I still can’t grasp the idea. It’s so nebulous. I mean, how does it work?’

      Trembath’s expression grew intense. ‘Death will Slay with his Wings whoever disturbs the Peace of the Pharaoh,’ he quoted. ‘That came from King Tut’s tomb. They warned us, you see.’

      ‘So, everyone who went in the tomb merely keeled over dead?’

      ‘Not just that tomb... and not everyone died and not immediately. Some died months later, some years later, some never... but enough died to make most archaeologists believe.’

      ‘But how? Words can’t kill people. Surely it’s merely superstition?’ Cassandra’s gaze flicked between the men.

      Leigh sat motionless, with his left eyebrow still raised. He was enjoying this.

      ‘Who can say? Depends on your view of the world,’ Trembath said.

      ‘But you believe?’ Cassandra asked.

      ‘Course I believe the curse is real. Look at me. Living proof. Can’t you see the wings of death flapping over me?’

      Cassandra gasped. She stared at Trembath, realising now that was exactly what she had noticed when she first saw him. A living man with death on him.

      ‘Wasn’t always like this, you know. Wasn’t bad in my day... but I’ve been wasting away for years now. Fevers, headaches, depressions. Classic case!’

      At that moment, Leigh’s butler came to the doorway. Leigh broke the silence that followed Trembath’s statement. ‘Perhaps we have had enough of curses for tonight. Dinner is ready.’

      Leigh, who had until now remained silent, led the conversation throughout the meal. He had acquired two magnificent stallions he was eager for Cassandra to see.

      Was this a new phase of their relationship?

      ‘Perhaps, you also, Peter.’

      ‘Ah, well… can’t tell one horse from another but choose the time, I’ll be there. Wouldn’t mind a day in the country.’

      Conversation didn’t again touch on anything appertaining to Egypt, tombs or museums yet thoughts of Trembath’s words kept intruding and spoiling Cassandra’s dinner. She couldn’t help seeing the man opposite with fresh eyes. Death was quite startling to a healthy twenty-eight-year-old. She found it amazing that Trembath took it so matter-of-factly. Cassandra realised that in a world with few taboos, death must still be the ultimate, unconquered one.

      As soon as dessert was finished — a delicious Maraschino Cherry Rice Pudding, a specialty of Leigh’s personal chef — Trembath rose.

      ‘Hope you don’t mind me rushing off, old man. I have a late meeting with a crony that should have been earlier. Put him off when you invited me here.’

      ‘Of course not, Peter. Thank you for coming old friend.’

      The professor bade Cassandra a good evening, and the two men left the room together.

      Cassandra moved back to the drawing room where she stood in front of a rosewood glass cabinet admiring Leigh’s collection of Egyptian artefacts. Why had she never noticed them before?

      When Leigh re-joined her, he crossed to a record player. ‘Would you like some music?’ He flipped through some LPs. ‘Do you like Three Coins in a Fountain?’

      ‘Yes, I saw the film.’

      ‘Did you know that Frank Sinatra sang the title song in the film but was uncredited?’

      ‘No, I didn’t.’

      Leigh placed the record on the turntable and lifted the arm — the music started. He strolled over to Cassandra, wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her neck. Then he turned her into a dance position and, as if knowing what her thoughts were, said, ‘Don’t let Peter’s words perturb you. He is not going to die tomorrow, I shouldn’t think. He’s been a scarecrow for the last ten years and I can imagine another ten or twenty years yet before death carries him off.’

      ‘So, you believe in this curse of the pharaohs also?’ Cassandra asked, still not grappling with the idea. She couldn’t imagine Leigh believing in a curse.

      Leigh gave his closed smile. ‘Next time you see Peter, why not ask him more about it?’

      ‘Will I see him again?’

      ‘It could be arranged, and he was really only just warming to his subject.’

      Cassandra frowned. ‘I must say I’m surprised. He’s not at all your type of friend and I believe you sincerely like him.’

      ‘He is exactly my type of friend… if you wish to speak of types. A very old friend.’

      ‘Nonsense! I’ve seen your friends. The professor would stand out like a sore thumb.’

      Leigh stared at her, yet at the same time, she felt he didn’t. The black inscrutable eyes seemed remote, the lean, angular face harsh, his mouth pressed grimly. He had completely withdrawn from her.

      After several moments, he said, ‘You are wrong. I have few friends... but those I have I prize far above all else in life.’

      Cassandra felt an uneasy stirring in her stomach, as she realised yet again that she didn’t know Leigh Kershaw at all.

      After another pause, he added, ‘Stay the night.’ It was a statement, not a question. ‘I’ll get you back early in the morning.’

      Cassandra smiled and, without turning off the record, they went upstairs.
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      Cassandra spent the morning at her showroom in Knightsbridge, then after lunch went shopping for new shoes in Bond Street for Leigh’s party the coming evening. She wore one of her own creations in deep blue watered silk, a colour she knew she could wear well, while silk was her personal favourite, and in a strapless style and straight skirt that would enhance her shapely figure.

      Laura was left, as usual, at Claridge’s, with a list of letters to write. Cassandra knew they wouldn’t be done. Laura would probably type one and then go out on the town. Business usually came first with Cassandra, but she would not allow it to intrude upon this evening.

      When the Silver Ghost drew up in front of Leigh’s home and she was ushered inside, there was already a crush of people in the large marble-tiled front hall, spilling into the drawing room. Parties like this delighted Cassandra. Whatever reasons others may have for attending these affairs, she revelled in them. She was a vain creature, but she acknowledged it. She knew she was beautiful; knew she always caused a stir. She liked to see men drooling at her feet and to return stare for disdainful stare with their forgotten women. A party was rarely dull once she arrived, but if it remained so, she could usually think of some outspoken or outrageous thing to say or do.

      Tonight, she thought, as all heads turned to her, should be quite a success.

      Leigh found her straightaway, kissed her and began introductions. Cassandra had an excellent memory for names — although she didn’t bother with some people. Politicians were of little importance to her — in her experience they were never interested in designer clothes. Aristocracy, show business people, business tycoons — they were always useful. But the real goldmines lay in the nouveau rich, who were always so very conscious of impressing everyone else with the fact that they could afford to purchase the most expensive items. The sky was usually the limit. After a party like this, Cassandra always came away with several new clients.

      Having consumed four martinis and tolerated the dull conversation of two politicians, one would-be actor and a morbidly depressed artist, Cassandra realised she had not seen Leigh for more than an hour. She glanced with disdain at the strange slip of a boy next to her, eyeing with horror his purple hair and wishing he would cease his endless prattle, and then she noticed Trevor Matheson coming towards her.

      Trevor was Leigh’s private secretary and right-hand man. Cassandra knew Leigh put great trust in him. Matheson looked as much out of place in this room of richly dressed, sometimes elegant, too often flamboyant people, as Trembath would have. However, Trevor’s conventional, almost drab suit was overlooked by everyone and his quiet, studious manner even respected because he was so esteemed by Leigh.

      When Matheson led her away, after politely explaining that Mr Kershaw wanted to see her, Cassandra thanked him for rescuing her.

      ‘Who was that ghastly little man?’ she asked. ‘I couldn’t understand a word he was saying.’

      ‘You wouldn’t, ma’am. He’s one of the new rockabilly singers.’

      ‘Rockabilly? I’ve never heard of it.’

      ‘Introduced by Elvis Presley.’

      ‘Ah, thank you, Trevor. How amazing.’

      Leigh was alone in his study, with only a desk lamp offering a small glow. Cassandra hadn’t been invited to this room during any of her previous visits. It was decorated with tan leather and teak furniture — very much a man’s room, with books lining two walls and photographs and trophies of racehorses on another. A larger photo of a man standing next to a racing car caught Cassandra’s attention, and she was more than surprised to recognise the man as Leigh.

      ‘I heard rumours you raced cars, but you’ve never told me,’ she said, then shrugged when he remained silent, standing by the desk.

      This was his private sanctum, and she too fell silent, wondering why she was being privileged now by being invited to enter it. Then a photograph on his desk brought a new question to her lips. ‘Who’s that?’ she asked, frowning, staring at a wretched waif of a child with large sorrowful eyes, malnourished body, and ragged clothes.

      ‘No one in particular,’ Leigh said, his lips pressing tightly together.

      ‘Then why the photograph?’ Cassandra frowned.

      ‘To remind myself that the world is comprised of many no ones.’

      Again, a remoteness had fallen over him, like a cloak that hid him from view, his black eyes masked and grim, giving away no clue to his thoughts. Cassandra hated it when there was no reaching him.

      ‘I have something to show you,’ he said after a moment.

      ‘Another surprise?’ Cassandra asked, going to his side, and linking her arm through his. She could hear a desperate flippancy in her voice. ‘What of your guests?’ They crossed to a far corner of the room. ‘Don’t you ever stay at your own parties?’

      ‘Not if I can help it.’ Leigh placed his hand on the wall, and a panel moved aside, disclosing another room behind it. Leigh led the way inside. If the wall moving had startled her a little, now Cassandra drew her breath in, held it, and stood open-mouthed.

      Leigh had some magnificent art and antiques in his home but here was a small but exquisite and no doubt rare collection of treasures. Cassandra’s still stunned expression roamed over Hepplewhite chairs and delicate porcelain, tracing a finger over one of a pair of beautiful vases with cobalt blue design.

      ‘Qing Dynasty,’ Leigh explained. ‘Did you know that the word porcelain is derived from porcellana, used by Marco Polo to describe the pottery he saw in China?’

      ‘You are so clever, darling.’ Cassandra smiled. Leigh’s knowledge astounded her.

      She moved on to an Inca golden necklace and then a diamond, the like of which she had never seen.

      ‘It was owned by a French King, stolen by an Englishman, and worn by an Indian Maharajah,’ Leigh said, following the line of her sight. ‘It is supposed to bring ill-fortune to its owner.’

      ‘And it is yours now? Aren’t you concerned?’

      ‘Like Peter’s pharaohs, if one possesses a thing of great value and beauty, others will covet it and tragedy bound to follow. A curse can also be a convenient deterrent to jealous ownership.’ He paused. ‘Now speaking of Peter’s pharaohs — let me show you something.’ So saying, he opened a glass case and lifted out an Egyptian dhow, with keel, deck, and sail all in gleaming gold. ‘This was once in a pharaoh’s tomb,’ Leigh said. ‘Its purpose was to transport the pharaoh’s spirit across the waters to Osiris in the Underworld.’

      Cassandra allowed her fingers to trail over the coldness of the golden boat. ‘It must be priceless.’

      Leigh placed it back in the glass cabinet and removed something else. He dropped it into Cassandra’s hand. She stared at the brilliantly coloured blue beetle.

      ‘It’s made of lapis lazuli,’ Leigh explained. ‘A scarab beetle. Peter can tell you the full name — they held as much importance in Egyptian religion as the cross in Christianity. It was believed the scarab was born spontaneously and so became the representation of the sun. At death, when a body was mummified, the internal organs had to be removed. They were stored separately in jars, as the heart, in particular, had to be weighed by Osiris, the verdict recorded by Thoth, at the Day of Judgement. In place of the heart in the mummified body, they placed a scarab. This one is supposed to come from the tomb of Imhotep, who was a great doctor and magician and revered as the god of healing. This scarab is thought to possess some of those magical powers.’ Leigh touched the scarab in Cassandra’s hand. ‘This is for you.’

      Cassandra’s gaze shot up. ‘Oh, darling, do you mean it? It’s glorious.’

      ‘I don’t have need of it any longer.’

      ‘What do you mean? Need of it?’

      ‘Like the Egyptians, I possessed it in place of my heart. I think… I hope... I have enough heart back now.’

      ‘So, you are giving it to me? Does that mean, darling, you think me heartless? That’s its power? To restore a dead heart?’ she challenged.

      Leigh merely gave his closed smile, raised his eyebrow, and locked the glass cabinet.

      They left the room of treasures and re-entered the study.

      Cassandra sat gazing at the lapis lazuli scarab while Leigh poured drinks. Absent-mindedly, she took the martini.

      ‘Do you wish to return to the party?’ he asked.

      ‘No.’ She didn’t feel light-hearted anymore. That word. Heart. Perhaps she was heartless — her heart had frozen long ago. It had been so long since she had felt compassion, felt love, felt pain. She was selfish, yes, and heartless. Yet there was a time when she would have sacrificed anything for... No, she wouldn’t think it. What worried her now was why it should concern her that Leigh thought her heartless, even though she knew it to be true. ‘No,’ she reiterated. ‘I don’t feel in the party mood.’

      ‘We have such a short time left before you go home to Australia. Stay the night?’

      ‘No. I have early meetings. I must go, darling.’ She rose and kissed his cheek. ‘Thank you for the scarab. As you didn’t say, I probably need it.’

      He didn’t embrace her but spoke when she reached the door. ‘I’ll ring for the Rolls, then see you down.’ He lifted the phone receiver. ‘By the way, how’s Stephen?’

      The words were like a slap in the face. Cassandra’s eyes flashed, but she held back her retort. ‘I’ll see myself out,’ she said, and slammed the door behind her.
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      All the way back to the hotel, Cassandra damned Leigh to hell. He knew her too well, and she hated him for it. Why did he have to mention Stephen? How could he be so cruel? He gave her a gift — the scarab — and then fired off words to pierce the heart she didn’t have.

      All during the following day, rage boiled inside her. Laura felt the brunt of her temper, which only made Laura rebel with insolence and idleness. At the showroom, Cassandra found fault with everything — stitching was crooked, and the wrong colour sequins had been sown onto a gown for a lady of the realm.

      After lunch — not that Cassandra ate anything — a huge bouquet of red roses arrived. The card merely said, One rose for everyday we’ve been together. Cassandra calculated and found there were, indeed, thirty-three roses. She lifted the phone and dialled.

      When Leigh answered, his calm, quiet voice washed over her like a balm.

      ‘Thank you,’ was all she said.

      ‘Dinner?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I’ll collect you.’

      Cassandra dropped the receiver and damned Leigh again. Was she angry with him? What power did he have over her that his one-word dinner tore away all the rage she’d felt? Or was her anger directed at herself for capitulating? Thirty-three days. Such a short time they’d been together and yet it felt like a lifetime. Leigh had become everything to her. No, that wasn’t so. How could it be? She didn’t even know him, but he’d seeped into her blood, like a drug that intensified with every one of the thirty-three days she’d known him.

      Why did he want her if she was so heartless? He’d never said he loved her. Lust, passion, oh yes, he desired her. She desired him. That’s all it was — a love affair that would end — most likely sometime soon. Was it more to her? Leigh was the only man she’d let into her life since… She couldn’t go there now. She couldn’t even decide if she loved Leigh, and she refused to think about it. Leigh had been correct. She had become heartless. It hadn’t always been so. Leigh knew of the pain that had destroyed her heart. He knew. And yet, he chided her with it, reproached her. How could he be so cruel to her?

      Cassandra’s head fell forward into her hands.
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      That evening they dined at the Ritz. The opulence of the restaurant with its plush décor, elaborate chandeliers and painted ceiling never ceased to amaze Cassandra. Most people seemed to know Leigh, and she noticed how respectfully he was treated — perhaps even with something of awe. Cassandra also saw several people she knew, most of them clients who told her not to forget them when she was being inspired with new creations.

      The delicious meal didn’t adequately compensate from the lack of conversation. Cassandra tried to push aside all other thoughts and enjoy her time with Leigh, but she kept thinking that this would be their last evening together.

      ‘You go tomorrow, don’t you?’ Leigh said, as if he’d read her mind.

      ‘Yes...in the evening. I don’t suppose you’ll come to the airport?’

      ‘No. You know I hate goodbyes.’ He paused, and then added, ‘I’ll miss you.’

      The words were so unexpected that Cassandra showed her surprise. ‘Will you?’ Then she thought of his life here and frowned. ‘I doubt it,’ she added.

      ‘Then your doubt is your misfortune,’ he said.

      They spent the drive back to Claridge’s in silence. She didn’t ask him to come up to her room. Neither did Leigh mention it. He kissed her but with less passion than he usually did. Cassandra wondered if they’d reached the end of their affair.
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      The next day was so hectic with final details that it wasn’t until the plane had left England, dinner had been served and cleared that Cassandra settled back and thought of Leigh. She hadn’t cried for years, yet this time she did feel a sense of loss. During past visits, the time with Leigh had been exciting and diverting, while she had left him with mild regret and a promise to hurry back. This occasion had been different. He had drawn away from her at the end and Cassandra knew now, because of it, that he meant more to her than a diversion. Perhaps it had occurred to her when he had not passionately kissed her goodbye. She had felt the stirrings of a deep ache inside, a physical pain in her chest.

      Perhaps the scarab had already worked some magic, brought some feeling back to her heart? Opening her purse, she took out a handkerchief and lifted the blue beetle from its folds.

      ‘What’s that?’ Laura’s sharp topaz eyes immediately fastened onto it.

      Cassandra told her.

      ‘It must be worth a fortune!’ Laura exclaimed, with interest. ‘Are you going to sell it?’

      ‘No, it’s a gift.’ Cassandra fell to thinking again of Leigh, wondering when she would see him next. Perhaps she should shift her base from Melbourne, where she was born, to London? But would Leigh want to see her all the time?

      Then, unbidden, another face flashed through her mind. She thought she must have a penchant for lean, hard men. Then she banished it... with the thought that if only... No! She would not even think it. Not one to dwell on what might have been, she believed in making the best of what one had, and if the years had made her bitter, cynical... and even heartless, she had turned these to her advantage in her business life, not even adverse to ruthlessness if it furthered her ambitions.

      Leigh’s enigmatic statement came flitting through her mind as sleep beckoned. Your doubt is your misfortune. Yes...she guessed it was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Melbourne

      

      

      It was mid-morning by the time the taxi drove up in front of Cassandra’s Toorak home. After passing through tall wrought-iron gates and along the drive, they alighted at magnificent stone steps that led beneath an imposing portico supported by four large Corinthian columns, facing an impressive timber double door with mouldings. The upper floor was capped by a magnificent triangular pediment that set off the Neoclassical architecture. Looking at the warm red bricks, Cassandra reflected what a lovely old home it was — old only because it had been built earlier this century. The mansion remained in excellent condition. It was the first time she had really looked at it for years. Yet even nostalgia did not carry with it anticipation to step inside. The interior was furnished with style and a certain old-world charm that complimented the exterior. However, like herself, the house possessed no heart. The home she had hoped to make of it had never eventuated.

      Laura also lived at the house. Much of Cassandra’s business was conducted from here and she liked to have her private secretary on hand.

      Mrs Edwards, Cassandra’s housekeeper, came to greet them — a tall, solidly built woman with greying hair and no-nonsense hazel yes. ‘My dear,’ she said, in the motherly tone she always adopted with Cassandra. For some reason unbeknownst to Cassandra herself, she never objected. ‘You must be tired. I’ll fix you a nourishing lunch.’

      Nourishing, not delicious, was one of Mrs Edwards’ favourite
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