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‘DIAMONDS ARE A GIRL’S best friend. Are you planning to sleep with Black to get your share?’

Sam Harris looked across the scarred table at the drunken, dishevelled shell of a man sitting opposite her. She had waited a good hour for Pat Murphy to turn up at the hotel and he had barely acknowledged her presence when he arrived. Instead, he headed to a small serving hatch in the corner of the room which opened onto a bar at the other side. He had ordered a large whisky without asking her if she would like anything.

Murphy's hand shook as he raised his cigarette to his mouth, his fingers yellow and gnarled. Had he really asked her if she was planning on sleeping with her new boss, Adrian Black, the CEO of Gemsite Diamonds? What sort of interview was this? Maybe it was her tight suit, bought when she was one size slimmer? Being unemployed was fattening, all those chocolate biscuits in the kitchen. Did she look tarty? 

She hadn’t thought so earlier when she had squeezed into the dark grey interview suit and looked at herself in the full-length mirror. She hadn’t worn the suit for a while and it only just buttoned up over the plumpness carried evenly on her athletic frame. Although she didn’t think of herself as a beautiful woman, her vivacious green eyes and ready smile made her approachable and attractive.

She wasn’t in the habit of wearing make-up but she applied some foundation to her unlined face for the interview. Then she experimented with her mother’s mascara, but she decided she looked like a panda and took it off again. Her hair was growing out from a short cut but she managed to force it into a small bun, which left rebellious hairs dangling around her long neck.

She rummaged around in the bottom of the wardrobe for her only pair of high heels. They were too tight for her size-eight feet (10 American) but it was almost impossible to find shoes in her size. Having inherited a genetic predisposition for shoe purchasing from a mother who rivalled Imelda Marcos in that department, this was particularly galling.

Grabbing her handbag, she tottered down the stairs of her parents’ house.

‘Good luck, darling,’ yelled her mother.

She came out from the underground station at Paddington already limping in her tight shoes. She checked the location of the hotel on her map and set off as fast as she could, not wanting to arrive late. The Lancaster Hotel sat in a none too salubrious back street behind the mainline station. The Victorian residence, which had been converted into a cheap lodging house, had seen better days.

The front door hung open and she entered a dingy passageway with a foxed mirror in which she checked her appearance. Frazzled and red-cheeked from exertion would not impress many people, but at least she hadn’t arrived late. She tidied a few stray hairs back into the bun and headed for the battered reception desk on which perched an electric bell. Sam pressed it hard and it rang loudly, making her jump.

After a few seconds, a decrepit woman wheezed into view.

‘Good afternoon,’ said Sam. ‘Can you please show me the lounge? I’m meeting someone there.’ 

The woman didn’t answer, beckoning her forward and showing her to a room at the front of the hotel before shrinking back into the gloom like a character in a horror movie. The lounge did not invite relaxation. The filthy state of the carpet made Sam’s skin crawl. She lowered herself gingerly into one of the greasy, stained armchairs and waited.

After Murphy had bought his drink, he dumped his luggage in the other corner of the room and came to sit opposite her. His demeanour suggested he was already drunk. She steeled herself for a tricky hour but he wasn't interested in asking technical questions. He leered at her in a suggestive way that made her feel sick.

She would not rise to the bait. Like a lot of people, Pat Murphy’s interview technique probably deteriorated after the bars opened. He didn’t know her from Adam.

‘Can you tell me about Mr Black?’ she said. ‘I imagine he’s an interesting man.’

‘Adrian Black is an alcoholic, chain-smoking megalomaniac who is completely obsessed with diamonds and money. He hasn’t a grain of pity or empathy in his entire being, and he likes girls who resemble boys.’

Murphy sat back looking pleased with himself. Sam refused to be intimidated. During fifteen years of working as an exploration geologist in remote sites, most of her bosses had been more than a little eccentric, so this was not exactly a revelation.

‘What age is he?’

‘Age? What’s that got to do with it? About forty, I think.’

Common ground at last. Maybe he had similar tastes in movies or childhood television series.

‘When will I meet him?’

‘You’re to travel out to Johannesburg and see him there before you fly on to Mondongo, the capital of Tamazia. He’ll give you a briefing, and read you the riot act, as is his custom. You’ll meet Marybelle too, I imagine.’

‘Who is Marybelle?’

‘His new wife. She’s a Filipino cleaner who worked at Gemsite in the laundry before Black promoted her to girlfriend.  She replaced his first wife, who produced female triplets. Not a good move when you're married to a man like that.’

He laughed at his own joke. Sam ploughed on.

‘And what do you do at Gemsite, Mr Murphy?’

‘I worked at Kardo, one of the company’s diamond mines in north-eastern Tamazia. It’s a shithole. I won’t be going back. I’ve been fired.’

‘Fired?’ Sam tried to sound shocked.

‘That bastard Black said he wouldn’t pay me what he owed in salary unless I interviewed you. That’s the only reason I'm here. I don’t know why he’s employing a fucking woman. The other lads won’t like it.’

This comment went right over the top of Sam’s head. She always started from zero, whatever her role in an exploration company. No one was the least bit interested in her abilities or experience when she arrived on site. It was always her gender that concerned people until they got used to her, or had something more pressing to talk about. She had got better at not caring, but fighting alone was hard when you were far from home in dangerous and remote locations.

An almost full ashtray sat on the ancient table in front of her. She wrinkled her nose in disgust, pushing it as far away from her as she could. 

‘Oh, I’m sure they’ll get used to me,’ she said. ‘I don’t bite.’

‘Why does he want you out there?’ Murphy relaxed in his chair as if expecting a long explanation.

‘They’ve hired me as the manager of their new projects. The position’s based in Mondongo. I’ll be living there most of the time. The lads won’t see much of me.’

Thank God, she thought. Murphy looked her up and down with ill-concealed lust.

‘I can’t understand why a woman like you would go to Tamazia. Mondongo’s a slum, and people in the rural areas are still fighting a low-level civil war.’

Sam crossed her arms over her breasts as if protecting them from his lecherous gaze.

‘I've been told that the capital’s quite safe,’ said Sam. ‘I'm taking my tennis racket.’

The bravado sounded hollow, even to her. There was no disguising the fact that this interview was an act of desperation on her part but she had no intention of telling a drunken Pat Murphy about her humiliating circumstances. She had been out of work for a year and had been forced to move back in with her parents, despite being nearly forty, to protect her meagre savings. She wanted to put a deposit on a house, and this job paid well, if she could stomach the conditions. 

Being jobless on a regular basis was par for the course as an exploration geologist, but even when there was work available Sam still got the tail-end jobs in the remotest sites with the worst pay as a result of her gender. The job in Mondongo was like manna from heaven.

Murphy snorted. ‘Tennis? Ha! You’ll be lucky. It’s not a holiday camp, you know. Don’t speak back to Black if you want to survive. He appreciates subservience, and I should know. I’ve got to go to bed now.’

‘What if I have any questions about the job?’

‘Call the London office. They’ll know most things.’

He threw a filthy business card on the table and staggered out of his seat over to the bar, dismissing her without a backward glance.

By the time she got home, her parents had gone to bed but their bedroom light crept out under the door. They would want a report on the interview. She gave the door a light knock and went in. Her parents were both sitting in bed, reading glasses balanced on the ends of their noses. They both peered at her over the top of them like quizzical owls.

‘How did it go?’ said Bill Harris. ‘You were there for ages.’

‘Um, well, the man arrived an hour late,’ said Sam.

‘Honestly,’ said Matilda Harris. ‘What is wrong with people these days? Was his plane delayed?’

‘He didn’t say. His manners left a lot to be desired, to be honest. And I think he was drunk.’

‘That’s annoying. Do you think there was any point to you going?’ said Bill.

‘Apparently I have the job,’ said Sam. ‘I don’t know whether to be thrilled or horrified.’

‘That’s great, darling. A job’s a job.’

‘How can you say that?’ said Matilda. ‘It sounds like Sam will be working with another bunch of rude drunks to me. And even worse, in a country approaching civil war.’

‘I need the money. I promise to do six months and come home. I can always leave if it gets too dangerous.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ said Bill. ‘You should be able to look after yourself by now, after all those other jobs you’ve had.’

Sam smiled. Her parents had been fed a severely censored version of her working life. There didn’t seem to be any point to worrying them about stuff that had already happened. Anyway, as her mother had said, she could come home any time she wanted.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter II
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BEFORE GOING TO TAMAZIA, Sam flew to Johannesburg to meet her new boss, Adrian Black. Normally she would have been buzzing with the prospect of starting a new job, but she had been unable to shake the feeling that working at Gemsite would be an ordeal, especially if the other expatriates resembled Murphy. She was going to a country at war with itself, but this represented only one of the pitfalls to the job. None of these had been apparent when she first replied to the advertisement searching for a new projects manager for a diamond mining company in Africa.

This was not a new dilemma. The initial conundrum hadn’t changed since she had first graduated. Whenever she tried to stay in England she felt out of place. No matter how hard she tried, she just didn’t fit in. She would rather take a dodgy job with the chance of adventure than sit in a suit at a desk, mute with the fear of alienating yet another person. How many pubs had she lurked in, dying to tell her companions about the time someone put a snake in her bed, knowing that to do so would not make things better but worse? The ability to trump anyone’s story was not an advantage. It made her a pariah.

So, she always took any job that was offered, because, despite the casual misogyny rampant in remote sites, at least she could talk freely when she was with other misfits like her, people who had years ago forsaken a normal life to have an adventure instead. Being a woman complicated matters, and she always had to fight for recognition as one of the team, but she was used to it. She lived for the day gender would be irrelevant but she loved her career. Working on remote sites was the lesser of two evils as far as she was concerned.

A hand touched her tense shoulder making her jump. The stewardess placed a plastic tray in front of her.

‘I’m sorry. We only have chicken left. What would you like to drink, madam?’ she said.

‘Can I have an apple juice please?’ said Sam. 

The aircraft landed on such a thick blanket of fog she wondered if she had gone to the Antarctic instead of Johannesburg. The chilly morning air sat damp on the airport tarmac. It was winter in South Africa. Have I got the right gear for Tamazia? She had tried to find out from the London office, but they had been vague about the climate, unwilling to commit themselves. According to the data she had dug up at the library, the ambient temperature in Mondongo was about forty degrees all year round.

She cleared customs, emerging out into the fog-filtered sunlight, staggering under the weight of her cases. A driver organised by the London office picked her up outside the airport terminal. He drove her at breakneck speed through the foggy suburbs which were almost free of traffic at that hour. The car entered Sandton, one of the wealthier suburbs in Johannesburg. The driver headed for a modern hotel with a covered marble entrance. He dropped her off at the reception and left with a cheery wave.

‘Passport, please.’

The receptionist at the check-in desk examined the document and sniffed. Turning her back on Sam, she marched into an office behind the desk. She came back holding what looked like an old cigarette packet.

‘I’ve got something for you, Miss Harris.’

The receptionist handed the packet to Sam with undisguised disgust. The packet smelled of stale smoke. Sam opened it, and noticed Adrian Black’s name and telephone number scribbled on the inside in blue pen. Putting it into the front pocket of her rucksack with her passport, she signed the check-in form and took her room key.

She made her way to the identikit room, following the buttons carrying her luggage. He staggered in an exaggerated manner, looking for a big tip.

‘What you got in here?’ he said. ‘Gold bars?’

She gave him a dollar and shooed him out. Her bed looked inviting, as she hadn’t slept much on the flight due to her neighbour snoring like a tractor. She decided to call Black before taking a nap in case he had a tight schedule. She sat on the bed and got an outside line from the hotel operator. Then she dialled the number written inside the cigarette packet. The telephone rang and rang but nobody answered.

Just when Sam was about to hang up, a sleepy female voice answered the telephone. 

‘Hallo?’

‘Can I speak to Mr Black, please?’ said Sam.

There was a long pause. Grumpy voices in the background. The woman came back on the line.

‘Mr Black won’t be up for several hours yet. Is that Sam Harris?’ 

‘Yes.’

‘He’ll call you when he wakes up.’

The woman hung up the phone before Sam had a chance to say anything else. Having heard Murphy’s description of the extent of Adrian Black’s bad manners, which clearly extended to his companion, this reception did not faze her. She hung up the telephone and was soon asleep herself.

Later that afternoon, the phone rang, its shrill tone waking her with a start. Groggy, she reached for the receiver and put it to her ear. Black did not waste words.

‘Is that Sam?’

‘Yes, Sam Harris here.’

‘This is Adrian Black. I'm staying at the Crown Hotel in Sandton. I’ll wait for you here at seven in the downstairs bar.’

‘How will I recognise you?’ said Sam.

‘Just look for a guy in a scruffy sweater.’

The tone did not invite any more questions. Sam rang reception to make sure she had changed her watch to the correct time. Then she ordered a taxi for six-thirty. She took a shower, and dried herself watching cricket on the television to distract herself from the nerves that bubbled up tightening her chest. Surely, he couldn’t be that bad?

She dressed in a khaki uniform of chinos and a short-sleeved shirt. Before leaving, she examined herself in the full-length mirror on the wardrobe door and smiled. The transformation was complete. She looked like a geologist without a beard.

Going downstairs, she got into the taxi, which whisked her across Sandton to a similar hotel to the one in which she was staying. Her hands sweated, and her stomach did flips on the journey. Her reaction was exaggerated by the fact she had not signed her contract yet. Could Black still change his mind about employing her?

Her last conversation with the London office had not reassured her about their administrative competence.

‘Sam? I’m Sally from the Gemsite London office. I'm calling to tell you that you got the job in Mondongo. You'll be going via Johannesburg to meet Mr Black in two weeks’ time.’

‘Really? That’s fantastic. Can you send me the contract please?’

‘I’m sorry, but I haven’t been able to get a copy. You'll have to sign it in Mondongo. The phone lines are atrocious and the fax in Mondongo isn’t working.’

‘Can you at least confirm my living conditions?’

‘Senior management are entitled to single accommodation and their own vehicle in town. There’s a canteen on site for meals but you can eat elsewhere if you want to. Mondongo is prohibitively expensive so you’ll probably eat in the canteen most of the time.’

Why would a shithole, if she believed Murphy’s hyperbole, be so pricey? That didn’t make any sense, but she had already made her decision to go.

‘Okay. Please fax me the details of the hotel in Johannesburg and so on.’

‘I’ll send you the itinerary and let you know the address of the travel agent in London where you can collect the tickets for the flights,’ she said. ‘Ah, I almost forgot. You are entitled to send two boxes of possessions by airfreight under your contract. Just let me have them here at the office before you go.’

‘Excellent, thank you. Do you have a list of things I’ll need to bring with me?’

‘I’m afraid not. Just pack for the Ark. There isn’t much you can buy in Mondongo except beer and mangoes.’

‘I will.

‘Don’t forget malaria tablets and a good quality net. It’s rife out there. And get all your jabs up to date.’

‘Thanks. I won’t forget.’

‘Good luck Sam, and be careful in Johannesburg. That place is really dangerous.’

Sam had been amused that Sally had apparently confused Johannesburg with Mondongo but she hadn’t commented. Now she wasn’t so sure. Although the area they were passing through appeared prosperous, with wide avenues and nice detached houses, a high wall with barbed or electric wire around the top surrounded every property. Most houses also had a small hut outside with an armed security guard in it.

‘Why are the houses surrounded by walls and electric fences?’ she asked the driver.

‘Because there are a lot of violent criminals in Johannesburg,’ he answered. ‘If they get inside the house, not only do they steal everything, but they quite often murder the inhabitants too for no reason. You won’t meet many people here who don’t know someone who was murdered by robbers or muggers.’

Sam sat back in her seat, astounded by this revelation. How could anyone live here? It was like being in prison. No wonder Sally considered Johannesburg to be more dangerous than Mondongo.

The taxi pulled up at a hotel resembling the one she had just left. After being assured she was not on Candid Camera, Sam paid the driver and approached the reception desk to ask for the location of the bar, which turned out to be in the basement. She descended the spiral staircase into the bar, which had a counter running along the back wall. Bottles of spirits lined the walls behind the counter, glinting in the reflections from a disco ball.

Peering around in the gloom, she couldn’t spot any lone man in a sweater. There were several groups of businessmen in suits sitting around tables covered in beer glasses and smoking cheap cigars. The only man who fitted the description given to her was accompanied by an attractive, slim, tall Asian girl with waist-length hair that swished like a curtain when she turned her head to observe the new arrival. Her expression of relief when she spotted Sam was almost comical.

Sam walked up to the man and stuck out her hand.

‘Hello, I’m Sam,' she said. ‘Sam Harris.’

He shook her hand with vigour, but not the macho squeeze she expected.

‘I’m Adrian Black,’ he said, ‘and this is my wife, Marybelle.’

He did not elaborate. Marybelle looked Sam up and down, and offered the tips of her fingers for Sam to shake. They were sweaty and slipped out of Sam’s grasp like a bar of soap.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Sam.

They sat at the knee-high table and surveyed each other. Sam wondered if she should speak or wait to be spoken to. The table dug into her knees as she leaned forward in anticipation. 

Before they could start a conversation, Black’s mobile phone rang. He stood up and walked across to the far side of the room gesticulating to Sam and mouthing ‘Mondongo office’. Whatever they had to say, it did not please Black. He shouted into the brick-like cellular phone, a harangue that went on for about fifteen minutes. Swearing punctuated every sentence, and veins bulged on his forehead and neck. 

Sam took the opportunity to inspect her new boss at close quarters. Despite being the same age as her, he had a second-hand air about him, as if he had been reincarnated from a former life, and someone had forgotten to give him a new shell. He had a rotund body balanced on sturdy looking legs. Round lenses as thick as bottle ends in his oversized glasses made him resemble a cross owl with a hangover. His right forearm had an open sore near his elbow. The skin around the sore was red and weeping, and made Sam feel quite ill. The index and forefinger of his right hand were stained yellow from nicotine.

After her initial visual examination of Sam, Marybelle had relaxed. If she had come to this meeting to check Sam out as possible competition for Black’s affections, it was clear Sam’s drab outfit ruled her out as a threat. Black hadn’t given Sam a second glance so she relaxed too. He might be a philistine, but only my abilities are being assessed.

Marybelle produced a map of Tamazia and the women looked at it together, with Marybelle pointing out the locations of the different mines and the capital Mondongo on the coast. She had a stoned look about her, with a big sleepy smile she directed at Black’s shouting figure from time to time, like a mother tolerating a toddler’s tantrum.

When he finished his call, Black returned to the table and explained his plans for her stay in Tamazia in the manner of an army sergeant barking orders. There was no pretence at politeness. He chain-smoked, screwing up his eyes to glare at her through the fug on his filthy glasses. Tread with caution. This man is a despot.

‘You’ll be spending your first two months in the Kardo Mine, which is located in the north-eastern province of Tunde Norte.’ 

Although taken aback by this revelation, Sam tried not to show it. The relative safety of the capital had been a major factor in the decision to go to Tamazia in the first place. Wasn’t Tunde Norte MARFO country? Sam remembered the advice given to her by the awful Murphy and she didn’t interrupt Black despite her panic. Black didn’t notice her reaction, or if he did, he ignored it.

‘For the time being, you’ll be working with Jim Hennessy, the manager of Kardo, learning the ropes before you can visit the other projects owned by the company. You can take over for a month when he goes on leave, if you're ready. Once I'm satisfied, you can take on the Mondongo job as the manager of new projects.’

‘When will I go to Kardo?’ said Sam.

‘The day after you arrive in Mondongo.’ 

Sam’s heart sank. The baggage she had sent by airfreight from London had preceded her to Mondongo, but not by much. Nearly all her field gear was in those boxes, as she had expected to be based in Mondongo for a while before she visited the mines. She would be going to Kardo without it. Not only would she be new, and female, but she would look like an amateur in her smart office shirts. She nodded.

‘You realise, of course, there’s no hope of the local people following any orders you give them? The combination of African and Portuguese cultures is a fucking train-wreck, and they have no respect for women. You’ll also have lots of attention from the white men in camp. Most of them haven’t had any contact with a woman for six months so they’re not fussy about women. They replace sex with alcohol and get pissed a lot,’ said Black.

‘I’m sure I’ll be okay,’ said Sam.

This tirade did not worry Sam. All mining and exploration camps had their quota of bitter drunken misfits whose wives ‘didn’t understand them’. Gemsite probably hadn’t had a woman in senior management before, so in reality, Black could have no idea what the reaction would be. The fact that he had hired her at all suggested that he thought she would be able to do the job despite any prejudice she might encounter.

Sam had extensive previous experience of other people’s perceptions. When she went to work in South America, rumour had it that Latin workers wouldn’t work for a woman either, but she had never had any problems with the locals. Expatriates were another matter. It was a constant fascination for her to watch the reactions of the incumbent white male population to her arrival at a project.

There were two groups: those who told her to her face that they thought women shouldn’t be allowed in mining camps, and those who burbled on about how nice it would be to have a woman around. After two weeks, the former would have overcome their prejudices and be working with her, and the latter would have realised that she was more competent than decorative and would be looking for ways to stab her in the back. She didn’t doubt that Gemsite would be similar.

Black hadn’t finished his diatribe.

‘I want to make it crystal fucking clear that things will be done my way only, no matter what bleeding objection or doubts you may have. You are not entitled to any opinions in your first six months. If that doesn’t suit you, you can fuck off now.’

No wonder Murphy had warned her about Black. This relationship could get rather interesting considering how opinionated she was. She nodded again. Black looked pleased and pointed at his chest.

‘You have only one boss. That’s me, and you will report directly to me and to no one else. You will report everything that goes on including any dissent or rebellion amongst the staff. Any questions?’

Sam wasn’t at all sure she liked the change of venue but the chance of running diamond production for the first time was too tempting to turn down. She reminded herself that she could leave whenever she wanted to if it got too dangerous.

‘No.’

She had millions of questions but Black was not the person to ask. He beamed, a weird expression on his owl-like face.

‘Okay, tomorrow you’ll travel to Mondongo. Jorge Ramos, the mining engineer and a new metallurgist, Dirk something, will be on the same flight as you.  You’ll meet them when you get there.’

Black gave her a brief nod of approval and threw back his drink. She’d managed to hold her tongue, but only just. She would find a way to communicate with Black on another occasion.

Before they left, Black insisted on buying her a whisky.

‘Here’s to a successful partnership,’ he said, draining his glass.

Sam did the same. The neat whisky burned its way down to her empty stomach, which growled in protest. She noticed that Marybelle didn’t drink hers, setting it down on a table behind a flower vase.

Black drove her back to her hotel at high speed, ignoring the traffic lights. Whether this was to avoid muggers or because Black was tanked up, she didn’t know. He chain-smoked in the car, filling it with noxious fumes. Sam wound her window down a fraction but he noticed immediately.

‘Wind that window up. The muggers here are ferocious. By the way, you can’t leave the house in Mondongo by yourself, and you'll have to bring a guard with you when you go outside. The police force mug people in broad daylight,’ he said.

‘At least you can spot the muggers by their uniforms,’ said Sam.

This fell on stony ground, and she got the feeling that Black did the jokes. 

Back in the hotel, Sam reflected on her meeting with Black. She felt a bit guilty about her parents and their reaction to her taking the job in the first place. They had tried to be encouraging but their fears had been transparent.

As the date for leaving England drew near, they had got more nervous. They seemed calm on the surface but Sam could tell that they had been talking about her and it was obvious that her mother was concerned. Matilda Harris was from a generation of women who had worked as secretaries in the hope of marrying the boss. It wasn’t easy for Sam to explain why she needed more than that to a woman who had been happily married for forty years and saw no need for women to be ‘liberated’.

‘But why don’t you get a nice secretarial job in London, darling?’ said her mother. ‘I can’t understand why you need to go rushing off to Africa when you could have a perfectly good job at home.’

‘I know you're worried, but being offered such a good position in a producing company is a first for me. I can’t turn it down. They’re going to pay me really well and I need the money to save for a deposit on a house. I’m ready for a job like this.’

‘I’m sure you’re ready, but none of your other jobs have been in such a dangerous place. Your father and I worry about you.’

‘You don’t need to worry. I’ll be fine. I’ve had some tough jobs in remote places but I get to see some really amazing things.’

‘But there are amazing things to see in London: theatre, ballet, cinema.’

‘How could a job in London compare to this? Could you imagine me in an office? I won’t be a prisoner in the job. I can leave if it gets too dangerous.’

Her mother threw up her arms in despair, knowing she was beaten.

Sam kept her departure as low key as possible, receiving a stiff hug from her mother and a warmer one from her father before she got into the taxi to the airport. She still felt guilty for worrying them but not enough to stop her.

***
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BACK AT HIS FLAT, BLACK was also getting ready for bed while Marybelle hung up his clothes and made sure he was packed for his trip to London. He puffed on his last cigarette of the day, stubbing it out in the ashtray only when it reached the filter and burned his fingers. He sniffed to attract Marybelle’s attention.

‘What did you think of Sam?’ he said.

‘She’s pretty ordinary looking, isn’t she? Did you see what she was wearing? What a frump. She certainly hasn’t got any dress sense,’ said Marybelle.

Black grunted irritably.

‘That’s not what I meant. What did you think of her as a person? Did she leave any impression on you?’

‘She’s quite clever, I think.’

‘But she didn’t say anything.’

She smiled. ‘That’s what I meant.’
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Chapter III
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SAM ROSE AT DAWN TO go to the airport. She loaded her luggage into one of the hotel taxis and the driver set off through the silent streets in the soft light. As with her arrival, check-in was quick, and she spent a pleasant hour or so drinking tea and reading the newspapers in the business-class lounge. Several Europeans waited there with her, some of them middle-aged women in Laura Ashley flowery dresses.

The dresses looked old-fashioned compared to the chic clothes worn by some other occupants of the lounge, but there was something reassuring about the unflappable colonial relics. These expatriate wives turned up all over the world and organised drinks parties and Hash House Harriers, more drinking but with running, for the foreign communities in remote or developing countries. Some of Sam’s apprehensions melted away. If they were going to Tamazia, it couldn’t be that dangerous.

The flight to Mondongo took about three hours. She tried to sleep, but lurid images of rebels and robbers invaded her thoughts whenever she shut her eyes. The inflight magazine contained an article about some actress she’d never heard of, and her perfect life with her film star husband in their ideal home. She snorted. He was probably a womaniser and she looked like she hadn’t eaten for a month. Suddenly self-conscious about her plump stomach, she pulled her khaki shirt down and smoothed it out.

She came out into the arrival hall, pushing her overloaded trolley and
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