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      To my handsome, kind and adventurous husband, Eivind Eikli, who enticed me back to Africa, and introduced me to planes, big and small.

      

      It’s been a wonderfully exciting life and I wouldn’t change a thing!
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      Maun, Botswana, 1989

      Susan sat alone at the bar, nursing her third vodka and lime, wondering what madness had brought her to this Wild West saloon in the middle of Botswana.

      It wasn’t because she’d seen the writing on the wall at her dreary copywriting job in Johannesburg when James had mentioned there was a position going here.

      There were far more salubrious places to further a career than this dorp, with its perpetual dust, its heat haze shimmering above battered Land Cruisers and pickups, and the smell of spilled beer, sweat and avgas drifting in whenever the door swung open.

      Catching the appreciative eye of a khaki-clad stranger jostling through the crowd with a handful of Castle Lagers, she sent him a sultry look as she adjusted her cleavage. He wasn’t bad-looking. Mid-thirties, perhaps—a little older than herself—dressed in the ubiquitous bush gear that failed to distinguish hunters from safari guides, or the pilots servicing the safari boom, shuttling tourists between camps in the flooded Okavango Delta like a taxi service.

      She watched him dispense his alcoholic burden. Sweat darkened the cloth between his shoulder blades. Two days’ stubble. Floppy, dirty-blond hair. Funny how she was always attracted to the same type.

      She ought to have learned by now.

      “Susan?”

      She swung around, disappointed. Hunter Dude had looked as though he was heading her way, but someone else had cut in.

      “James!” Of course she’d known she’d bump into her cousin within a day of arriving, but his timing was less than perfect. “What a surprise!”

      “What are you doing here, Susan? You should have let Verity and me know you were coming!”

      “Oh, I’m not visiting. I’m here for good.” Susan curved her lips into a secretive smile, not just for James’ benefit, for she could still see Hunter Dude from the corner of her eye. And he definitely had his eye on her too.

      “The job on the Okavango Observer you told me about,” she clarified at James’s questioning look. “I was already sick of life in the big smoke, and when you mentioned the reporter’s job, I acted on a wing and a prayer and decided to come home.”

      “Impulsive as ever. But Maun has never been home, has it? Not after we were kids in Serowe?”

      “No, I meant Botswana in general. I’m a bush girl at heart.” Susan picked up her vodka and drained it. “I’m hoping I’ll feel the same in a month.”

      “You and me both. And, of course, I hope so much that Verity will feel the same, soon, too!” said James, looking momentarily stricken as he signalled to the barman for another vodka for her and three beers for himself.

      “It’ll come back quick smart for you. You grew up here,” Susan said. “Verity might be a harder nut to crack. Especially after what happened to Saskia. I wondered if they’d both be on the first plane back to Australia after that ghastly attack. Sorry, I should have asked how Saskia is. God, I’m hopeless.” She took another sip, then added, “Though I did know she’s okay, otherwise Angie would have told me. I gather the cousins have become firm friends at St Anne’s. Of all the coincidences. Who’d have thought?”

      “And who’d have thought you were old enough to have a fifteen-year-old daughter at all, much less one going to the same boarding school as Saskia.” James looked about to say more when a shout from the back of the bar pulled his attention away. “Sorry, Susan, I’ve got to get these to the thirsty throng. You okay on your own for now? Waiting for someone?”

      Susan smiled. “Always waiting,” she said, dressing up the painful truth with a flippant laugh.

      Like maybe Hunter Dude next, she thought, as James disappeared into the crowd.

      But Hunter Dude had vanished into the jostling mass, so her gaze roamed over what other possibilities this frontier saloon might yield. Overall, the prospects were far more to her liking than the suits who congregated at the bars she used to frequent in Jo’burg.

      Her eye settled on the khaki-clad back of a man of decent height, broad-shouldered, sleeves rolled to reveal biceps that made her insides quiver. Dirty-blond hair. No, not Hunter Dude, but⁠—

      “Lady’s bounty!”

      She stilled, poised for him to turn, ready with her best smile. But he was making a play for some ridiculously young blonde backpacker by the look of her—yes, you could spot them a mile away—brandishing a carved elephant he’d no doubt picked up for a song from one of the traders. In answer to the girl’s unintelligible question, as she squealed with delight, he said, “Yes, of course I carved it,” accompanying the lie with a theatrical wink.

      She should have known it was him by the performance, if not by the words themselves.

      Heat flooded her body. Red-hot rage. Shame.

      Every emotion under the sun except any that were good.

      Goddamn womaniser, Starky Willis.

      She should have known she’d bump into him on her first day in this godforsaken dump.

      It was why she’d come here, after all.

      Not on impulse.

      Not on a wing and a prayer.

      No.

      She’d come here for something far more calculated.

      Vengeance.
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      Central Kalahari, 1974

      15 years earlier

      “Hey, Suze! How’d you like some pretty ostrich feathers to dress up in? Lady’s bounty.”

      Susan swallowed, her throat dry, her palms clammy, her stomach churning with excitement as she forced herself not to leap from her director’s chair by the campfire when she saw Starky saunter into camp with his hefty load.

      A bloody great ostrich.

      “Oh, Starky, what have you done?” she said with a laugh. “You shot it for me?” She flicked a glance at Mike, who’d come back ten minutes earlier. Her brother looked even darker now than when he’d slunk in, glowering at her after she’d teased, playfully, “Not even a guinea fowl for dinner? I’m starving!”

      “You shot an ostrich, you bloody idiot!” Mike’s voice was low and tight with barely controlled fury as he flicked a black look between Starky and Phil, who sat nursing both a beer and his rifle between his knees. “What the hell do you think you were doing? You know it’s against the law.”

      Susan knotted her fingers together, shifting from one foot to the other, trying to keep the bright, cheerful look plastered on her face. Uh-oh. It wasn’t often her even-tempered brother got so hot under the collar.

      Though she longed to say something to restore the peace, perhaps this was not the moment to reveal her feelings for Mike’s friend, whom she’d known for years⁠—

      But seemed only to have truly noticed for the very first time now.

      “Hey, relax, Mike. It was an accident. A blerry warthog startled the impala I was about to bag for dinner, and instead this old bugger stumbled into my crosshairs. So—just the feathers for you, Suzie-girl. The rest’ll fetch a good price.” He looked from Mike to Phil. “Won’t it?” he prompted.

      As usual, Starky looked as though he couldn’t care less about what upset everyone else. It was one of the oh-so-cool things about him. Mike was such a goody-two-shoes, while Phil was⁠—

      Well, Phil was the dweebiest, weediest apology for a twenty-one-year-old she’d ever met. He couldn’t even look Mike in the eye when Mike wanted backup because… well, perhaps Starky had not been entirely right to break the law.

      “I—we’ll have rangers handing out fines because Starky violated the Fauna Conservation Act,” Phil finally said, staring down at his dusty boots. “But if they do, Starky can just pay it.”

      “Or face his day in court, where I certainly won’t vouch for him!” Mike all but spat, dropping into a canvas chair with enough force to make the metal frame creak.

      “Come on, Mike. What are the chances?” Susan hated it when Mike was in a bad mood. He was usually such a fun big brother, but this whole trip he’d been dark about something, and she was sure it wasn’t just her presence. Yes, she’d overheard his objections when her parents had insisted he take along his little sister on their Kalahari camping trip because Granny and Grandpa had decided to join them in Plettenberg Bay for the weekend, and Susan was too young to stay on her own.

      Twice now she’d stumbled on Mike and Starky speaking in heated undertones, their conversation cutting off the instant she appeared, as though she’d interrupted something she wasn’t meant to hear.

      And another reason she didn’t want bad blood between Starky and Mike was because who knew where things might lead before the end of their four days in the bush? The way Starky kept looking at her, she was pretty sure she’d be kissing him before midnight. The thought made her stomach flutter with equal parts excitement and apprehension.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she added for good measure. As the only female, she supposed her role was to play the peacekeeper. Though she couldn’t help wondering if that was all she was meant to be. Well, she certainly wasn’t going to play cook and mollycoddler.

      Right now, among this lot of ill-matched blokes, she wasn’t quite sure what her role was.

      “Yeah, I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Phil leaned back in his camp chair and stretched out his long, skinny legs, encased in bell-bottomed jeans. He stared morosely into the fire, his gaze flicking between them all, lingering a fraction too long on Susan before sliding away. In the firelight his eyes looked pale and unreadable.

      She shivered. But not the way she did when Starky looked at her.

      Really, it didn’t look like anyone was enjoying themselves.

      Wrinkling her nose at the acrid smell of smoke, she wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly cold despite the day’s lingering heat. Beyond the ring of firelight, the bush had turned black, and somewhere out there a hyena laughed—high, cracked, almost human.

      She jumped.

      Normally, Mike would have laughed at her reaction and teased her for never getting used to the sounds of the bush.

      But tonight he seemed to be on another planet, staring into the fire as if he saw something there no one else could.

      “Isn’t anyone going to offer a lady a drink?” she asked brightly, breaking the silence. The words came out more flirtatious than she’d intended, but she couldn’t seem to help herself around Starky.

      Starky rose and, with a smile and a flourish that made her heart skip, went to the cooler box. “Coke or…” He winked at her. “Perhaps a Castle Lager?”

      “Ooh, that sounds perfect,” she said, tipping up her nose at Mike’s look and adding defensively, “One beer is hardly going to go to my head.” Though the way Starky was looking at her, she already felt intoxicated.

      “It’s everything else,” Mike said, with that uncharacteristically dour expression.

      Really, Susan couldn’t think what had got into him, but there was no point wondering about what he’d never tell her, because Starky was opening a beer and pouring it into a glass, which he handed to her. And the way he looked at her made everything else seem to fade. She tried to ignore Phil’s narrowed gaze following the exchange.

      “Not much to cook over the fire tonight, since your brother missed his shot at the impala.” Starky grinned as he rested one foot on the rocks encircling their merrily blazing campfire.

      “Shut up,” Mike said quietly, tapping his fingernails against the side of his can.

      Then he stopped.

      All at once, every man in the camp seemed to hear it at the same time—the distant growl of an engine.

      Mike was on his feet in an instant. “Someone’s here! Christ, Starky, what have you done with the ostrich? You’ve got it bloody draped over the bakkie for all the world to see.”

      Now Starky did look concerned. Susan knew the rangers patrolled the area, and although it wasn’t likely they’d stumble upon them, it wasn’t beyond the bounds of possibility.

      And now someone was here.

      The three of them lurched into motion, chairs scraping, dust kicking up. Starky sprinted towards the ostrich, dragging it from the back of the vehicle and flinging it as far as he could into the bush just as a Land Rover roared into camp, headlights slashing white across the clearing. Susan’s heart hammered against her ribs. Phil alone remained seated, watching it all unfold with an oddly intent, almost satisfied expression.

      Guiltily, the four of them stood waiting for the ranger to leap out and charge them with poaching, or whatever it was Starky was guilty of.

      But it wasn’t the ranger.

      “Jeremy!” Susan cried, too shocked to say anything else. Her stomach dropped at the sight of her ex-boyfriend’s familiar face.

      Then Mike stepped forward with a half-smile. “What are you doing here, man? I thought you and Susan had broken up.”

      Jeremy, good-natured—too good-natured, which was part of the reason Susan had ended things—shrugged with that same bland smile that had begun to irritate her after two weeks of doing nothing more than holding hands and kissing. “We’re still old friends, aren’t we?”

      “Sure!” said Susan, going towards him to give him a sisterly hug, hoping it might make Starky jealous. There were plenty of blokes who thought she was all right. He wasn’t the only one. Though she couldn’t help noticing how Phil’s attention sharpened at Jeremy’s arrival, his pale eyes watchful now, calculating.

      “But what are you doing here?”

      “Your pa told me where you were going. It’s one of our favourite camping spots too, so I thought I’d drop in and say hi.”

      “Want a beer?” asked Mike, looking a bit more relaxed now as he opened the cooler box. “We thought you were the rangers come to check on us.”

      “Nah.” Jeremy gave a short laugh as he took the beer handed to him. “They did stop me on the road a little way back and checked my vehicle, though.”

      Susan glanced at the three boys. All wore slightly panicked expressions they were trying hard to hide.

      “Were they travelling this way?” Mike asked.

      As Starky slunk off, Susan at first thought he was going towards the ostrich. Then she realised he was heading for his gun, which for one ghastly moment made her think he might use it if they were confronted by the authorities.

      But he merely slung the weapon over his shoulder before disappearing into the bush. Susan realised Starky was the only one carrying a Krieghoff double rifle. Obviously, if the ostrich were discovered, he didn’t want the shot traced back to him.

      By the time the rest of them were sitting around the fire again, which Phil had stoked higher, the mood had improved—at least on the surface. Starky had got rid of the evidence—the ostrich and his gun—and the rangers hadn’t stopped by to ask questions. Even so, something taut seemed to remain beneath the talk, as though one wrong word might snap it all tight again.

      By the time Susan was on her third beer, the sun had dipped, and she was feeling happily light-headed. The late-afternoon gold had drained from the sky, leaving the acacias etched dark against a wash of violet dusk. The fire popped and spat. Smoke drifted low. Phil kept throwing her furtive glances that made her skin crawl, though she couldn’t have said why.

      “What about a photo before we lose the light completely?” she asked, reaching for her Instamatic camera on the camp table. Film was precious out here, and she had only a few frames left on the roll, but she’d been saving them for something special. She’d taken plenty of shots of the landscape and animals, but none yet of herself with the three boys.

      And that would be a prize shot to show the girls at varsity: Susan, on safari, alone with three blokes. No—four, now that Jeremy was here.

      “Oh, come on,” she cajoled, pushing the camera into Jeremy’s hands and pulling Mike to his feet before grabbing Starky’s strong, warm hands to do the same.

      Longing rippled through her as she smiled up into his face, and he winked as he squeezed her hand. The look in his eyes promised everything she’d been dreaming of.

      She knew she ought to be similarly encouraging to Phil, but the thought of touching Phil’s cold, girlish hands for even a moment made her shudder. He was such a poor specimen of a fellow, with his dark hair lank and oily, his chest hairless as far as she could tell, and a complete lack of self-confidence.

      “Be a good sport, Jem,” she said, smiling at him as he studied the camera. Since someone had to take the shot of Susan with her band of admirers, it might as well be easygoing Jeremy, whom she could cajole into anything. “No hard feelings?”

      “Not really,” he said. “I did hope⁠—”

      “Okay, everyone, get close together,” Susan directed, standing in the middle and slipping her arms around Mike’s and Starky’s waists on either side of her. She felt Starky’s muscles tense beneath her touch, and her heart began to race. “Just one good one, Jem. Ma will like it. She’ll want to send it to Australia to Auntie Margaret, who can show James what he’s missing.”

      Jeremy took a step back and lifted the camera. “James? Your cousin?” he asked. “I remember him. You were great mates in Serowe. Wasn’t he supposed to come on this hunt? All the way from Australia?”

      “James and his girlfriend, Verity, booked tickets to see his dad, who’s gone back to work at the diamond mine in Orapa, and to go hunting with Mike and me, but then they bailed at the last minute,” Susan said cheerfully. “That’s why Phil’s here, isn’t it, Phil?”

      She noticed Phil’s expression darken, though he quickly masked it.

      “Right. Shall I take it now?” Jeremy asked, cutting across whatever Phil might have said in response—which probably wasn’t much, thought Susan, though James said he was brainy.

      Which meant nothing if a man wasn’t brawny.

      Like Starky.

      “Wait,” she said as they started to break apart. “Everyone grab your rifles. You too, Starky. Aunty Margaret’ll want to see you all looking the part. Even though no one’s shot anything yet, this is a proper hunting expedition, isn’t it?”

      For the first time, no one moved at once before Starky slunk off to fetch his.

      Then the evening light caught the gleam of metal as the men positioned their rifles. Jeremy’s Krieghoff looked almost identical to Starky’s, though Jeremy’s was meticulously maintained while Starky’s showed signs of harder use. The contrast was just like the two men: Jeremy, so boringly careful; Starky, so recklessly alive.

      Now, what kind of choice was that?

      Jeremy raised the camera.

      Something stirred in the bushes behind them, and everyone tensed.

      But it was only a duiker, slipping silently through the gathering darkness.
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      By the time the sun had dropped below the horizon, painting the sky in bruised shades of crimson and purple, Susan was feeling woozy. That didn’t stop her accepting another beer from Starky, their fingers brushing in a way that sent electric shivers all the way up her arm.

      To her surprise, Mike didn’t seem to notice. Instead, his gaze kept straying to the horizon, as though he were expecting trouble to come out of the dark. She wondered what on earth was eating him.

      It served her interests, though. She shifted her camp chair a little closer to Starky, who glanced at her with raised eyebrows, a flicker of desire in his eyes. The campfire seemed to hold everyone else’s attention. It fizzled and crackled when Phil laid another acacia branch on the embers, the sharp scent of burning wood mingling with the dry, dusty smell of the Kalahari night. At least Phil was earning his keep by making sure they didn’t all freeze. He’d also managed a passable stew from the tinned bully beef Mike had insisted they wouldn’t need.

      Susan sighed, longing to snuggle into Starky, but knowing it was too soon with weird, weedy Phil watching them from the corner of his eye, and Mike and Jeremy locked in tense conversation nearby.

      To her surprise, their voices suddenly rose. Susan had never heard Jeremy sound anything but calm, but he was certainly laying into Mike about something, their words snatched away by the dry wind.

      Concerned, she straightened in her chair. “Mike—?” she began.

      But before she could say more, a high beam raked the campsite, and a vehicle bearing the unmistakable insignia of the Department of Wildlife and National Parks rolled to a halt, its engine growling in the stillness.

      Two rangers in khaki stepped out, the taller of the two introducing himself and apologising for the disturbance. “Won’t take a minute. Just need you to answer a few questions.” His tone was casual enough, but there was an undercurrent of suspicion that made Susan’s skin prickle.

      She turned to Starky, her heart beginning to pound as guilt needled her. She’d told him to fetch his rifle for that stupid photograph, and if the rangers found the dead ostrich and linked the bullet to Starky’s Krieghoff, it would all be her fault.

      Starky, however, looked perfectly unruffled, as if he had nothing at all to hide, though she noticed the slight tightening around his eyes.

      Just a routine check on campers in the area, the rangers explained. An elephant had been poached not far away and, though the kill was a few days old, they were still taking down the names and gun registrations of everyone nearby.

      Susan tightened her grip on the metal arms of her camp chair. She recognised the gleam of fear in Mike’s and Phil’s eyes, but Starky looked entirely unconcerned as he offered the rangers a beer, his charm on easy display.

      “Why not?” said the stocky one with a shrug. “We’re on our way home, and it’s been a long day. First, we need to record your names and rifles, though.”

      He picked one up from the line against the side of the vehicle and turned to Susan, saying with a wink, “I don’t suppose this belongs to the young lady?” He stroked the weapon admiringly. “A Krieghoff double rifle. .470 Nitro Express. Very nice. Not your run-of-the-mill Mauser 98 like the rest of them there.”

      Susan swallowed and tried to hide her fear.

      “So, poachers are in the area?” said Phil, wrinkling his nose. “I hope they get what’s coming to them.”

      “You and me both,” said the ranger, still admiring the unusual rifle. “Only big fines are going to work, though. The government’s got the right idea.”

      Picking up a Fair Lady magazine, Susan tried to focus on the pictures, though her frightened gaze kept straying back to Starky, who merely grinned at her, then put a forefinger to his lips.

      She heard Phil droning on to the rangers, sounding important as he said, “Botswana was one of the countries that agreed to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora last year. I agree that we need international cooperation to protect endangered species. Too many vested interests in poaching our natural resources.”

      Starky’s eyes seemed to glow as he fixed them on her. Oh Lord, when had she ever felt so excited?

      Or so terrified.

      Well, she wasn’t going to say anything. But the rangers had better not look at her too closely. Why couldn’t she hide her feelings better? If Starky was charged, it would be because she’d asked him to fetch his rifle.

      “The Krieghoff’s mine. A beauty, isn’t she?”

      Susan turned towards Jeremy, who—quite unaware of what Starky had done—smilingly claimed ownership of the gun, stroking it just as Susan had once wished he’d stroked her during their two months together. Maybe if he’d been half as interested in Susan as he was in that rifle of his, they’d still be together, she thought, studying his softly curling light brown hair and open, easy smile as relief surged through her.

      Though of course she should have realised it was Jeremy’s. His Krieghoff was polished enough to see one’s reflection in it. Starky’s was older, scratched, and clearly hard-used.

      “No more guns?” asked the other ranger as they noted the registrations of the three German Mausers before taking a seat and accepting beers.

      “No,” said Starky, shaking his head. “Though I’d kill to own a Krieghoff.”

      His words hung in the air, laden with irony.

      Liar.

      Susan stared at him, amazed by how nonchalant he looked. Even Mike seemed jittery.

      Starky was the only one who had committed a crime with a hidden Krieghoff, and yet he looked the least guilty of them all.

      And a liar was exactly what she called him to his face when the rangers had finally gone, and Mike, Phil and Jeremy had disappeared into the bush to relieve themselves, the darkness swallowing them whole.

      But she said it teasingly, admiringly, and was rewarded when Starky put his hands on her shoulders and lowered his face to hers, pressing her gently against the trunk of the old baobab whose massive girth could have hidden an advancing army from the direction the other three had gone.

      “Would you call me a liar if I said you were the cutest chick I’ve ever met?” His breath tickled her cheek, and she arched into him, the hard grey trunk of the baobab pressed against her back.

      “Where did you hide your Krieghoff?” she asked coyly, wriggling against him in invitation because he hadn’t quite kissed her yet, and she was determined that he would. She slipped her hands inside his shirt and began gently rubbing his shoulders. They were broad and strong.

      So unlike Jeremy’s.

      So unlike Phil’s.

      Starky was a real man.

      “I hid it in the bush after the photographs were taken. Couldn’t be too sure, could I?” His hands came up to cup her face, thumbs grazing her cheekbones as he lowered his mouth to hers. “You’re not going to dob me in, are you?”

      Susan shook her head as the world seemed to fall away, leaving only the two of them beneath the vast, star-hung Kalahari sky.

      She groaned softly as she kissed him back, letting him part her lips while his hands began their own exploration of her body. For now, he’d slipped one hand inside her shirt.

      The sound of Mike and the others returning made them jerk apart. Susan felt she might cry, she was so not ready for it to end. Somewhere in the distance a hyena laughed, its eerie call seeming to mock their secrecy.

      So when Starky stepped back, carefully buttoning her shirt as he murmured, “Maybe I could slip into your tent when the others are asleep,” she gave him a very definite green light with an emphatic nod.
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      It seemed like an hour passed, during which Susan lay on her camp bed, tense and waiting. After the rangers had gone, they’d sat around the fire a little longer, dipping buttermilk rusks into steaming enamel mugs of sweet tea while she exchanged sly smiles with Starky as Philemon washed the dishes some distance away. When Mike had yawned, she’d yawned too, stretching and turning slightly towards Starky as she announced she was going to bed.

      But then the men had gone on talking for ages after she’d left.

      She’d heard them droning on and on while she tossed and turned, straining for some sign that they were finally turning in. The night sounds of the Kalahari—the rustle of small nocturnal creatures, the far-off roar of a lion, the strange creaks and sighs of the dark—only sharpened her anticipation.

      She heard Mike having another go at Starky over the ostrich. Why was Mike so overwrought this weekend? His voice carried an edge she’d never heard before.

      Starky, by contrast, remained his usual laconic self. His easy, unruffled replies made her shiver with admiration.

      And want.

      And need.

      The words diamond and liar floated through the canvas once or twice—those were the ones spoken loudest. Susan wondered vaguely what that was all about before drowsiness overtook her, unease settling over her like an extra blanket.

      Then she was woken by the soft sound of the tent zip inching open.

      For one breathless second she lay still, trying to steady her breathing, and then Starky was climbing into her sleeping bag. It was a tight fit, but he gave a low laugh as his hands ran the length of her, demanding to know what these were.

      These were her pyjamas, of course. And it came as a shock to discover that Starky was… stark naked.

      “Pyjamas?” he repeated in disgust. “Haven’t you ever done this before?”

      Susan shook her head, then wriggled obligingly as he removed them for her, murmuring, “Well, my celestial being, I’ll have to make sure your first time is the best fun you’ve ever had. You’re quite sure about this, hey?”

      Susan clung to him, her whole body feverish as she assured him she’d never been more sure of anything in her life.

      And then they were off.

      And Starky really was as good as his word, stroking and caressing her until her body did things she hadn’t known it could, awakening cravings she hadn’t even known existed until he was satisfying them.

      At last, when she felt that the fever inside her must consume her completely, the great pressure building within her suddenly broke apart, just as a different kind of pressure breached her.

      So this was what it was all about.

      She’d heard whispers. She’d glimpsed, very briefly, an indecent picture of what men and women did. But this was the real thing.

      And she was doing it with Starky.

      For one brief moment, with his weight on top of her, she thought she might suffocate. Then he rolled aside and drew her against him, cradling her to his chest and stroking her cheek.

      “Was that good?” he whispered.

      Susan nodded, smiling drowsily, even though she felt tender.

      “It was so good.”

      “Now don’t you go telling the world that, will you?” Starky laid one finger lightly against her lips, and she shuddered with soft, happy laughter.

      “It’ll be our secret to the grave,” she whispered. “No one will ever know.”
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      FIFTEEN YEARS LATER

      Melbourne, Australia, 1989

      Verity stood on a dining chair in the middle of the crowded living room, a champagne flute raised high above her head. Coloured party lights and paper Chinese lanterns cast pockets of red and gold over the faces of the friends and family gathered around her. Someone had cranked up Love Shack on the tape deck in the corner, and the smell of curry drifted from the slow cooker in the kitchen, wrapping the winter night in spice and warmth.

      She tapped her glass with a spoon until the music was turned down, and the chatter faded.

      “When I wrote this speech a week ago,” Verity began, “I listed four reasons for tonight’s celebration.”

      In her tight knee-length black skirt and the gold bolero she’d bought especially for the party, she felt both overdressed and absurdly happy. This was supposed to be James’s moment as much as hers, and yet somehow she’d ended up centre stage, wobbling on a chair and speaking for them both.

      “You all know the obvious ones,” she went on. “This is our housewarming. It’s our fifteenth wedding anniversary. And it’s proof that some people”—she shot a mock glare towards one of the pilots near the stereo—“were wrong when they said we’d never last.”

      Laughter rippled through the room. James, leaning against the doorframe with a glass in his hand, grinned and shook his head, his dark hair falling over his brow in the way she’d always loved.

      “Yes, Tim,” Verity added, “if we’ve made it to fifteen years, I think we’ve earned the right to call this a proper marriage.”

      She reached down to smooth his hair, her fingers brushing his cheek as their friends clapped and whooped.

      “The fourth reason,” she said, “is that we wanted an excuse for a party. And because when life is good, you should celebrate it.”

      She was about to go on—about James, about the years of scraping and saving and never quite having enough—when the chair beneath her gave a little wobble.

      “Careful,” someone called.

      Before she could steady herself, James dragged another chair beside hers and jumped up so they stood side by side above their guests.

      “You all get the gist of what Verity’s saying,” he announced, taking the spoon from her. “So I’ll keep this short. There’s something most of you don’t know, because it was only confirmed yesterday⁠—”

      “Oh my God, Saskia’s getting a brother or sister!” Helen shouted from the back.

      The room erupted again.

      “Nice try,” James said. “But no. The big news is that Verity here”—he slipped an arm around her waist—“is Flair’s new lifestyle editor extraordinaire. She starts on Monday.”

      The rest of his words were drowned out by clapping, stamping, and the shrill whistles of half a dozen pilots. Verity laughed, a little breathless, as James hopped down, lifted her effortlessly from the chair and spun her into a kiss that tasted of champagne and jubilation.

      In that instant, it felt as though every sacrifice, every long-haul contract James had flown, every late-night story she’d filed while Saskia slept down the hall, had finally coalesced into something solid and worthwhile. Fifteen years of trailing around the world, and at last they were settled. A gorgeous home. Secure work. Family.

      It had all paid off in the end.

      “The news couldn’t have been better timed,” Verity’s best friend Sarah murmured a little later, as the party spilled down the hallway and through the living room. The champagne bottle in Sarah’s hand chimed softly against Verity’s glass as she poured. “You got your dream house. Then your dream job. Next, world domination.”

      Verity laughed. “I need to pinch myself every morning I wake up,” she admitted.

      And she did. A brick house in Melbourne. A teenage daughter she adored. A husband whose smile still made her stomach dip. And now, at last, a job that made her feel important. Silly, perhaps, but after so many years of fill-in work and interrupted ambitions, she felt valued in the workplace for the first time.

      “Come on, let’s talk in the study,” she said, leading the way from the overheated living room where more and more guests had drifted in out of the cold. “That’s better,” she said, flopping down onto the sofa bed. The warmth from the nearby radiator was a welcome relief from the winter chill outside. “Don’t you still do the same? Pinch yourself. I mean—even though Tim’s been flying for Ansett for a year now? I remember how gloomy the guys were when they turned thirty and thought they were too old ever to crack the airlines.”

      Verity and Sarah had become firm friends when their husbands were still at the fledgling stage of their careers, based in the remote Western Australian town of Kununurra, flying sightseers over the Bungle Bungles and other scenic wonders of the outback. Those early years of uncertainty had forged the sort of bond that survived distance, children, and time.

      “I do,” Sarah replied, straightening her green velvet headband. “Airline pay means better care for Ben. Nothing would make me move again.” She grinned. “But Tim knows that. He wouldn’t dare.”

      Verity nodded, acknowledging the strain Sarah and Tim had been under caring for their ten-year-old son, who had cerebral palsy. Sarah took a breath. “Not that the Flying Doctors weren’t wonderful to us when Tim was working for them,” she went on. “And being so long in one place really helped us get a foothold. But I’m so happy to be in Melbourne and close to good hospitals.” She squeezed Verity’s arm. “You’re the perfect pilot’s wife, you know. Six jobs and six towns in fifteen years, and you’re still by James’s side. Not every pilot’s wife is so patient. I don’t know that I could have been.”

      Verity drained her glass and squeezed her friend’s shoulder. “You’re the most patient person I know,” she said. With her own success arriving so close on the heels of James’s, she felt almost giddy with happiness, ready to spread it around. There’d been times when she’d despaired of ever getting her on-ice journalism career moving again, forever playing second fiddle to James’s flying. But the universe had finally smiled on them both. James’s delight in her new job, after all their years of muddling through, was the icing on the cake.

      “Ben is so lucky to have parents like you. I don’t know that I could have managed the way you and Tim have.” Almost overwhelmed by her feelings, Verity didn’t bother to hide them. “Isn’t it wonderful how much better everything feels when you’ve struggled for it?” She blinked back another rush of tears. “All those years in general aviation, with companies folding and contracts ending. Packing up another rental, finding another school for Saskia. But now our fellers are airline pilots. Now we’re getting some stability in our lives. And finally—maybe—with James having just been checked to line and becoming a first officer with decent pay, it’s in time to make a difference for Saskia. Goodness knows, stability is what she needs.”

      From the adjoining living room, where the guests had drifted back together, a deep, aggrieved male voice cut through the strains of Madonna, and conversation faltered.

      “Did you hear what the PM said on the six o’clock news?”

      Verity grinned, and Sarah rolled her eyes as they exchanged glances. Sean, one of their more outspoken friends was a regular visitor lately, ever since his marriage had started wobbling was dominating once again. The likeable larrikin had first met easy-going James and Tim at ground school fifteen years earlier, when the three of them were studying for their Commercial Pilot’s Licences.

      Verity leaned closer and whispered in Sarah’s ear, “I suppose I should listen to what Sean’s carrying on about now that we’re all in this together.”

      Someone turned down the music, and Sean’s strident tones carried through to the study.

      “Hawke called us glorified bus drivers!” He almost spluttered with disgust.

      Verity peered through the half-open door to see a knot of pilots gathered around him. Sean was declaring that Prime Minister Bob Hawke needed to be reminded that negotiating through a union was a basic right. “Being besties with the Ansett boss has sure made him forget his trade union roots!” he shouted.

      Tim gestured for Sean to lower his voice, but although his own answer was more measured, Verity was startled by the anger in his face. Usually Tim was even more easy-going than James, but as he began to speak, something inside her gave a small, inexplicable lurch.

      “I got a call at nine on Tuesday night from the company saying they were willing to negotiate my terms and conditions—but not through the Pilot’s Federation⁠—”

      He got no further. His words were swallowed by a rumble of outrage before Sean’s sharper voice cut through again.

      “We’ve had wage suppression for years. If they think we’re asking for too much, they should negotiate through the union! And if the government wants to treat us like other employees, then our working conditions should be the same. Normal office hours. Nine to five. Let’s see how they like that.”

      Verity rolled her eyes at Sarah in a private sign that she’d heard enough and was about to suggest they escape to another room and leave the men to their indignation. But Sarah touched her arm. Her expression had changed.

      “Verity, I know Tim’s the first to say Sean doesn’t know what hardship is,” she said quietly, “but on this, he agrees with everything Sean’s saying.” She shrugged. “Me? I don’t know what to think.”

      Sean had always had it easier than most. His father, an Ansett captain on the Boeing 737, had funded his eldest son’s training. By contrast, James and Tim had scraped together every cent for their commercial licences. While Sean had walked straight into a cadetship with Ansett, James and Tim had spent years building hours through instructing, joy flights and airborne geophysical survey work all over Australia.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to get out of here, Sarah?” Verity asked. The hubbub of general resentment was beginning to unsettle her. The evening had started with such warmth and promise, but the grievance running beneath so many of James’s pilot friends was stronger than she had realised.

      She pushed away the little dart of worry and tried to cling to the joy of the moment. So she was relieved when Sarah stood and followed her out onto the now-empty deck, which offered a quiet, if chilly, refuge from the noise inside.

      “And now,” Sarah said, settling onto the sofa, “I want to hear about your new job, Verity, which is every bit as exciting as James’s. I’m so envious.” “No, I’m not,” she corrected herself. “I’m proud. And relieved. You’ve wanted something like this since I first met you. You’ve worked so hard, and so patiently, always putting James and Saskia first while you’ve hunkered down and taken whatever work you could find. But now it’s your turn. Now you’re not just a journalist—you’re an editor.”

      Verity shivered, but not from the cold. It really was a dream come true.

      “Sarah, I have a whole ninety-six-page glossy magazine to look after. Yet for years I’ve only written the occasional freelance piece for papers and magazines. Now I can commission articles and fashion shoots and pretty much make all of Flair’s editorial decisions. I know it’s a lesser title in Lightning Express’s stable of magazines, and you’d be surprised how little the pay is, but my real dream suddenly feels possible.”

      “And what is that?”

      “To become editor of Stitch and Style Down Under. That’s the flagship title with the big readership, and Carrie Dunbar—the Managing Editor who oversees all six magazines, of which Flair is only one of the smaller titles—has hinted there might be a role there for me if I do well.”

      Curled up on the outdoor sofas with a light throw rug over their legs and a couple of candles flickering on the wooden coffee table between them, the women sipped their drinks. Verity was glad to leave the men to their own concerns in the next room and enjoy again the easy companionship she’d missed so much after Sarah and Tim had moved to Melbourne two years ahead of them.

      “Then here’s to Stitch and Style Down Under.” Sarah raised her glass. “James has got where he has because of your sacrifices. Now it’s your turn.”
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      “Yeah, they offered me a wage rise, too.” Pete paused meaningfully. “Conditional on my leaving the union.”

      Verity tensed at the conversation going on over her left shoulder while trying to enjoy the artificial bonhomie of the barbecue with a cluster of James’s pilot friends.

      It was being held at Sean’s place in Gisborne, where the view from Skyline Drive took in the Macedon Ranges to the north and the skyscrapers of Melbourne far to the south. With the pilots now engaged in rolling strike action and refusing to fly outside business hours of nine to five, the barbecue had been organised for the Melbourne-based pilots and their families to lift morale.

      It was having the opposite effect on Verity.

      She had felt a little flutter of excitement when they’d turned into the long gravel driveway. In deference to her new role, she’d cut her light brown hair to her shoulders, which thankfully meant most of her perm had gone south, and she liked the effect of the softer, more natural curls, which looked more 1940s than 1980s.

      But the general air of grievance was draining her spirits. Her throat felt dry, and it was hard to smile at Melissa, Sean’s wife, as the two of them worked in the gazebo, trying to keep the flies off the food and rescuing the coleslaw, which was already looking watery and defeated beneath its cling wrap.

      “I told Sean that if he walked, then I’d walk.” Melissa huffed as she rearranged bowls on the trestle table. “If he goes all solidarity on me and throws his career away, he can kiss goodbye to me, the kids, and fifteen years of marriage.” With a snap, she tipped the half-empty contents of one plastic container into another, tossed the dirty one into the bin, then straightened. Running an elegantly manicured hand through her short bleached-blonde perm, she fixed Verity with an intense look. “What about you?”

      Verity nearly dropped the pavlova she was plating. Melissa was one of the most intimidating women she’d ever met, and that was saying something. She’d thought her boss, Carrie, was fierce until she’d discovered the woman had a heart of gold when she decided someone was worth backing.

      “Fifteen years? We’ve been married fifteen, too.”

      “I’m not talking about that.” Melissa’s look sharpened, and Verity felt suddenly gauche and absurdly young, though Melissa was probably no more than five years older. “I mean, a good job like this doesn’t come along every day, does it? I was a hostie with TAA when I met Sean. I wasn’t born yesterday, and I know what this whole business is about. Yes, I think the pilots are getting a rotten deal from management, from the government, and from the media. But at the end of the day, we’ve got three kids to feed and clothe, private school bills to pay, and a mortgage. Do you think we can do that on my wage? On one day a week as a beautician?” Tapping her long painted nails on the table, she pressed her thin pink-frosted lips together. “So where do you stand on all this?”

      Verity, resealing a bag of white sandwich loaf with unnecessary care, couldn’t quite meet Melissa’s eye. “James finished his training only a few weeks ago,” she said. “This is all pretty new to me.”

      “The government’s bringing in the Air Force to fly domestic passengers. Is that normal? No, the normal response of a rational government to a reasonable pay claim is to negotiate in good faith. Next they’ll be bringing in strikebreakers from the rest of the world to do our boys’ jobs⁠—”

      Verity nearly groaned with relief when Sarah stepped in from the lawn onto the slate, grateful for a patch of shade. And when Melissa thrust a tea towel into Sarah’s hands and announced she needed to go and powder her nose, Verity could have hugged her.

      “This is ghastly,” she hissed the moment Melissa disappeared. “Aren’t we supposed to be having a good time?”

      “Some people are,” Sarah said dryly, nodding towards the wheelchair Ben was strapped into while two four-year-olds played tag, shrieking as they ran circles around him. “Ben hasn’t had this much fun in ages.”

      Verity smiled at her adorable disabled godson before glancing towards the various knots of guests, all deep in earnest conversation over paper plates of sausage and salad. It was not the sort of easy, sunstruck barbecue atmosphere she associated with the outback gatherings they’d attended over the years.

      “I thought Melissa was going to take me by the throat and shake me when she more or less said, ‘If you’re not with us, you’re against us.’”

      “That pretty much sums it up, I’m afraid.” Sarah patted her arm. “Don’t let it get to you. It’ll get sorted out eventually, even if nobody gets exactly what they want. That’s what negotiation is supposed to mean, isn’t it? Finding a level maybe not everyone likes, but that everyone can live with.” She gave Verity a gentler smile. “Now tell me more about the new job. I haven’t seen you since you started. No, don’t give me that look. I’m not bored with hearing more.”

      Verity let out a slow breath, then smiled. “Well, I can honestly say it’s even better than I hoped.”

      Just saying the words loosened something in her chest.

      “Carrie’s a good trainer, and she gives me a lot of leeway. I have my own office—well, a cubicle really, but I don’t share it. I sit at my desk and ring people to ask whether they’d like to be interviewed about their passion, and liaise with our stylists and photographers. Sometimes I do the interviews separately; sometimes I’m there on the shoot, watching Jennie work absolute magic with a camera and three props. Then I work with the graphic designers, leaning over their shoulders, making suggestions while they race towards the deadline, and finally I sign it all off before the magazine goes to print in Singapore at the end of the month.” She laughed. “I’ve only done the first issue, of course, but I think it’s going to look fabulous, and Carrie was really pleased.”

      She knew she was grinning like a schoolgirl, but she couldn’t help it. It had been years since she’d had that kind of validation, and for work she genuinely cared about—telling stories, matching words and images, shaping something beautiful for exactly the right reader.

      “And what do you like most about it?”

      “The fact that I spend my day talking to people about things that make them happy. And then I get paid for it.” Verity tipped her face towards the pale winter sky. “I’ve done my time as a cadet journalist, chasing ambulances and doing the usual rounds—the police rounds, the courts. I do not miss coming in every morning half-afraid some sub-editor would have photocopied my article and sticky-taped it to my monitor with paragraphs ringed in red and rude comments scribbled all over it. I never missed that side of journalism. But I did miss writing about things people actually cared about in a happy way. This Flair job was made for me. I’m finally in my happy place.”
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      By the time they arrived home at nine, mellow with good humour and good wine, they were delighted to find Saskia curled in front of the television with an open exercise book on her knees and a scattering of old photo albums across the coffee table while Little House on the Prairie flickered in the background.

      Their daughter looked up with a smile and, for the first time in what felt like weeks, looked animated.

      “Hey, Dad, is that you in Africa?” Saskia asked, stabbing a finger at a photograph of a young boy holding a dead bird proudly by its wings, his rifle slung over one shoulder like a trophy in itself.

      James and Verity sat down beside her and pulled the album closer.

      “It’s my cousin Mike holding a spur-winged goose. See? In that other picture, he doesn’t look anything like me.”

      “There’s a family resemblance,” said Verity, leaning in. “You both had those blonde curls as children, and both of you went darker. And that must be your cousin, Susan. She’s gorgeous. Look at those dark curls. Where was this taken? Some hunting trip, by the look of it. But a few years after the one with Mike and the goose.”

      James lifted the album for a better look. “I think these are the photographs Aunt Bessie sent Mum after Mike was killed.” He frowned. “This might even be the trip you and I were supposed to go on, Verity. The timing would fit.”

      Verity bent closer to the grainy colour photograph. Two young men in their early twenties and a teenage girl were standing with rifles in front of a campfire, faces turned towards the camera, the dark pressing in behind them. There was something about the image—its youth, its innocence, the bush all around—that gave her a curious little chill.

      “How awful to think of it. Was this in Zimbabwe?” she asked, reaching back for details she hadn’t thought about in years. She’d never made it to Africa, and had only brushed up on the history when they’d once been on the brink of travelling there.

      “No, Botswana. In the Kalahari. Dad used to talk about the hunting trips he went on when he was a kid. He missed the country so much he left Australia for a few years when I was in my early teens and went back to Botswana to work at the Orapa diamond mine, which had only just opened. Then he and Mum reconciled, and he came back to Oz.”

      “Mike was your first cousin, Dad, wasn’t he?” Saskia asked. “How was he killed?”

      James set the album on his lap. “It was a horrible accident. Susan had a disgruntled ex-boyfriend who followed them to camp, and when he and Mike got into a fight, a gun went off and Mike was killed.” He hesitated, then added more quietly, “A lion got to his body before the others came back and brought him in.”

      Verity remembered the broad outline now. It had shocked her at the time, though these African cousins had always felt remote and half-mythic, scattered across southern Africa and spoken of more than known.

      “Horrible. So which one was the man who did it? Which one was Auntie Susan’s ex-boyfriend?” Saskia asked, her finger trailing over the two unrelated young men in the picture beside Mike, both tall and handsome, then over pretty, dark-curled Susan with her elfin features. She bent closer to the caption written beneath in small ballpoint. “ ‘Mike, Starky, Susan and Phil on their last hunting expedition together. Northern Kalahari. Best friends forever.’ ” She looked up, wide-eyed. “So, which one killed his best friend? Was it Starky or Phil?”

      “Neither. Susan’s ex-boyfriend wasn’t in this photograph.” James worried his lip. “I think his name was something ordinary, like Peter or Mark. No—Jeremy Lawrence.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “He went to gaol and… I think he killed himself in his prison cell before the case went to trial. Anyway, he died not long afterwards. It was all rather horrible.”

      Verity tucked herself against James on the sofa while Saskia knelt on the floor, still absorbed by the old album and the lives trapped in its pages.

      “Poor Susan,” said Verity softly. “Losing her brother out there in the bush. She doesn’t look much older than Saskia.”

      She glanced again from the photograph to James, noticing the faint family likeness between him and Mike—the square jaw, the colouring, the look of easy confidence. And suddenly the photo felt less like some distant family relic and more like a warning preserved between plastic sleeves: youth caught in one bright moment before everything went wrong.

      “We all got on well as kids,” James said. “All us cousins lived in the same small town of Serowe. But Mum and Dad took us to Australia when I was ten, and we didn’t really stay in touch. Last I heard, Susan was working in Cape Town.” Then, with deliberate briskness, he clapped his hands. “Right. It’s great that you’ve made a start, Saskia, but it’s bedtime.”

      When Saskia had gone upstairs and the living-room door clicked shut behind her, James turned back to Verity with a smile that was part mischief, part invitation.

      “And it’s our bedtime too.”

      Heat unfurled low in Verity’s belly as she shifted onto his lap and slipped her arms around his neck.

      It was exhilarating, this new sense of standing level beside him. James had worked so hard to give her and Saskia a good life, and whenever Verity had floundered through one of her periodic crises of confidence, his first instinct had been to blame himself for uprooting her again, dragging her away from friends, momentum, work. But that had never quite been the point. Usually, the work available to her had been low-paid, stopgap, a way to keep going rather than a path of her own.

      For the first time in fifteen years, Verity felt proud not only of James’s success, but of her own.

      “Take me to bed and love me forever,” she whispered, nuzzling his ear and pressing herself against him, refusing for tonight to let the rumblings at the airline intrude.

      Carrie had hinted that if Verity proved herself over the next six months, she might be marked out as the eventual successor to Stitch and Style Down Under.

      “Your wish is my command,” James murmured, lifting her in his arms, his mouth never quite leaving hers.

      Moonlight filtered through the gauzy curtains, laying silver bars across the bed, and Verity’s heart swelled—with love for him, with pride in the life they had made, with gratitude that after all the moving and muddling through, they had reached this place together.

      His hands traced familiar paths across her body as she unbuttoned his shirt. After fifteen years they knew one another’s rhythms so well, yet tonight felt touched by something new. An equal partnership. Two people who had both earned the right to feel hopeful.

      She threaded her fingers through his dark blond curls, still boyish despite the first threads of grey at his temples.

      “I love you,” she whispered against his neck. “Thank you for believing in me, even when I didn’t believe in myself.”

      James drew back just enough to look at her, his eyes dark with desire and something deeper, warmer. Understanding?

      “You’re extraordinary,” he murmured before lowering his mouth to hers again.

      They moved together with the ease of long practice, each kiss carrying the weight of all they had already survived.

      Later, tangled in the sheets, Verity traced idle patterns across his chest and let herself feel, for once, wholly content.

      Whatever lay ahead, they would face it together.
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