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      This story is set in the early 1960s, a time of profound change for the British Crown Colony of Basutoland. While this was the formal name used on maps and by colonial authorities, the Basotho people, along with those in the growing independence movement, referred to their nation by its true Sesotho name: Lesotho (pronounced Le-soo-too). The choice of which name a character uses—the colonial 'Basutoland' or the nationalist 'Lesotho'—often reflects their identity during this pivotal time.

      This transition from colony to kingdom was not just a matter of politics; for my family, it was written into our very names. I was born just days after the country’s first General Elections in April 1965 and was given the Sesotho name 'Malikhetho, meaning Mother of Elections. My sister’s birth was similarly tied to the nation’s destiny. She arrived a few days after the Independence celebrations of October 4, 1966, and was named 'Maboipuso, or Mother of Independence.

      It was a fitting tribute, as my father, Spencer Nettelton, was the man responsible for organising those very celebrations.
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      CAPE TOWN, 1961

      6pm! Where was Matthew?

      Philippa, still dressed only in her cream silk slip, craned her head out of the top-floor dormitory window, leaning into the cool evening air. Far below, the red terracotta roofs of Fuller Hall’s lower wings spread out, catching the last rays of sun as she scanned the long, curved driveway that led up to Cape Town University’s women’s residence.

      Taking a deep breath to quell the familiar flutter in her heart that always preceded large social gatherings, she managed a smile for her roommate, Susan, who joined her at the window.

      “Be honest now—are you in love with Matthew or just that sports car of his?” Susan’s voice carried a hint of mockery as they both shielded their eyes from the late afternoon sun, now glinting off the sleek green MG that had finally appeared at the entrance to the avenue.

      Against the grandeur of Table Mountain’s backdrop, the sports car appeared diminutive, but Philippa Tremain had grown up amid even more impressive peaks in neighbouring Basutoland. The view from their window, sweeping over the manicured lawns of the university and across the suburbs to the shimmering ocean, was more of a novelty. She hoped that after Angela’s party that night, Matthew might propose a visit to the beautiful… romantic… beach.

      “The sports car, silly!” Philippa pretended to play along as she turned, reaching for the burnt-orange, full-skirted evening dress draped over her desk chair. “Promise you won’t tell Matthew, though. Now, won’t you help me into this? I should have been ready ages ago.”

      “The orange is so daring, but it contrasts beautifully with your dark hair. Honestly, Matthew doesn’t deserve you.” Susan sighed as she followed Philippa to the small mirror near the door. “And he’s always late,” she added as she zipped up Philippa’s dress, her tone no longer lighthearted. “You know, it wouldn’t hurt to make him wait now and then.”

      Ignoring her, Philippa pulled on her elbow-length gloves and smoothed her sleek chignon before twirling around. “How do I look?” Her confidence was wavering, wracked with sudden nerves.

      “Not bad.” Susan grinned as she turned to focus on her reflection in the little mirror above the basin, helping herself to Philippa’s new Revlon mascara. “But you know that.”

      “Come on, Susan, what do you really think?” Philippa’s heart fluttered dangerously, and for a moment, she thought she might be ill. Matthew’s approval mattered more than she cared to admit to Susan, who always expressed such disdain for her new boyfriend.

      Surely Philippa could call him that after five weeks of exclusive dating?

      Susan darkened her sandy lashes before turning back to Philippa with another sigh. “Are you asking me if Matthew will approve? Of course he will. You’re stunning—and this year’s Rag Queen!” she said, and Philippa wondered if that was jealousy she detected.

      Poor Susan was not a beauty, it was generally acknowledged, with her sandy hair more frizzy than curly and her freckled face. But the two girls had been friends for as long as Philippa could remember—neighbours and schoolmates—both of them travelling the thousand miles from Mokhotlong in the African mountain kingdom of Basutoland where they’d grown up, to begin university in the exciting, cosmopolitan city of Cape Town on South Africa’s southern tip, where the Atlantic and Indian Oceans met in a swirl of currents beneath the watchful gaze of Table Mountain.

      Susan continued applying her makeup before glancing out the window, saying in that faux-surprise tone that generally irked Philippa, “Well, the young man is ready to escort you to the party at last, you’ll be happy to know, though it seems Eliza has captured his attention. He hasn’t even got out of his car. Maybe I will be ready in time to go with both of you to the party.” She hesitated, adding, “Except—I forgot!—there’s only room for two in his MG.”

      Philippa, who’d been ready to dash out the door to greet her beloved, hesitated as she put her hand on the door handle, remembering Susan’s words from last week:

      Matthew Myburgh is rich and entitled. He’ll play with your heart and then trample on it.

      Was Susan really jealous? Did she truly feel Philippa had prioritized her budding relationship with Matthew at the expense of their friendship?

      Hesitating, she spun around on her elegant new kitten heels. “Oh, Susan, I completely forgot!” she said, dashing over to the chest of drawers at the foot of her bed. “I meant to give you this to wear with your blue chiffon dress.”

      Susan frowned at the white silk scarf Philippa held out. “I might spill something on it,” she said, her tone more churlish than grateful.

      “That wouldn’t matter since I’m giving it to you.” Philippa tried not to let Susan’s tone rankle. Susan hadn’t always been the most gracious of playmates since their days of playing with dolls. But it was thanks to Philippa’s beautiful, kind late mother that Philippa now saw this as reflective of Susan’s own perceived inadequacies rather than ingratitude.

      “All right then. If you think my blue chiffon needs something extra,” Susan said, reaching for the scarf while Philippa, anxious to be gone, nervously smoothed the lovely burnt-orange creation her talented mother had made for her nineteenth birthday nearly two years before. She turned the doorknob and smiled at Susan. “See you at the party, then.”

      Susan nodded as she stroked the white silk scarf she’d openly admired when Philippa had received it from her father for her last birthday. “Just make sure Matthew takes you to Angela’s and doesn’t whisk you off to see the whales instead,” she said to Philippa’s departing back. “You know how unpredictable Matthew is, and you know how much I hate parties when you’re not there to help me talk to people.”
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        * * *

      

      “Matthew!” Philippa greeted him with a smile, forcing herself to slow her pace as she descended the last few wide stone steps of the residence entrance; forcing herself to remember the poise drilled into her at finishing school while she curved her lips the way her mother, a celebrated English beauty, had shown her for such situations: welcoming, but not overenthusiastic.

      Matthew Myburgh might be rich, but Philippa’s mother had been one of the Richmond sisters, featured in magazines throughout the thirties and forties, famed for their ivory skin, lustrous dark hair, and violet eyes.

      And their propensity for marrying into the aristocracy.

      Except for Eleanor Richmond, Philippa’s mother. The black sheep of the family. Arguably the most beautiful of the three girls, and certainly the most wilful, Eleanor had been disowned when she’d eloped with a Colonial to live in the tiny mountainous kingdom of Basutoland just eight months before Philippa had been born.

      The scandal had been enormous. The sacrifice, greater still. Eleanor had given up wealth, position, and family for love—a choice Philippa had never fully understood, having grown up craving the glamorous life her mother had abandoned.

      Still, Philippa’s family could hold their own, she reminded herself as she assessed Matthew’s handsome tousled head and muscled torso from the other side of his sports car as he chatted with his rugby mate, Hugh, and Hugh’s girlfriend, Eliza.

      Square-jawed, blue-eyed and fair-haired, Matthew had the Adonis good looks that made the girls either tongue-tied in his presence, or over-talkative. Philippa fell into the latter category, though she’d worked hard lately to emulate those sultry, dark-haired beauties of the screen who made more impact by being silent and enigmatic.

      “Philippa! Sorry I’m late!” Matthew looked up from his conversation as Hugh farewelled him with a salute and a ‘good luck’ for their rugby match the following day.

      His white teeth gleamed as he came round from the driver’s side to greet her.

      Why did his smile always make her knees feel weak? Literally, weak. And why did it also stir something uneasy in her chest—a quiet voice that whispered this was too easy, too perfect?

      Because, really, the last five weeks with Matthew lavishing her with his company had been more than she could have dreamed of.

      Except that, right now, this was not acceptable⁠—

      Interpreting her frown, Matthew gave a sheepish glance at his filthy rugby jersey and mud-stained shorts. “I got caught up at rugby practice.”

      “Philippa! Your father’s on the phone!” Susan’s voice floated down from an open window above the portico.

      Philippa ignored her. “But, Matthew… the party starts in ten minutes.”

      “Philippa! It’s long distance!”

      “And it’ll only take me ten minutes to get changed.” Matthew’s tone was soothing.

      No, it won’t. Philippa didn’t need to put that into words. She managed a shaky smile, though she felt like stamping her foot or crying as she stepped back from his approach.

      “Come on, darling, don’t give me that cross look,” he said, making another attempt to kiss her.

      “I’ll kiss you when you won’t get mud on my dress,” grumbled Philippa, remembering all the disdainful things Susan had said about him. As usual, Matthew expected Philippa to forgive him.

      Yet the things Susan said were true. Many of them, anyway. Matthew was always late. And he did always expect her to forgive him.

      Was now the time to stop making allowances if he was to respect her?

      “Tell Daddy I’m coming now!” she shouted back to Susan. Turning on her heel, she said in clipped tones over her shoulder to Matthew, now lounging against the spotless green paintwork of his car, “I’ll see you at the party, later. Daddy’s probably waited an hour to get put through. I wouldn’t dream of keeping him waiting.”

      No doubt the irony was wasted on Matthew, she thought, as she marched back up the grand steps, past the heavy oak doors, ignoring Susan’s enquiring look and settling herself on a chair in the corridor by the communal telephone. The scent of floor polish and old wood filled the hallway.

      “Sorry I took so long, Daddy,” she said, picking up the receiver Susan had left hanging by its cord, and trying to sound cheerful. “Everyone’s in a mad rush here. We’re off to Angela Myers’s twenty-first birthday. How are things in the mountains?”

      Philippa’s father’s role as District Commissioner in Mokhotlong—known also as the British Empire’s remotest outpost at 10,000 feet amidst the rocky peaks—required a broad repertoire of skills. Philippa never knew whether he was currently investigating illegal diamond trading or culturally sanctioned ‘medicine’ murder, whereby a local chief shored up his power by inducing fear amongst their villagers.

      Using the crackling down the phone line to give her time to calm her anger and disappointment over Matthew’s behaviour, she waited for her father’s response. She had done the right thing, hadn’t she? Susan would be proud of her for standing up for herself and making it clear to Matthew that she wouldn’t be treated with such cavalier disregard. Susan’s phrase.

      “... another murder last week in the Qthing district. I doubt you’d have read about it yet, but it’s in the Cape Times.”

      Her father’s voice was suddenly clear enough to understand, and Philippa drew in a quick breath. “Again? I thought the evidence was sufficient to convict. Do you think—?” She wasn’t sure whether she should ask. Now that her focus was on her father’s troubles, and how she could help, even by being just a sounding board, she had to tread carefully. Her father’s disappointment that there’d been no justice for those responsible for the mutilation and murder of a young boy the previous year tended to make him irritable. “Do you think the same chief is responsible for this one, too?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I believe. Let’s see what evidence turns up this time, eh?”

      The line crackled once more before her father’s voice returned, crisp and businesslike. “Now… I wondered if you’d thought about coming home for half term.”

      Philippa hesitated, reluctant to say no. Her father had been so lonely since her mother died.

      “There’s room on the Saturday flight from Maseru to Mokhotlong.”

      She cringed. Her father sounded so hopeful.

      “Deborah from Drakensberg Air said Mrs Vermoed just cancelled as she’s staying in Durban another week. Of course, it’s a long journey to make from Cape Town, but I thought I’d put it to you, nonetheless.”

      Philippa breathed out slowly. Mrs Myburgh was hosting a tennis party the following Saturday, and Philippa desperately hoped Matthew would invite her to the family home, a sprawling mansion in Kenilworth. Even though she was angry with him right now. She knew five weeks was early days, but such an invitation would surely be a sign that Matthew intended their relationship to be more… permanent?

      “I’m so sorry, but I can’t, Daddy,” she said in a rush. “There are quite a few things on and... Matthew’s introducing me to his parents,” she lied, hating herself for the deception but knowing it was the only excuse her father would readily accept.

      “Of course, of course.” Her father sounded understanding, which was a relief. “And is this boy worthy of you, my darling? Mrs Lehmann asked if she’ll be hearing wedding bells soon.”

      Philippa tried for a light-hearted laugh. “We’ve only been seeing each other for a few weeks. I can’t wait for you to meet him, though. Oh, and, Daddy! He said he’d love to go on trek if you had something interesting that coincides with the end of term.” Another half-truth—Matthew had expressed vague interest when she’d mentioned her father’s work, but nothing committal.

      “I’m sure that could be arranged. As long as he can stay on a Basuto pony for six hours at a time and isn’t afraid of heights.” Her father sounded more relaxed now. “Why don’t you bring him home with you at Christmas? I’d like to reassure your dear mother that I’ve done my due diligence when it’s my time to meet her at the pearly gates.” He paused. “It’s been two years, my girl. My, but you’ve grown up in that time. She’d be so proud.”

      Philippa shifted, feeling uncomfortable. She hadn’t exactly distinguished herself in her academic career to date. And her mother would have considered that more important than the fact that Philippa had been chosen Cape Town University’s Rag Queen and was going out with the only son of the famous Myburgh diamond dynasty.

      A niggling kernel of doubt made her squirm as she went on, “Mummy would definitely have approved of not just Matthew but of Mrs Myburgh, too. Or at least, her dress sense.” She laughed to diffuse the tension. “Mrs Myburgh was in the social columns of Saturday’s Argus and this month’s Fair Lady Magazine.”

      There was more crackling before their connection resumed.

      Then Philippa heard, “Well, good for her. Now, if you’ve got a party to go to, I won’t keep you talking.”

      “It’s all right. Matthew—” She hesitated. “Matthew was held up after rugby, so I’ll see him at the party later. Tell me more about the investigation. What you’re allowed to, anyway.” Despite her focus on Cape Town society, Philippa couldn’t deny the pull of her father’s world—the mysteries and challenges of colonial administration that had formed the backdrop of her childhood.

      “You have your mother’s tact,” her father remarked. “Well, for one thing, it means long days for me. And for the police troopers. They’re doing an excellent job, as they did last time. Don’t envy the poor fellows. The resident commissioner wants the preliminary report on his desk by next week. And then Stuart’s flying me up to Letseng-la-Terai tomorrow. The miners were snowed in last week.”

      “Stuart, the pilot? I thought he went back to England.” Philippa felt a quickening of interest despite herself.

      “For his mother’s funeral. He returned to Maseru on the first of this month.” He chuckled. “I wondered if you’d ask. You had quite the schoolgirl crush on him, if I recall. I have no doubt the Lehmanns and Oosthuysen were all involved in making sure he was rostered to fly you out to St Anne’s each term.”

      “Oh, Daddy, that was when I was sixteen!” Philippa felt her cheeks burn at the memory of the taciturn English pilot with his angular jaw, rock star good looks, and piercing eyes who’d treated her with amused indulgence. “Didn’t those gossips have anything better to do?” She turned at the sound of heels clicking down the stairs.

      Josie, holding the arm of her latest boyfriend Frank, who played left wing with Matthew, stopped in the corridor to silently mouth an offer of a lift to the party as she pointed to Frank’s car keys.

      Philippa nodded vigorously.

      Let Matthew go to the party on his own. She wasn’t always going to be at his beck and call.

      “Daddy, I have to go now.” She stood up to finish the conversation. “My friends are waiting. Have a good weekend!”

      “Don’t you two look a sight for sore eyes?” remarked Frank gallantly as Philippa replaced the handset. “Susan got a lift with Barney,” he added, offering Philippa his free arm to lead the girls down the steps towards his car.

      “And Matthew’s gone back to his digs to get changed. He’ll meet us at Angela’s.” Philippa hoped she didn’t sound disappointed. “That’s if he doesn’t fall asleep instead.”

      Frank flicked a wry glance at Josie. “I’d do the same if I could get away with it. I’m hardly going to be rested for tomorrow’s match, am I, Josie, my girl?” He pinched her ear playfully. “Wouldn’t you rather hang off the arm of a top South African rugger bugger than⁠—?”

      “You boys have never let a good party get in the way of anything,” Josie interrupted as he opened the car door. “You drink yourselves stupid the night before and think you can play the hero on the rugby field the day after. And mostly you do, though don’t think you can get away with it forever,” she grumbled, running one hand through her pixie cut and the other down her emerald green slim-line dress.

      “It’s called sowing our wild oats. We can’t change what nature intended. Why hurry into dull domesticity before we have to?”

      Philippa decided to ignore Frank’s feigned solemnity as she climbed into the car, shivering in the evening breeze.

      Her shiver was from anticipation, too.

      Domesticity wasn’t dull if one was successful in one’s career.

      Mr and Mrs Myburgh were successful, and they’d got married when they were younger than Matthew and Philippa. Success was a big house with a swimming pool, parties, clothes and frequent mentions in the press.

      That had been Philippa’s mother’s world back in England, and Philippa was sure her mother would be proud if Philippa regained what had been lost.

      Not that Philippa was ashamed of how she’d been brought up, but wouldn’t it be wonderful to win back the love and acceptance of her mother’s estranged family? To restore the Richmond name to its former glory?

      Philippa was every bit Matthew’s equal, she reminded herself fiercely. And he was ready to settle down.

      Even if he didn’t yet know it.
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        * * *

      

      Frank turned onto the jacaranda-lined avenue in front of the cottage where Angela and her two university girlfriends had digs. Music spilled out onto the street and, excitedly, the girls tugged at their gloves and bit colour into their lips as they climbed out of the car.

      Matthew was unlikely to have arrived, Philippa surmised, so she was happy to be waylaid by a group of admirers in the passageway where she still had a good view of the front door.

      “Hey, Philippa, when are you going to go out with Tommy and put him out of his misery?” asked John, the resident clown, handing her a glass of fizz, which she downed in one go for Dutch courage.

      Tommy, who was going to be a nuclear physicist, sent her a panicked look through coke-bottle horn-rimmed glasses as he flushed to the roots of his oily dark hair and disappeared into the crowd.

      John roared with laughter. Brains didn’t count for much in their circles. John was popular because he made people laugh, while Matthew enjoyed star billing because not only was he Adonis-handsome, and the heir to a diamond dynasty, he was their best rugby hope. Philippa knew the reason she had any sort of cachet was because she’d been Cape Town University’s Rag Queen earlier that year.

      And because she was Matthew’s girlfriend.

      “Tommy is a darling, but I can’t risk breaking Matthew’s heart!” Philippa responded with mock regret as John peered owlishly at her, brandishing the champagne bottle once more.

      “I don’t understand why you insist…” he pointed an accusing finger at her, “on going out with no-hoper Matthew Myburgh when you could have me!” He grinned as he carelessly emptied champagne into the various upturned glasses held out towards him, unperturbed by the shrieks of those whose feet got wet in the process.

      “Talking of no-hoper Matthew Myburgh, he’s certainly taking his time in getting here,” Philippa remarked with a pointed look at the door.

      Some time later, she was shocked to hear the clock strike ten. How long had she been talking? “Matthew was only going home to change. I knew he’d fall asleep!”

      “Matthew? He got here ages ago,” said Tommy, re-emerging from the direction of the kitchen.

      “He did?” Philippa looked about her but could see no sign of him in the press of bodies.

      A few couples were jitterbugging on the Chinese rug that occupied a tiny rectangle of space amongst the party-goers and the furniture that had been pushed against the walls.

      “I saw him upstairs a little while ago.” He stabbed a finger in that general direction.

      “Philippa… your hair! You look just like Audrey Hepburn!” came an enthusiastic voice after Philippa excused herself to weave through the throng. “And I love your dress!” Marcia Didcott, lounging upon the arm of a comfortable chair as she ruffled the curls of a young man who appeared to be asleep, raked her with an admiring look. “Where did you get it?”

      “My mother made it,” Philippa didn’t mind confessing. Despite her father’s position in the Colonial Service, there wasn’t a lot of money to splash around, but her mother, who’d always liked to cut a dash, had sewed most of their evening wear. “You haven’t seen Matthew, have you?”

      Marcia pointed to the ceiling. “He was up there half an hour ago.”

      Half an hour ago?

      Philippa pushed through the crowded sitting room as she made for the stairs. On the first floor, a couple with their arms wrapped about each other swayed to the mellifluous tones of a scratched Bobby Darin record someone had put on for the third time.

      It was quieter up here. Philippa leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. She wished she hadn’t drunk so much. The walls seemed to throb with sound, and her head spun.

      “Somewhere Beyond the Sea” was the song playing.

      Philippa swayed to the lyrics and felt the same longing for reunion as sung by her favourite rock ’n roll artist.

      Where was Matthew? She missed him. How could he not have come looking for her? Was he punishing her for not letting him kiss her and for being cross when he was late?

      Oh, why had she let Susan get into her ear? Matthew needed gentle nurturing if he was to properly appreciate Philippa and consider her for the role she so desperately wanted. She needed to remember what she was working toward—a place in society that would make her mother’s family regret having cast them aside.

      That’s what her grandmother had said in the letter Philippa had seen in her mother’s desk drawer: that Eleanor shouldn’t be surprised at being cast aside by her family if she insisted on being so selfish by marrying a nobody and living like a gypsy.

      A gypsy! Even two years after reading that old letter, Philippa still burned with indignation.

      When the song ended, she returned to the present and opened her eyes. It was time to resume her search, the Persian runner muting her kitten-heeled pumps as she trailed from room to room.

      The first door she tried was locked.

      The second bedroom was unoccupied.

      Frustrated, she retraced her footsteps. Surely Matthew wouldn’t have left the party without her?

      Outside, a car hooted its horn. Looking towards the window behind her, Philippa noticed an alcove that hid the door to another room. The cottage was like a rabbit warren, bigger than it looked from the outside.

      She knocked.

      No answer. Perhaps he’d gone to sleep in here. The poor darling must be exhausted after rugby practice. Philippa shouldn’t have insisted he come to the party.

      “Hello?” she whispered, pushing open the door.

      The room was in darkness, but the half-open curtains let in enough light from the street for her to make out movement on the bed.

      “Matthew?”

      There was a muffled shriek and, in the dim light, some furtive scrambling and smoothing of skirts.

      It wasn’t Matthew. “Sorry!” Hot with embarrassment, Philippa began to back out of the room. She was just closing the door when a familiar defensive feminine wail, “It’s not what you think, Philippa!” made her flick the light switch by the door.

      “Susan?”

      The guilty lovers on the bed blinked owlishly, Susan smoothing her passion-spoiled chignon and straightening her blue chiffon skirts; Matthew, straightening his tie and adjusting his trousers, his gaze sliding guiltily away from Philippa’s shocked face as he slid off the bed and came towards her.

      “We weren’t doing anything,” Susan gabbled. “Really!”

      “It’s not what it looks like, Philippa⁠—“

      Philippa jerked her arm back as Matthew reached forward, his aftershave enveloping her like a cloud of betrayal. Tears stung the back of her eyes as she wrenched open the door behind her once more, trying to make sense of the scene.

      Susan? Her best friend?

      And Matthew? Her boyfriend?

      “It’s not what you think.” Matthew pleaded innocence now, but in the harsh light, there was no mistaking the lipstick on his shirt collar and around his mouth, nor the guilt on both of their faces.

      Without waiting to hear another word, Philippa spun round and ran from the room. Her careful plans, her dreams of a life with Matthew, her path back to her mother’s world—all of it crumbling around her as she fled.
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      Circling vultures had led the two herd boys to the body at the base of the ravine. Petreous, one of the oldest of the miners, regaled the crowd with the grisly news from the top of a boulder, shivering in the icy wind that howled through the diamond diggings, his cheeks growing pinker and his gestures more extravagant as his ragged listeners gasped at every detail.

      Stuart gathered the victim was an albino, his ears and testicles cut away, familiar hallmarks of medicine murder or diretlo. After four years in Basutoland, he had a smattering of Sesotho but was having trouble understanding Petreous, whose responses reflected the fast and furious questioning of the men jostling each other on the barren ground.

      He leant across to Samuel, the young police trooper he’d just flown from the lowlands into Letseng-la-Terai and who was also straining to catch the main points of Petreous’s theatrical account.

      “Where did they find the body? Buthe Buthe? That’s the second in three weeks.” As a white man, Stuart knew he was in no danger of becoming the next victim. Medicine murder was a chief’s way of instilling fear into his villagers. But the administration took a dim view of what some regarded as a cultural matter outside the preserve of the Westminster justice system and Stuart knew Charles Tremain would direct his police troopers in the mountains to leave no stone unturned in their search for evidence to condemn the perpetrators.

      “Quthing district,” Samuel confirmed, rubbing his eyes as a handful of gritty snow swept across the barren landscape. “Tell the DC you heard it from me, Rra.” He hoisted the box of provisions he’d brought for his two-week rotation at the diamond diggings onto his shoulder. “Ah, but it is a very bad business.”

      A second murder was very bad business indeed. Only that morning, Stuart had picked up Charles Tremain’s preliminary report on the previous murder to deliver to the Resident Commissioner in Maseru.

      “I’ll make sure he knows,” Stuart muttered as he squinted into the wind to look for the two passengers he was dropping off at Mokhotlong.

      Not that he’d planned to break his downward journey in view of the bad weather. However, Charles had made a special request when Stuart had picked up the investigation dossier that morning. Apparently, Charles’s daughter had been unwell, and her father preferred that she fly rather than take the jolting, four-hour journey by land rover down the Sani Pass.

      Or perhaps it had been Philippa’s idea.

      Stuart hadn’t seen her in years but, remembering the occasions he’d flown her to Maseru or Bloemfontein to make a rail connection to her posh boarding school, she had been what his ma would have termed ‘a little madam.’ All gangly limbs and entitled attitude, with a way of looking down her nose that suggested her boarding school education had taught her to regard working-class men like him as little more than servants.

      “Moeketsi!” he shouted, catching sight of the grizzle-headed miner who’d jumped at the chance to take a flight down the mountain rather than walk. It was another way to show off his new wealth following his recent celebrated find at the diggings. “We’re going now, now!”

      Moeketsi was cackling with a group of miners around the rocky detritus of his diamond lease. Like many, the old miner wore the traditional colourful Basuto blanket to keep out the cold.

      “Eh, Rra!” he called back before continuing his conversation.

      “Moeketsi!” Stuart shouted again as he raised his collar against the biting cold and waded through the thick snow to untie the plane. “Where’s Philemon? Last call for Mokhotlong! We’re leaving now!”

      Obviously, there would be wild speculation amongst the miners regarding the murders, but weather waited for no one. Dark storm clouds were gathering with the speed of vultures to fresh carrion, and Stuart couldn’t afford to miss this window of opportunity to be airborne if he was to make it to the Maseru Country Club at six for a drink before dinner with Lizzie Cameron.

      Finally, Moeketsi left the huddle of miners and ambled across the barren landscape, grinning his gap-toothed grin. The snow had partially melted but whatever the weather, Letseng-la-Terai was a forbidding place to carve out a living.

      At more than eleven thousand feet, and accessible only by a bridle path—and a dangerously short east-west runway used only sporadically—it was considered by the diamond consortiums too remote and logistically difficult for large-scale mining. In the past few years, it had become a free-for all for the local Basotho. But there’d been mixed returns for those brave and intrepid enough to register their nine-foot by four-foot leases and toil away in such spartan conditions.

      Moeketsi had been there a good year, living in a makeshift tent with some tin to help keep out the cold, finding nothing until the sieving equipment for which he’d traded a dozen sheep had thrown up the sparkle that would make him a rich man.

      Though whether he’d profit long-term was not a topic Stuart cared to dwell on, knowing how little financial expertise this handful of lucky miners could call upon. He’d seen it too often—fortunes won and lost within months, with nothing but regret to show for the brief prosperity.

      “I think the captain must be in a big hurry,” Moeketsi replied slyly as he clambered into the plane and Stuart helped him with his seat belt. “Perhaps to see a pretty lady, eh, Rra?”

      Stuart rolled his eyes, stamping his feet to keep warm while he waited for Philemon to strap himself in.

      All being well, Stuart would soon be gazing into Lizzie’s cornflower blue eyes, chinking wine glasses as they listened to a blues pianist at the Maseru Country Club.

      What would happen after dinner was anyone’s guess.

      Lizzie was contemplating a nursing position that had come up at Grey’s Hospital in Pietermaritzburg, but Stuart knew he only had to ask her to stay and it would be tantamount to a marriage proposal.

      A bit of warmth and companionship after his bachelor years had its appeal.

      Lizzie wasn’t really his type, but she was sweet and kind-hearted. And he suspected she was lonely, too. Their relationship was comfortable—perhaps too comfortable. They’d drifted into it without passion, without that spark he’d always hoped would ignite when he met the right woman. But at twenty-six, Stuart was beginning to wonder if such women existed outside film posters.

      If dinner went really well and if Stuart had too much wine, he’d probably pop the question—or, at least, tell Lizzie not to take up the nursing position in South Africa, which would just about be the same thing and, he supposed, buy him a little time to save for an engagement ring. There’d been precious few marriageable young women crossing his orbit during his four years in this remote Colonial outpost.
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        * * *

      

      By the time he took off, the wind was still in Stuart’s favour.

      But his normally garrulous passengers were silent.

      On the ground, the miners had passed the time of day making jokes and telling stories as if they hadn’t a care in the world.

      Now, Moeketsi and Philemon were tongue-tied until they levelled off. The rocky, treeless ground was far beneath them before the pair began to chatter among themselves.

      With Stuart’s concentration focused on the size of the storm cell he had to fly around in order to pick up the DC’s daughter, he only pricked up his ears when he heard the Sesotho word for diamond—taemane—repeated a number of times.

      Adjusting the mixture so the engine ran more smoothly, he shouted over his shoulder, “How big was this diamond, Moeketsi?”

      “Eh, Rra, it was a very big one!” The grizzled miner’s lips parted in an almost toothless grin. “Better than gold. Diamonds are much better than gold.”

      Stuart presumed Moeketsi had, like so many Basotho, spent his youth working in the gold mines around Johannesburg, sending his wages back to his family.

      “How big is big?”

      If Moeketsi had struck it rich, then good luck to him. It was a hellish existence that not even the possibility of a diamond the size of a duck’s egg could entice Stuart to swap for a fair wage, doing the flying he enjoyed. Stuart had seen enough of poverty growing up to know that no amount of money was worth sacrificing your freedom, your health, and perhaps your life.

      “Big enough to make me a rich man, Rra!”

      “So, what will you do now that you’re a rich man, Moeketsi?”

      Moeketsi laughed. “I will buy peacocks instead of goats to make my wife happy, and we will live in a very fine brick house.”

      “Look, Rra!” Philemon tapped on his window and pointed excitedly to a swathe of dense white precipitation in the distance. “That belongs to a very big plane, Morena.” He was obviously familiar with the jet contrail of the BOAC 707 that sometimes tracked off course from Johannesburg on its way to London.

      “But this plane can go more places,” Stuart countered as he stared out at the barren ravines far below and the jagged peaks around him. It was impressive and majestic scenery, but he couldn’t deny feeling envy. For four years he’d been trying to build his twin-engine time for a shot at the airlines.

      Four years of flying into these remote mountain strips, battling unpredictable weather, eking out a living on the fringes. Four years of watching other pilots with less experience but more connections move on to bigger planes, better routes, proper careers. All while Stuart remained stuck in place, his dream of the airlines growing more distant with each passing season.

      His friend Lawrence had reminded Stuart that he had connections, and it was true.

      But Stuart was damned if he was going to swallow his pride and use them.

      “Big is better,” Philemon remarked sagely.

      “Big is better,” Moeketsi agreed, warming to his theme. “Peacocks are better than goats, says my wife. Only rich men can afford peacocks, and everyone admires a rich man. Do you have peacocks, Captain?”

      Stuart snorted. “Tell your wife that peacocks are vain and difficult creatures, Moeketsi.” He had to raise his voice even more above the hum of the engine, which had started to run rough. “If I had money, I’d spend it on wiser investments than pretty things to please my wife.”

      “I think that pleasing my wife is a very wise investment.”

      Stuart joined in the laughter. “I’ll have to learn from that piece of wisdom.”

      “Why do you not have a wife, Captain?”

      “I have to find myself a diamond as big as the one you found before I can afford a wife.” Buying dinner for Lizzie tonight was going to make a dent in his meagre savings. Buying her an engagement ring was going to require a loan. Stuart had never owed money in his life.

      Unlike his dad, he reflected with a grimace. His father had been a master at borrowing—from friends, from neighbours, from loan sharks with broken noses and scarred knuckles who would appear at their door demanding payment with interest. Stuart had sworn he’d never put himself in that position.

      No, unlike his dad, he would never owe anyone anything.

      “You do not need to find a big diamond, Captain. You just need to fly the big plane.” Moeketsi said with a wheezy laugh. “Then you’ll be rich and you can buy your wife peacocks because even if you don’t want them, she will, and I am thinking that when you are married, you will learn how important it is to please your wife.”

      “You sound like a very wise man, Moeketsi. And if I could only fly the big plane, believe me, I would.”

      “The man who flies the biggest plane can afford the fattest wife, eh Morena?” Philemon said with a boyish giggle. “It is why my sister cannot find a husband. Too many bones. But when you fly the big plane, you can choose the biggest wife in all of Basutoland, Captain Price, and all the men will envy you.”

      A sudden image flashed uncomfortably into Stuart’s consciousness of Rubenesque Magda Kloppings, the wife of one of the Afrikaans mining contractors. The curvaceous beauty had taken the raw, twenty-one-year-old Stuart under her wing during his first year in the country and her pillowy bosoms and syrupy koeksisters—a sweet South African delicacy—had been a buffer against the loneliness of his first six months.

      “Are you looking for a wife, Morena? A big, beautiful wife?” Philemon asked boldly.

      Magda marched into his consciousness once again. He’d not been prepared for the sexual advances of a woman so much older than himself, but after she’d overcome Stuart’s shy reluctance, she’d been a patient and diligent instructor.

      But Stuart wasn’t looking for a wife like Magda.

      “The wife of my choice will be tall and graceful with long glossy dark hair, high cheekbones and sparkling eyes,” he said, inspired by the poster plastered on his bedroom wall throughout most of his teenage years. “Unfortunately, she lives in another country, and I don’t think I’d persuade her to come and live here.”

      “Ach, shame, Captain! And who might your first choice have been?” Moeketsi enquired politely.

      “Audrey Hepburn.”

      “Then Miss Hepburn has made a great mistake if she does not wish to live in Basutoland with you, but perhaps that is not a bad thing because a big woman makes the best wife, Captain,” Moeketsi said, adding with conviction, “After you are flying the big plane I am thinking you will persuade Miss Hepburn to marry you as Wife Number Two. For when she sees what a great country the new Lesotho is, she will never want to leave.”
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        * * *

      

      “Cold as charity, eh?” Charles Tremain called in greeting as Stuart cut the engine and leapt to the ground.

      Smoking his pipe, the District Commissioner leaned on the gate that opened from the DC Residence’s garden onto the airfield while, behind him, the tiny community of Mokhotlong looked like it was taking shelter against a backdrop of black mountains in anticipation of the oncoming storm.

      “I never did understand that expression,” Stuart remarked as he strode over the yellow grass to shake hands, tempering his impatience to get going for he’d expected to pick up the DC’s daughter earlier that morning when he’d collected the documents from Charles having stopped at Mokhotlong on his way up from Maseru in the lowlands en route to the diamond diggings further up the mountain.

      “Never really thought much about it.” Charles shrugged, tapping out his pipe with focused concentration before raising his candid gaze to Stuart’s face. As usual, he looked dapper in a carefully pressed though well-worn hounds tooth sports jacket, which made Stuart feel shabby by comparison, for his shirt was frayed around the collar, and it most certainly wasn’t from Savile Row like the DC’s. “I suppose the poor aren’t used to warmth in general and there’s more pleasure in dishing out charity than receiving it.”

      Stuart felt the truth of that as he glanced at the team of prisoners, in their distinctive red and white horizontal striped jerseys, tending the lush green lawns and colourful flower beds of the DC’s garden behind the gate that separated it from the airfield. There hadn’t been much warmth in his world with parents waging an unrelenting war against each other, which became physically violent whenever his father came home from gaol.

      Childhood memories like this had taught him to stand alone—never depend on others, never let anyone depend too much on him. It was safer that way.

      “Is Philippa ready?” He blew on his hands, glancing over the DC’s shoulder at the storm clouds.

      “She won’t be long, I’m sure. You know what women are like?”

      The DC said it indulgently, which startled Stuart, though it shouldn’t have. He changed the subject. “This must be her final year at school.”

      “Good lord, no!” Charles choked on a laugh. “My little girl’s all grown up. Second year at Cape Town University, but she decided to come home here to her poor old dad in Mokhotlong for the holidays early. Not quite sure what happened, but she’s not at all her usual bright self.” He removed the pipe from his mouth and tamped in a fresh wad of tobacco. “Philippa was supposed to go down the Sani Pass yesterday with the Lehmanns. She’s staying with an old friend, Elizabeth, in Maseru before heading to Bloemfontein to take the train to Cape Town tomorrow. But I thought my girl would be more comfortable hitching a ride with you. The Lehmanns will be waiting for her in Bloemfontein. They’re taking the same train.”

      “Stuart! I haven’t seen you in years!”

      Stuart turned at the welcome and wondered if his eyes were deceiving him. The gangly schoolgirl he used to fly to and from Bloemfontein to make her connection to her boarding school in Durban was nothing like the gorgeous, long-legged brunette smiling at him as she slipped her hand through the crook of her father’s arm.

      “Philippa?” Stuart clarified. He blinked, and she laughed, clearly delighted by the surprise in his tone.

      “I’ve changed since you saw me last, haven’t I? But you’re just the same.”

      Stuart couldn’t put his observations into words: that she was the most stunning woman he’d ever laid eyes on. So stunning that for a moment he forgot his manners. The awkward, entitled schoolgirl had transformed into someone who looked remarkably like his description of the perfect woman—the one he’d jokingly told Moeketsi and Philemon about just moments ago. The coincidence was unsettling.

      Taking Philippa’s suitcase from the housemaid, who was bringing up the rear, he said awkwardly, “Sorry to hear you weren’t well.”

      Philippa’s lips curved, her dark blue, almost violet, eyes twinkling. She twirled a lock of hair around her finger, then tapped her chest. With an effort, Stuart concentrated on her mouth as she replied, “The cough’s gone and I’m fine now. Just glad you had room to take me as I wasn’t looking forward to seven hours in a land rover sitting next to Mrs Lehmann, who never stops talking.”

      Mrs Lehmann was well known for her garrulity. Stuart smiled before a smattering of rain made him say abruptly, “We must go before we’re weathered in.”

      He waited as Philippa hugged first her father, then the weeping housemaid. Francina, he recalled, had been the girl’s nanny since Philippa had been born.

      “Don’t you hate goodbyes?” Philippa asked as he helped her climb into the plane before reaching across to buckle her seat belt. “They’re so hard and never get easier.”

      Stuart managed a grunt, which she could take however she wanted, he thought, as he jumped into the left seat and prepared to go through his checklist. Goodbyes were not a subject he intended to be drawn on; not even when she laughed and added, “Typical male. Haven’t you ever felt a pang at saying goodbye?”

      Stuart didn’t answer. Goodbyes were goodbyes. The only person he’d ever felt sad to say goodbye to was his sister, and he wasn’t going to talk to Miss Philippa Tremain about that. That was safely locked away under lock and key.

      Once they’d reached the end of the short dirt strip and were airborne, he slid his glance sideways and found her gaze trained on him.

      Did she expect a response? he wondered.

      Conversation was difficult with the rushing of the wind so loud in the cockpit, but Philippa seemed determined to pursue her line of questioning once they were airborne.

      “Men hate admitting to matters of the heart. Of course, you English are the worst, aren’t you? So buttoned up. Not that your accent is very English.”

      She raised her eyebrows enquiringly, while Stuart focused his attention on the mountains through the windshield and chose his words carefully. “My sister and I were evacuees in South Africa for five years during the war.” He was not about to admit to being a slum kid from London’s East End. “I guess the accent from my Pretoria family rubbed off on me.”

      Now that the plane had levelled off, it was easier to hear.

      “Yes, I remember now! Daddy said you’d done well, considering–”

      She stopped herself, then, clearly to change the subject out of embarrassment, bent down to retrieve something at her feet. “Poor Daddy, I hope he didn’t see that!” she said, brandishing a newspaper with the headline emblazoned across the front page: Diamonds Stolen in Brazen Heist.

      Stuart had no doubt that if Charles hadn’t, he soon would, for the Bloemfontein newspaper, The Friend, was mandatory reading for everyone in the small community. “Hardly your father’s fault,” he remarked. “Besides, he’s got bigger worries.”

      “Hasn’t he just?” Philippa agreed absently as she scanned the news story before folding it up and tucking it away. “But this doesn’t reflect well on the administration. Brazen, it certainly was! You’ve read the story?”

      Stuart nodded.

      “And they got away with it!” Philippa sounded as admiring as outraged. “At least it didn’t happen in Mokhotlong, though I’m sure Daddy would have preferred to prosecute illegal diamond buying than medicine murder. He’s got no sympathy for people who come into the country and try to cheat the locals, but he says that while he doesn’t condone murder, he understands the cultural side of it.” She shrugged. “Still, murder is murder, and what’s done to these poor albino or crippled people is horrible!”

      Stuart nodded. “He suspects it’s the same chief, doesn’t he?”

      “Of course. But it’s not so easy to prove. He was on trek most of last week and although it’s the police troopers who do most of the questioning and take the witness statements, getting anyone to speak up against their chief is almost impossible. Even if the whole village knows who ordered his minions to carry out the killings to get strong muti for his medicine horn, which shores up his power.”

      “Your dad hopes that with this one being so soon after the last, someone will finally speak up and provide evidence for a conviction.”

      Instead of responding to his remark, Philippa changed the subject. “So, do you enjoy mountain flying?” Her look was assessing. “You’ve been doing it for more than four years. You must like this place.”

      Four years. Had it really been that long? Four years of his life spent in this remote corner of Africa, while his dreams of flying bigger planes and seeing more of the world remained tantalisingly out of reach. He’d only managed a little over half of the required 500 hours of twin time needed for him to get a shot at the airlines.

      “Yes, I enjoy mountain flying.” He had to admit the truth of it. The bleak, treeless mountain ranges and plunging ravines were balm to the soul, while bustling crowds were less and less to his taste. “It’s a beautiful country but—” He hesitated, feeling vulnerable articulating his long-held dream. His only dream, really.

      “But what?”

      He glanced at her and, seeing that she was opening her mouth to ask the next question, quickly turned the tables. “I believe congratulations are in order. Your dad says you’re engaged. Or… almost.”

      He was surprised at the fierceness of her response.

      The speculative smile was replaced by flashing eyes and the sharp retort: “I no longer have a boyfriend, which is why I came home for the half term. Telling Daddy I was sick was an excuse. The truth is, I was…” Blinking rapidly, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I was betrayed.”

      “Sorry.”

      Acknowledging his apology with the faintest inclination of her head, she sniffed and continued to stare straight ahead.

      Although she’d been so frank with him, Stuart gathered this was a topic she had no wish to pursue. He sought in vain for a mundane remark to break the silence.

      “I was the one who ended it,” she said firmly, as if he’d asked. “You don’t have to feel sorry for me.” She looked combative as she pressed her pretty pink lips together, her eyes widening as the engine sputtered.

      Stuart was about to reassure her. A bit of engine sputtering was normal when he adjusted the air-to-fuel ratio. But he hesitated, his hand on the red knob in front of him.

      Philippa surely wouldn’t want him to quiz her about her failed romance. He, in turn, could do without answering her inevitable questions if they turned to his miserable family. It would only be a matter of time before she delved into the meat of why Stuart had even come back to Southern Africa.

      His grip tightened around the red knob. If he twisted it just a little more, he’d cut the supply of fuel to the single engine. While this would turn the Cessna into a glider, there would be no danger.

      However, it would be the perfect means of putting an end to the Spanish Inquisition, and he’d be doing them both a favour. She’d be so disconcerted by the silence, he could change the subject and talk planes instead of personal stuff.

      Of course, after a minute or so, Stuart would simply twist the knob back to restore the fuel supply, and they’d resume their flight to Maseru.

      It was the perfect solution for both of them.

      “So, Stuart, how did you get your pilot’s licence?”

      She stopped mid-sentence as she registered the change from sputtering to silence and looked at him questioningly. “Stuart?”

      He noticed her whitened knuckles as an eerie silence filled the cockpit, broken only by the whistling wind rattling the fuselage. Below them, a thick white cloud canopy stretched in all directions, punctuated by a mountain range in the distance. Stuart knew the area like the back of his hand, though only a fool would risk descending through cloud.

      “Stuart!”

      He sent her a reassuring glance, ready to restart the engine in a second or two. Ready for the moment they both could laugh at the joke.

      But as his mouth curved into a conspiratorial grin, the precursor to his intended confession, Philippa lunged across the cabin.

      “Oh God, the engine’s died!” Her pink-tipped fingers dug into his arm, surprisingly strong through his leather jacket. “What are we going to do?” Her panic-filled eyes searched his face, her breath staccato gasps.

      As he opened his mouth to confess the truth, ashamed for having frightened her, a waft of Chanel No. 5 caught him off guard.

      And suddenly he was undone.

      A beautiful woman was placing all her faith and trust in him to get her out of danger. The knowledge was like an aphrodisiac, and although he knew it was wrong, he wanted to milk the unprecedented situation for all it was worth: a good sixty seconds’ worth because he supposed any more than that would make him a lying bastard.

      “Just a blockage in the fuel line.” He tried to combine reassurance with measured capability. He squeezed her seeking hand briefly as he leant forward, appearing busy with the various switches and knobs on the dashboard.

      They were in no danger. They could soar for some time while he looked for a hole in the canopy, then he’d ‘fix’ the blockage, they’d dip beneath the clouds and he’d land on schedule in about fifteen minutes.

      “All sorted!” He grinned as the engine sputtered back to life and he nosed the plane down through the clouds and into the lowlands. “Maseru will soon be in sight.”

      “Thank God for that.” Philippa slumped back in her seat while Stuart descended over the yellow plains, wondering whether she’d laugh or be furious when he confessed. It would be nice to do that over a companionable glass of wine.

      Remembering Lizzie with a guilty jolt, he glanced at his watch. Damn. He was due at Lancers Inn in a bit over an hour, while Philippa, of course, was headed for Bloemfontein in the morning to catch her train to Cape Town.

      However, all thoughts of what the evening held for both of them were swept away by the poor weather in the lowlands.

      An intense storm cell hung just over Maseru, and the air was electric with activity. It was as if they’d entered a different universe; a world that was black and grim, while fierce winds buffeted the small aircraft like a Coke can.

      Stuart did a quick reconnaissance. Dark thunderclouds sandwiched the fields in the distance, while the eye of the storm was just where he’d intended to land.

      Gripping the controls tightly, he made a half-hearted attempt to maintain course while he sent a worried glance at the fuel gauge. He’d known that an unscheduled pickup in Mokhotlong would leave little margin for error, but he’d not expected weather as bad as this.

      He should have, of course. The afternoon storms were unpredictable.

      Outside, rain sliced through the sky like silver lances. Inside, the airspeed indicator bounced violently because of the wind currents whipped up by the mountain ranges and the heavy cell of cumulonimbus clouds, which refused to budge.

      Philippa, whose equilibrium had returned the moment the engine choked back to life, sent him a nervous glance as she tucked her dark hair behind her ear. “Is everything all right?”

      And Stuart wished, more than he’d wished for anything in his life, that he could tell her it was. But though his little prank had used little fuel, they now faced a genuine danger that his carelessness had created. A danger from which there might be no simple escape.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Relief washed over Philippa like a warm blanket. Just briefly, she’d thought Stuart seemed concerned. Not when the engine had stopped but after they’d descended through the clouds and encountered the full force of the storm.

      Now Stuart was smiling at her, and she had to resist the urge to squeeze his hand in silent thanks that he’d got them through the worst of it. His smile transformed his face, softening the hard angles of his jaw and making tiny crinkles appear at the corners of his eyes. It was reassuring in a way that Matthew’s easy charm had never been.

      She glanced his hands gripping the controls and wondered if they’d be the rough and calloused hands of a man used to outdoors physical work—the working man from a working-class background as she knew him to be—or soft and tender like a professional’s. Except that tender was not a description she’d use for Matthew’s hands, now she thought about it. Matthew’s hands roamed a bit too freely when he got passionate. Not that he’d ever crossed the line. Respect was a word he’d used the last time they’d ended up on top of each other in the armchair in his dorm room. She was not supposed to have been there, but his roommate was away and, well, one thing had led to the other and before she knew it, Matthew’s hand was up her skirt and a strange curdling feeling of desire was making her want things she didn’t know how to articulate.

      Until she’d stood up abruptly, saying in an almost strangled tone, “I think I should go, Matthew,” to which he’d responded, “Yes… and, of course, I respect you too much⁠—”

      Clearly, he hadn’t respected Philippa enough to keep his hands off Susan, though, she reflected bitterly. Nor had he respected Susan either, though Susan had encouraged it, it would seem. After her initial shame and embarrassment when Philippa had caught them, Susan had taken a more combative approach after she’d returned from the party and slunk into their dorm room while Philippa had muffled her sobs into the pillow.

      “Keep up with the times, Philippa,” Susan had whispered as she’d climbed into bed. “It’s 1961. We’re not all shrinking violets like you.”

      By shrinking violet, she’d insinuated a virgin, Philippa supposed. Then Susan had said that if Philippa really wanted ‘this thing’ with Matthew to go anywhere, she should stop pretending to the boys that she was more sophisticated than she really was and start making the most of her assets.

      Making the most of her assets? Like Susan?

      Philippa’s throat swelled, and tears stung the back of her lids. The humiliation burned anew, made worse by the realisation that perhaps Susan was right. Everyone was changing with the times—the music, the fashions, the morals—while Philippa clung to the values her mother had instilled in her. Values from another era, perhaps. Values that had left her naïve and unprepared for a world where girls like Susan seemed to know exactly how to navigate the complex terrain of modern relationships.

      She sucked in a breath, opening her eyes suddenly when Stuart grasped her hand.

      “Please don’t cry.” He sounded tense. “We’ll make it down safely, I promise. But be ready to brace if I tell you!”

      What was he talking about?

      Now Stuart was telling her to brace? Oh God, they were going to die.

      Before Philippa made everything right with Matthew?

      The thought surprised her. Was that really what she wanted? To reconcile with someone who had betrayed her so easily? The old Philippa would have plotted and schemed to reclaim her prize, but sitting here, facing mortality, she wondered if Matthew was worth fighting for at all.

      Of course, she would not close her eyes if these were her last minutes alive. She fixed her gaze on Stuart and took a deep breath.

      If she could put everything out of her mind—the fear of the storm, the anguish over Matthew’s disloyalty, her confusion over what Matthew expected of her—and just concentrate on Stuart and what he was doing, then she could concede that it was rather impressive the way he was managing matters. His jaw was clenched, and there was a determined, fierce look in his eyes, but his movements inspired confidence.

      Between assessing the eerie storm-filled world outside and the knobs and buttons on the dashboard, he seemed competent and in control.

      Philippa leaned back in her seat and let out her breath slowly. If anyone was going to get them out of danger, it would be Stuart, she decided. Unlike Matthew, who thrived on the admiration of an audience, Stuart seemed to find his confidence from within.

      She glanced down, relieved at how close the ground looked. And how flat.

      By the time she’d returned her attention to Stuart’s dark blonde hair with its too-long fringe, her fear had completely evaporated.

      Well, compared with Matthew’s clean-cut image, Stuart’s hair was too long, but if he got them on the ground safely, that floppy dark blonde hair would definitely be worthy of further investigation.

      Or would that court more rejection?

      Philippa felt a niggle of self-doubt. She’d never in a million years have imagined Matthew would favour Susan over her. But then, Susan had never made Matthew wait. The thought caused a flush of heat to rise to her cheeks. Had her upbringing made her a prude?

      “Weather’s turning sour over Bloemfontein.” Stuart indicated a dark mass of cloud ahead with a nod. “Ladybrand’s the closest strip, and it looks like they’ve still got blue sky. For now.”

      Philippa was jerked back to the present. “Ladybrand? But what about my train from Bloemfontein tomorrow?”

      He shrugged a little too casually. “Fine by me. We can press on. I’ve never tried landing on a proper runway without being able to see it. Could be an experience.”

      “Of course I don’t care about my train if you put it like that!” She clenched her teeth.

      Great. So now Stuart thought she was a spoiled brat. The kind of privileged, cosseted product of the administration who cared more about social engagements than survival. Yet another person with a poor opinion of her, just when she was already feeling so low.

      “Sorry.” His voice was tight, his eyes fixed on the churning grey wall of cloud that now blocked their path. “That front is moving faster than I thought. We can’t push through to Bloemfontein. Ladybrand is our only shot.” He glanced at her, his expression softening slightly. “It’s not far. You’ll still make your train tomorrow.”

      “It’s all right.” She nodded, her charitable feelings for him returning. He was trying to save her life, after all. And he was very good-looking. Not in the polished, golden-boy way of Matthew, but in a rugged, authentic way that she found herself increasingly drawn to.

      A simple diversion it was not. By the time Stuart had the grass strip at Ladybrand in sight, the front had caught them. Fierce rain lashed the windscreen, and a keening wind tossed the aircraft like a leaf. Lightning bleached the sky white, illuminating a world that seemed a black, unwelcoming funnel with no sanctuary to offer. How had she missed the escalation of danger? It was not going to be all right. Once again, she had trustingly put herself in denial.

      Just as she’d done with Matthew, a voice in her head whispered. Ignoring the signs, believing what you wanted to believe.

      “We can’t land in that!” Philippa shouted over the roar of the engine, following Stuart’s tense gaze to the fuel gauge. The needle flickered deep in the red. “What are we going to do?”

      He didn’t answer, his jaw set. With a sharp bank that pressed her into her seat, he turned the Cessna northwest, flying parallel to the storm’s leading edge. He was searching, she realised, not for sunshine, but for a break. A seam in the clouds.

      Then they found it. A dark curtain of rain seemed to part right in front of them, and in the distance, a ribbon of gold beckoned. A road.

      Philippa pointed excitedly. “There! We can land there!” But even she could see they were coming upon it too fast and that the road curved sharply. “What about that field?” Hope, not common sense, motivated the question. Philippa knew the dangers of landing on what looked from a distance to be a flat surface. It took only a fallen log or termite mound concealed by tall waving grass or ripe mealies to spell instant death.

      “Brace yourself!”

      One moment Philippa was staring over the dashboard, the next she was nearly flattened as Stuart flung out his right arm to press her back into her seat. With her heart knocking against her ribs and her mouth parched with fear, she watched Stuart try to sideslip the little plane onto the road. Before, they’d seemed to be barely moving, the wind was so strong, but suddenly the ground was coming up like a mountain range filling the windscreen.

      Philippa blinked at the ribbon of dirt dancing before them as the plane battled the eddying gusts to level out.

      So, this was it. They’d either go up in a ball of flame, though the way her heart was thundering so fiercely in her chest, she’d pass out before then.

      The road was like a twisting waterway, tantalisingly accessible, then gone again. They flew low over the mealie field, the tall green fronds brushing the undercarriage. Now the flat, gravelled surface was ahead of them, but they were racing towards it too fast, for the mealie field was beyond the curve. She forced her eyes open, her breathing fast and shallow, her nails digging into her palms as she waited for the inevitable.

      Nearly. They were nearly down or nearly dead, but at the last moment she couldn’t bring herself to look.

      Shielding her face with her folded arms, she bit her lip, tasting the metal tang of blood as the impact jolted her. The Cessna bounced high, once, twice, its pace barely slowing as it careened over the road’s gravel surface.

      They’d made the road.

      Surely, now they’d touched down on solid earth, everything would be all right?

      But while the plane had felt under control in the air, it was suddenly like an out-of-control can with wings and wheels as it sped over the slippery surface.

      Or was that the wind buffeting them like a plaything?

      Opening her eyes, Philippa reared back at the field of mealies rushing towards them, tall green corn fronds waving in the wind.

      Curling into a foetal position, her echoing scream competed with the sound of thick, dense stalks scraping and scratching the fuselage as the plane left the road and ploughed through the grain crop.

      Never had she felt such a loss of control.

      Not with Matthew’s betrayal, not with her mother’s death, not with any of the carefully managed crises of her sheltered life. This raw, elemental danger stripped away pretense and left her with nothing but the primal will to survive.

      When the plane finally slowed, bumping almost nonchalantly over the last few yards of rutted ground before a deep corrugation in the earth brought them up short, Philippa still had her hands over her face.

      She dropped them into her lap.

      The contrasting silence that followed was almost deafening. No keening wind, no booming thunder.

      No ghastly explosion.

      Only her heavy breathing.

      Tentatively, Philippa straightened and stared ahead through the still-intact windshield, dazed and shocked. A beetle was navigating the tall, long-leaved frond pressed against the glass in front of her. She watched its busy progress, its back glossy in the sunlight.

      Sunlight? She tried to think why the observation jarred. After all, they’d been through, this small creature continued its journey, oblivious to the human drama that had nearly ended in tragedy. Life in all its stubborn resilience continued.

      Then she turned at the sound of her name and stared into the handsome face of the pilot who’d just saved her life.

      Stuart.

      She blinked, opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came.

      He squeezed her hand, casually leaned across her to unbuckle her seat belt as if they’d just returned from a pleasure jaunt, and asked, “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      And in that moment, with her heart still racing and her body trembling from the shock, Philippa realised that perhaps Matthew and Susan had done her a favour. Without their betrayal, she would never have been on this plane. She would never have experienced this terror or this triumph. She would never have discovered what it felt like to put her life in the hands of someone truly capable, rather than someone merely confident.

      She would never have met the real Stuart Price.
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      Stuart wasn’t sure what to do.

      He’d been feeling pretty pleased with himself. He’d landed in sub-optimal conditions, and they weren’t dead. The late afternoon sun had broken through the storm clouds, casting long golden shadows across the mealie field and turning the scattered stalks around the plane into something almost beautiful.

      He wouldn’t think just yet about how he’d explain this to Dan, though he was sure he could spin it just right. It wasn’t as if he was the only pilot who’d crash-landed a plane in rough weather after navigating mountain thermals during a storm.

      But now Philippa had rewarded him like some conquering hero, and the scent of Chanel No. 5 as her arms went round him was a potent and arousing combination.

      Not one he really deserved, though he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so good.

      Awkwardly, he patted her shoulder as he fought the impulse to hold her close while his brain whirred through the many practicalities arising from this unexpected situation.

      The plane had ploughed through the field of green mealies, leaving the orange dirt road several hundred yards away. And while Stuart was reasonably confident the hard landing had not caused too much damage, it would take a few shoulders to the pump to get the plane back onto the road in order to take off again.

      But first he’d need fuel.

      And the evening was closing in, though all that seemed suddenly insignificant because a gorgeous woman was clinging to him, and that hadn’t happened in years. The warmth of her body against his chest awakened something he’d almost forgotten existed—a hunger for connection that went beyond his careful, measured relationship with Lizzie.

      Guiltily, he remembered Lizzie. Would she already be waiting for him at Lancer’s Inn? He’d momentarily lost track of time.

      “I’m sorry.” Philippa wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and sent him a watery smile. “I knew someone who died in a plane crash, and I thought I was going the same way. But then you⁠—”

      She choked on the words, and Stuart was relieved at the excuse to discard his reserve and enfold her in his arms so that she cried even harder against his chest.

      In the strange stillness of the afternoon heat, every sound was amplified: her breathing. His. The sound of birds calling across the vast landscape, and the rustlings of the bush. The air smelled of dust and crushed corn stalks, overlaid with the sweetness of Philippa’s perfume.

      “Morena?”

      They jerked their heads up at the tentative voice. A small group of African children had materialised from the tall grass bordering the field. With wide white smiles and curious eyes, they peered into the plane, chattering excitedly as the tall, serious-looking boy who’d spoken stepped forward. His bare feet were dusty, his khaki shorts patched but clean, and he was definitely the leader.

      “Het jy hulp nodig?” the boy asked, tapping the wing.
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