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little black dress

· IT’S A GIRL THING ·

Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you—you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to

 



www.littleblackdressbooks. com

 



where you can:



[image: 002]Enter our monthly competitions to win  gorgeous prizes


[image: 003]Get hot-off-the-press news about our latest titles


[image: 004]Read exclusive preview chapters both from your favourite authors and from brilliant new writing talent


[image: 005]Buy up-and-coming books online


[image: 006]Sign up for an essential slice of romance via our fortnightly email newsletter




 



We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team
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Five interesting things about Tarras Wilding:1. My personal mantra is: The buck stops here.

2. My four most significant relationships have all been with men whose names begin with the letter D. (I’m still waiting for Dick.)

3. The biggest problem in my life is that I find strong, silent men in tool belts irresistibly sexy . . . and mind-numbingly boring.

4. My best feature is my feet, but I used to have crevasses wider than the Grand Canyon in my heels. I was so ashamed of them that I wouldn’t take my socks off in bed. Thank you, Eulactol Heel Balm!

5. I’m never completely happy unless I’m on top (especially now I have smooth heels).

6. The worst thing I can imagine is growing up (oops sorry that’s six!).






To The One




Prologue


Wyk Kruger’s brand-new wife moved between the open suitcase and the walk-in wardrobe with the same cool efficiency that had successfully kept him at arm’s length during their whirlwind courtship. He sat on the bed and watched her.


Wife. The word felt strange and uncomfortable, like new shoes. It sounded . . . foreign. He tried it in Zulu, his second language from way back: umkami. No better.

He rose to his feet as she zipped the case and came towards him. ‘What are you muttering about? I hope you haven’t had too much to drink.’ She seldom used his name, never endearments, though he knew they would come. She reached up one elegant coral-tipped finger and pressed his nose lightly in admonition. He reached for her. ‘Uh-uh. My suitcase needs to be put away, and you still have your unpacking to do. And right now, I need a shower.’

The subtext was clear, and he felt a surge of desire as he reached for her again. But she pulled away, her parting glance embodying everything that had tormented him from the moment he first set eyes on  her. Promise, temptation, mystery, and a shadow of something he didn’t recognise and couldn’t name; something elusive and unknown.

The bathroom door closed. There was a pause, then the sound of the shower. He exhaled softly, prowled over to his suitcase and stood staring down at it. Unpack? Later. Right now his hands were clenched, his whole body aching with anticipation. He made a monumental effort to relax, flexing his fingers and running his hands through his unruly dark hair, then rubbing his face. He could do with a shave. He loosened the knot of his tie, then wrenched it impatiently to half-mast and over his head, tossing it on to the desk.

He’d imagined this moment and the ones that lay ahead a thousand times. He had never even seen her naked. She’d insisted they wait, and he’d respected that. He’d had no choice. But now he was glad they had. Even though it had nearly killed him, he thought with a wry grin.

Crossing to the ice bucket with its frosted cargo of Dom Pérignon he toyed with the idea of opening it, then decided against it. They’d pop the cork together. Before . . . if they could wait. They’d toast themselves and their future, and then . . . then . . . If they could wait. The urgency inside him tightened another notch.

He strode impatiently to the half-door and stared out at the breakers scrolling in over the pale sand, the palm fronds stirring in the breeze, the moon scudding through tattered clouds. What was taking her so long?

He could taste the salt of the sea air on his lips. It  smelled of seaweed and fish, he thought cynically. She often said he wasn’t romantic enough. Well, maybe she was right. Coming here, to this small hotel on the isolated Wild Coast, had been her idea. ‘Just imagine,’ she’d whispered, moving his hand gently but firmly away from the row of pearl-shaped buttons down the front of her blouse, ‘you and me, drifting off to sleep to the sound of the waves.’ Damn right, he’d thought: tangled naked in each other’s arms. If the sound of the waves made her happy, that was fine with him. He’d give her the world if she asked for it, as long as it contained a king-sized bed and a sunset for them to walk off into together.

He gave a soft snort of laughter. Sunsets? Was this what love did to a man? He’d always been what his mother called ‘the strong, silent type’, even as a boy. And still, even in the grip of the most powerful emotion he’d felt in all his twenty-four years, there were some things it was hard for him to say. In time that would change. Already he could feel his defences crumbling, leaving him more vulnerable than he had ever allowed himself to be. But the barrier was still there. For now, it didn’t matter: she knew how he felt. The vows he had taken today proved it. And tonight he would leave her in no doubt. Because tonight, at last, he wouldn’t need words to show her.

There was a whisper of sound behind him: the faintest glide of gossamer softness against bare skin. His heart twisted like a knife in his chest. At last. Slowly he turned to face her.

She wore a floor-length negligee the frosty blue of  the Highveld winter sky. Her white-gold hair hung in a silken cape round her shoulders, the ends damp from the shower. Her face was pale and composed. He searched her eyes, then allowed his gaze to linger on her unsmiling lips before being drawn downwards - down to the swell of her full breasts under the sheer fall of the gown, to the faint outline of slender legs backlit by the light from the half-open bathroom door.

What was she feeling now? He didn’t know. It was one of the things that had fascinated him from the beginning - how cool, remote and self-contained she was. Or seemed to be. How in control. She’d certainly controlled his ‘baser instincts’ successfully all the weeks of their courtship, he thought ruefully, and that had never been done before. But he was certain that her poise was a facade, and that beneath it lay . . . what? A hidden vulnerability? Fierce passion? A well of feeling so deep, so intense that she was afraid to show it? Insecurity? The mystery of this woman - his wife - drew him like a magnet. And now, tonight, she would reveal herself to him, give herself to him without reservation. Tonight he would know her completely.

Something about the way she was standing - uncertain, almost awkward - wrung his heart with tenderness. She was so young, so vulnerable . . . so much more beautiful than he had ever seen her. Very gently he reached out to touch her, his fingers barely grazing her cheek, then cupping her chin to lift her face to his. His eyes searched hers for an echo of his own arousal. ‘Darling?’ Though he spoke tenderly the word  was raw with desire. ‘Oh, my darling . . .’

He slid his arms round her, aching to pull her body against his. But she twisted away, elusive as smoke, and slipped past him to the door.

He followed, clumsy, uncharacteristically wrong-footed; rested his hands on her shoulders and stared out over her head into the darkness, waiting for a cue from her, wishing for the hundredth time that he could read her mind. And then he realised she was trembling. ‘You’re cold,’ he murmured. ‘Come. Come to bed, my darling.’

There was an eloquence in her stillness. What was her body telling him? And then it came to him. Was she . . . could she be . . . afraid?

His hands caressed the silk, sliding down her narrow shoulders to link at her waist and draw her close. She was so small, so fragile. He felt like a giant behind her. ‘I’ll be so gentle with you,’ he whispered, kissing her neck. ‘We have all the time in the world. The rest of our lives, remember?’ The chill of the gown was warming against his skin, but there was no answering thaw in the rigid body beneath. Even as he felt his own heartbeat quicken and his breath deepen, he heard hers catch as she flinched and pulled away.

The time for games was over. He closed the door, lifted her in his arms and carried her to the bed, lowering her gently on to the snow-white quilt. She stared up at him, eyes wide and dark as a duiker’s in the glare of a spotlight. Bending his head he breathed in her scent: ivory soap, clean skin, a hint of the silvery, metallic perfume she always wore. He nuzzled her  neck, kissing, nibbling, exploring. Moving downwards to the hollow of her throat, he stroked her tense body with hands practised and infinitely patient, trying to ignore the insistent whisper in his head: This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be . . .

 



 



It was later - much later - when at last he held himself ready over her naked body, searching her eyes with the unspoken question. But already something deep inside him knew the answer. ‘My darling, can we . . . ?’

Until that moment she had submitted passively to his lovemaking, only stirring to push his mouth from her breast and to whimper a wordless denial when his lips moved lower on her body. Now with a suddenness that shocked him she struck like a snake, raking his face with her nails. He jerked back, and in that instant she slid from beneath him and leapt to her feet. At last her eyes were unveiled, raw with emotion. ‘Don’t touch me!’ Her eyes blazed into his for a moment and then she was gone, slamming the bathroom door behind her with the finality of a gunshot.

For a long time he lay as she had left him, propped on one elbow on the rumpled bed. He had been shot once, long ago. An accident back when he was a kid playing silly buggers in the bush with his mates: a flesh wound from an air rifle. It had hurt like hell. But this was different. This was a mortal wound, through the heart. But like before, shock and numbness came before the pain.

At last he raised himself up as stiffly as an old man and sat on the edge of the bed with his head in his  hands, staring at the carpet. He didn’t hear the shower running, or the sigh of the waves as the tide crept in. All he could hear was a single word. A word that hadn’t been spoken, at least not aloud: a word he had read in her eyes in letters as cold as ice. Disgust.

And beyond it lay another word, echoing into an unknowable future: For ever.
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‘Private flight to Leopard Rock?’ repeated the attendant at the information counter, and Roo Beckett suppressed a grin. Cheyenne and Vanda were used to turning heads, but beside this stunning black woman with her bored ‘been there, done that’ demeanour they looked positively ordinary. ‘You’ll find your pilot in the Travellers’ Shebeen.’

Felice raised one perfectly waxed and tinted eyebrow. ‘Shebeen? An unusual name for a rendezvous. ’

‘A shebeen is a traditional pub in Africa, madam - though here at Tambo International Airport you will find a thoroughly modern facility serving food of high quality in addition to being fully licensed. Next, please.’

But Felice wasn’t budging, nor was she about to be deflected by the mention of food, however high quality. ‘The pilot is meeting us in the bar?’ she clarified frostily. ‘That strikes me as highly irregular.’ The clerk shrugged. She couldn’t care less. Unlike Roo, she wasn’t paid to let Felice Lamont, fashion editor of Tangent  magazine, ruin her day. ‘And how will we recognise him?’ Felice demanded.

‘You can’t miss him. He’ll be the biggest guy in the place, propping up the bar with a drink in his hand. And now, madam, if you’ll excuse me . . .’

As Felice moved reluctantly away from the counter Roo resigned herself to being dispatched as gopher again - or was it ‘still’? - to identify and extract one drunken pilot from hordes of thirsty travellers cluttering the bar. But Felice flicked a glance at her rectangular gold Hugo Boss watch, so minimalist Roo was amazed she could tell the time at all, and by the microscopic twitch of her boss’s letter-box lips Roo saw it wasn’t going to happen. Not this time. The sun was over Felice’s personal yardarm, and the first G&T of the day was jumping up and down and waving its arms.

Roo had no clue where the bar might be. Johannesburg’s Oliver Tambo International Airport was the newly modernised transport hub of southern Africa and the busiest on the continent, a massive melting pot of thousands of shoving, chattering people. No, make that ‘seething cauldron’ - the invisible buffer zone of personal space Roo took for granted in New Zealand had vanished altogether, with communication taking place at top volume in a dozen different languages. Roo could understand why Felice needed a drink, though her own head was spinning enough already from a mixture of exhaustion and excitement.

Felice marched off purposefully, her alcohol-seeking GPS firing on all cylinders and the throng of people parting before her as magically as the Red Sea. In her  wake sashayed the two models, unencumbered by anything more than a Gucci handbag (Vanda) and a Louis Vuitton tote (Cheyenne). Guy the photographer bobbed behind with his weighty backpack of gear. Thanking the god of travellers that the heavy baggage - and heavy was an understatement - had been booked straight through to the Lodge, Roo struggled along at the rear shoving the trolley with the hand luggage.

Twenty-five years’ life experience had taught Roo what to expect when people say you can’t miss something. A dollar to a doughnut the pilot turns out to be a midget skulking in a corner, she thought grimly. It’ll take us - a.k.a. me - half an hour to find him, by which time he’ll be legless and the flight will be cancelled and I’ll have to find us a five-star hotel at rock-bottom prices with a private gym and an Olympic-size pool and a teppanyaki restaurant that does room service and a bidet in Felice’s en suite, all at two seconds’ notice. Or, worse, he’ll be legless and the flight will go ahead and we’ll crash into a baobab tree and I’ll be stranded in the African bush with Felice Lamont and two ditzy models and I’ll miss out on the single biggest break of my life. And I’ll be stuck being Felice’s editorial assistant till I die - which under those circumstances won’t be soon enough for me.

Clamping her bulging shoulder bag more tightly under her arm and trying to ignore the furtive-looking black guy in the tropical shirt doing a sinister soft-shoe shuffle alongside her, Roo allowed herself to indulge in a brief Technicolor fantasy of what might have been, should have been - and never even nearly was.

Her travelling companions vaporised, she pictured herself arriving in Johannesburg alone and unencumbered, free to concentrate all her energies on the single most significant opportunity her life was ever likely to offer.

For the past year she’d been volunteering weekends at the Royal Albatross Colony at Taiaroa Head on the tip of the Otago Peninsula. It was the only mainland breeding colony of royal albatross in the world, and by sheer good fortune Roo’s cottage happened to be situated almost exactly midway between the wild and windswept headland and the small South Island city of Dunedin where Tangent had its head office, in which Roo was unlucky enough to work.

She’d applied for the position at Taiaroa on impulse, never dreaming she’d actually be offered it. She told herself she stayed on as a much-needed reality check: a reminder that not everything was as brittle and plastic as the life depicted in Tangent’s glossy pages, and acted out on a daily basis by her colleagues in their frigid air-conditioned offices. But the truth was that the albatrosses, and the gritty, humorous people who worked with them, soon had her helplessly hooked, and she’d happily have thrown in the glamorous job at  Tangent with all its so-called ‘prospects’ and ‘perks’ to work there full time, given the chance.

She’d never forget the first time she saw an albatross. It had been an adult bird, wings impossibly long and slender, gliding effortlessly in the opposite direction to the gale-force wind buffeting the cliff top. From that moment the magnificent birds had captured  her imagination, rekindling a creativity she’d thought  Tangent had stifled for ever. Back in the halcyon days of her degree in Film and Media, drawing and photography had been her passion - there’d even been a tutor who’d muttered something about ‘an exceptional gift’, but because the compliment had been closely followed by a dinner invitation she’d taken it with a major pinch of salt.

Now, seven years down the line, the starry eyes and dreams of a career in film-making were long gone. But the hardware lived on, hibernating in the depths of her old tin trunk. Within the first couple of weeks at Taiaroa she’d dug out and dusted off her faithful vintage camcorder and sweet-talked the head ranger into allowing her to document the development of the albatross chicks, purely for her own pleasure. And then, during a Chardonnay-fuelled late-night session scouring the Web for an escape route from the Tangent  treadmill, Roo had stumbled across the amateur wildlife film-making competition.

True to her habit of leaping headlong into crazy projects on impulse, she’d instantly decided to enter. A little judicious editing, a quirky voice-over and a funky musical score later, and Too Fat to Fly! was a wrap. As a scientific documentary on royal albatross chicks it was full of more holes than a sieve, home-baked and horribly amateurish, but it was straight from the heart. And impossibly, unbelievably, incredibly, it had won.

Now here she was en route to Leopard Rock to claim her prize: an all-expenses-paid one-month apprenticeship with world-renowned wildlife film-maker Wynand  Kruger at his private game lodge deep in the South African bush.

The kicker was that the second she’d lodged her application for a month’s unpaid leave, Felice Lamont’s freeloading antennae had gone on full alert. Before Roo knew it, her solo adventure had morphed into a free-for-all - a seven-day fashion shoot starring Cheyenne and Vanda, with Guy as cameraman, Felice in the director’s chair and Roo scurrying about fetching and carrying for them all in her usual role of editor’s assistant and general dogsbody.

‘It will only be for the first few days, Roo dear,’ Felice had purred, ‘and I’ve already e-mailed Why-not Kruger to let him know the change of plan, to save you the trouble.’ Without actually saying so, Felice made it very clear that Roo’s job depended on her cooperation. Furious, mortified, humiliated beyond belief, Roo had no option but to agree.

Now, against this turbulent background and battling the increasingly persistent Tropical Shirt and a baggage trolley which seemed to have developed a dislocated wheel, it was hardly surprising that Roo’s fantasy of what might have been was struggling to unfurl.


She’d arrive alone, resplendent in immaculate bush khaki. Wynand Kruger himself would be waiting at the barrier in the arrivals hall to meet her . . . Here Roo’s usually fertile imagination stuttered and threatened to stall. The notoriously reclusive director kept his animal subjects firmly centre stage, relying on his Zulu assistant Sipho Mabuza to fill the role of front-line man when required. Roo had Googled ‘Wynand Kruger’ till  her fingers were numb, but though there was plenty of information on his films, awards, private game lodge, research programmes and environmental initiatives, the search engine failed to turn up a single image of the man himself. From somewhere Roo had conjured a vague mental picture of a stocky florid-faced Afrikaner in what she believed was called a ‘safari suit’ - a kind of colonial uniform consisting of matching jacket and shorts in crisp cotton, complete with a multitude of pockets and toning knee-length socks. Had she dreamed the pith helmet? Had she dreamed it all? The truth was, it didn’t matter what he looked like. The only important thing was that she establish herself, instantly and unambiguously, as a person worthy of his mentoring. A passionate young film-maker with limitless potential, ability, vision and flair. And above all, with ‘true originality’, that magical phrase Wynand Kruger himself had used to describe her winning entry in his Judge’s Comments, which she’d repeated to herself hour after hour in bed like a mantra, counting down the sleepless nights till D-for-Departure Day.


She’d be travelling light - Roo dodged a runaway toddler, feeling the trolley lurch alarmingly under its teetering load - well rested and full of creative energy, her skin glowing with a perfectly applied fake tan - just one of the endless list of personal items she hadn’t even had time to contemplate in the rush to organise everyone’s lives but her own. See? she growled to herself. Reality keeps intruding, even in my fantasies. I’ll save it for later.

Tropical Shirt had intensified his advances and was  offering her covert glimpses of something in a greasy McDonald’s bag. ‘You’re the least of my problems, buddy,’ she muttered. Luckily the models’ height made them easy to follow, though Felice and Guy were lost in the sea of bodies. Taking her words as encouragement, the hawker thrust the object under her nose. It looked like - but surely wasn’t - a Cartier watch. Or maybe it was? ‘Cheap price,’ the guy was saying. ‘Fifty rand only, just for you. Come, missy, we talk turkey, make one-time deal, hey?’

‘Sorry, mate: not interested,’ she told him with a grin. ‘I’ve developed an allergy to designer labels from overexposure.’

And here, finally, was the Travellers’ Shebeen. Tropical Shirt’s plaintive cries of ‘Forty rand only, missy - thirty, ten!’ were swallowed in the beery babble as Roo wove the trolley in the direction of the service counter, mumbling apologies and scanning the tables for a diminutive Danny DeVito in a peaked cap.

Between Roo and her destination was what looked like an entire rugby team in the final stages of a boozy send-off, their faces flushed and perspiring, every available inch of the tabletop crowded with beer bottles. As they lumbered reluctantly to their feet to leave, thwacking each other on the shoulder and hefting their kitbags, Roo was even more sure the elusive pilot wouldn’t rate in the Biggest Guy stakes.

The team filed past her on a wave of beer-breath, guttural apologies and lingering glances, all of which Roo ignored. She’d seen the pilot - and to her astonishment he checked out on all counts.

He was propping up the bar with a drink in his hand, and the information clerk was right: you couldn’t miss him. He was right up there with the rugby players in height and breadth of shoulder, but that was all he had in common with them. Roo could hear the departing team drawing yawn-worthy attention to their testosterone levels with bull-like bellows and raucous laughter, mating signals all too familiar to Roo from years of increasingly reluctant clubbing at cellphone-point with friends. But while the rugby guys’ bulk had the force-fed density of prime beef cattle, steroids oozing from every pore, the pilot’s build was lean and hard. There was something about him that would have made her notice him even if he hadn’t exactly matched the description they’d been given, and it wasn’t just his size. It was a peculiar stillness, as if he were waiting for something, and had all the time in the world.

He was leaning back on the counter half facing the room, wearing faded khaki rather than the starched pilot’s uniform of Roo’s imagination. Laughter at something the black bartender had said was fading gradually from his face - a face too weather-beaten by the African sun, too rugged and rough-hewn to be handsome. He could have done with a shave, thought Roo critically . . . but then he didn’t look like the kind of man who’d care too much about other people’s opinion. She’d like to draw him: she collected interesting faces, and his qualified. The flat planes and strong bones would be the easy part, but she’d need to get a lot closer to capture whatever expression might be in the dark eyes. ‘Well, at least we’ve found him,’ she muttered as  she shoved the lopsided trolley towards him, the thought bringing with it a sharp reminder that sooner rather than later they were all going to be airborne again, in a plane far too small for comfort.

Unencumbered by a trolley or any inhibitions, Felice had already homed in on their quarry. Roo saw to her horror that her boss was standing six inches in front of the unsuspecting pilot with a face like a hatchet, poking his chest with a finger tipped by a scarlet talon. Roo’s trolley connected with a bar stool with a thump and two bags thudded to the floor. She’d been on the receiving end often enough to recognise a Felice Lamont economy-sized rant when she saw one. Felice had many faults, but an inaudible voice wasn’t one of them. Even in the crowded bar area, Roo had no problem hearing every word - and neither did the other patrons, listening with varying degrees of embarrassment and amusement.

‘I imagine you thought I wouldn’t run you to earth - or if I did, that I wouldn’t report you to your employer. But I assure you, my good man, you are as wrong on the second count as on the first.’ Felice’s eyes flicked to the bartender, who was listening with every appearance of enjoyment. ‘I’ll have a G&T, and make it a double,’ she rapped, then returned her attention to the pilot without missing a beat. ‘Why-not will be far from pleased when he hears of this - and hear he will, make no mistake. And now, if I may ask, what precisely is in that glass?’

It was something dark and fizzy that clinked invitingly. Glancing down, the pilot swirled the liquid with the skill of a wine connoisseur. His expression  as he looked up to meet Felice’s eyes was hard to read, but Roo thought she could detect a gleam of amusement in his eyes. The prospect of Felice reporting him to his boss didn’t look like losing him much sleep. ‘It’s Coke.’

Felice gave a contemptuous snort of disbelief. ‘And what else?’

‘Well . . .’ The pilot hesitated, then gave a half-shrug. ‘I guess it might have one or two additions,’ he admitted with a crooked grin. ‘Want a sip?’

Felice recoiled as if he’d offered her a live scorpion. The pilot straightened, downing the remains of his drink and sliding the empty glass across the counter towards the barman, along with a folded banknote and a few words in a fluid, rhythmic language Roo guessed might be Zulu. The man laughed.

‘I’m sorry,’ the pilot said, turning back to Felice with cool formality, ‘but there won’t be time for your drink. There’s a thunderstorm forecast, and while that wouldn’t be a problem in a larger aircraft it might make for a rougher ride than you’d enjoy in the Cessna.’

Roo felt a lurch of fear. She’d read about what African thunderstorms could do to small planes, the powerful air currents in the massive cumulonimbus clouds lifting and dropping them hundreds of feet, like yo-yos. At that moment the pilot’s eyes caught hers and she felt a second jolt, deep in the pit of her stomach. Her fear of flying was a weakness she found mortifying and went to great lengths to conceal, yet now she had a crazy feeling that those dark eyes had managed to see straight through her staunch exterior to the quaking  dread beneath. The corner of his mouth lifted in a quizzical half-smile which managed to be both dismissive and contemptuous, yet Roo found it oddly reassuring: thunderstorm or no thunderstorm, he didn’t seem too concerned. In fact, he looked as if he were laughing at some private joke. He bent and scooped up the two fallen bags, deposited them on the trolley and headed off with it in the direction of the domestic terminal. Thin lipped, Felice had no choice but to scurry after him, the others in tow.

Roo couldn’t resist reaching for the empty glass at her elbow for a quick sniff before she followed. If she needed confirmation that the only thing that Coke had ever had added to it was ice, the barman’s wink gave it to her.
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If life had taught Wyk Kruger one thing, it was that attack could come without warning, from any direction and with no provocation whatsoever. And he’d had plenty of practice at protecting himself.

In almost every case - rogue elephant, charging lion or the deadliest species of all, woman - protection wasn’t necessarily the same as defence. For Wyk, it was usually a simple matter of treading carefully, adopting pre-emptive camouflage and tuning in to danger signals. With the animals of the wild, those precautions were usually enough. In more so-called ‘civilised’ cases, he’d learned to put up a transparent, impenetrable shield between himself and his attacker long before the first missile hit. The only surprise was how often it came in useful, he thought as the scrawny stranger’s onslaught bounced harmlessly off its invisible surface. Or maybe it’s not so surprising. Give it up, lady, he felt like saying, looking through her with the shadow of a smile. You’re strictly an amateur at this, believe me.


He’d seen them from way off, boss-lady’s body  language semaphoring trouble. For Wyk, pinpointing a motionless pair of rapier-thin gemsbok horns in head-high elephant grass as their owner lay chewing the cud in the shade was all in a day’s work, and interpreting the mood of a white rhino or a buffalo cow with a calf at foot was a simple matter of survival.

As far as identification went, these particular guests had been as unmistakable as a couple of giraffe in a herd of wildebeest - flanked by a rabid hyena, he thought wryly. He allowed his eyes to linger momentarily on the two models. Predictably, they were beautiful: tall, with the kind of figure - or lack of it - that set clothes off to their best advantage. Wyk found himself wondering briefly whether they’d look as good naked. Here in the beery fug of the airport bar they seemed a different species from the other travel-weary, dishevelled punters: elegant and sophisticated, with the poise bordering on arrogance that came from making big bucks out of looking good. Decorative, certainly. Interesting in other ways? Wyk doubted it.

The photographer tagging along behind was a subspecies of Wyk’s own breed, of interest only for the hardware in his bag and the professional connection. Well, at least there was one person he might find it worthwhile to talk to, he thought sourly.

His glance brushed past the photographer to the final member of the little cavalcade, and his face darkened. No prizes for guessing who this was: the so-called ‘winning film-maker’ this whole debacle was in aid of. What was her name again? Unexpectedly his memory supplied it: Oriana. He dimly remembered  finding the name unusual; attractive, even. But that was before this whole circus had spiralled out of control. And whose fault was that? Oriana Beckett’s. Ever since he’d received the unwelcome e-mail from her boss, the thought of her name had been enough to ruin his day.

He hadn’t wanted to get involved in judging the competition in the first place, experience having taught him that one thing had an unwelcome habit of leading to another. But an old friend had called in a long-forgotten favour, and before he knew it he’d agreed.

The request to provide a month at Leopard Rock mentoring the winning film-maker hadn’t been long in following. ‘I won’t do it, and that’s final,’ he’d raged to Sipho, removing the offending e-mail temporarily from his screen with a savage click of the mouse. ‘I don’t have time, and anyway, I’m not a teacher’s backside. I don’t have the patience. There are plenty of film schools around - why don’t they approach them? I can’t stand the thought of a bunch of strangers cluttering up the reserve, asking inane questions and upsetting the wildlife. And it’s exactly when we’d planned to shoot the doco on the leopard cubs, if Insikazi obliges and produces any. I don’t want an outsider here, then or any other time.’

Sipho, sprawled on the leather sofa by the fire, gave Wyk an enigmatic glance, and took a long, slow sip of beer.

‘Well?’ Wyk demanded. ‘Do you agree?’

‘What does it matter whether I agree or not? Your mind is made up.’

Wyk stopped pacing and stood in front of his friend,  glaring down at him. ‘Are you trying to make a point here, or what?’

‘Me?’ said Sipho innocently. ‘What kind of point would I make? Only the obvious ones, that even you can see if you look with clear eyes: there wouldn’t be a “bunch” of visitors, only one. And you wouldn’t be expected to teach, merely to guide. To share some of your own experience, your passion for the bush. Some of the knowledge you’ve gained over the years. Who knows, you might even learn something yourself. Stranger things have happened.’ There was a pause. A log collapsed on the fire amid a shower of sparks. ‘You might even, God forbid, enjoy it.’

Wyk snorted. Replaying his recent words in his mind, he was aware how selfish and arrogant they sounded. Was he arrogant? He hoped not. Just solitary, and defensive about anything that threatened to disrupt the familiar routine at Leopard Rock.

‘Why not watch the finalists’ films,’ said Sipho neutrally, ‘and then decide?’

Like a fool, he’d agreed. He’d watched the handful of DVDs alone on the terrace the following evening, with a glass of Cabernet to ease the pain. Just as he’d expected, they were competent, predictable, boringly earnest. Too Fat to Fly! was last in the pile; by the time he reached it he’d seen enough, his glass was empty and a char-grilled steak was beckoning. But even as his professional eye automatically analysed camera angles and editing technique, he’d found himself captivated by the warmth and humour of the commentary. As a wildlife film-maker and naturalist he was violently  allergic to anthropomorphism in any form, yet this girl with her husky Kiwi accent had got under the feathers of those damn birds as if she were one of them, without a hint of sentimentality. That was the single factor that set her film apart and made it a winner.

The last thing he’d expected was to find himself wishing it were longer. But that was its magic. The girl gave just enough to make you fall in love, then left you hungry for more. Even the titles, instead of being an interminable list of ‘thank-you’s to family, friends and hangers-on, had been brief enough to prompt a snort of laughter: Everything: Oriana Beckett; Albatrosses: God (or whoever); Thanks to the management and staff of the Royal Albatross Colony, Taiaroa. There’d been no obligatory The End, just a bird in flight gliding towards a curved horizon.

As the sun had dipped below the thorn trees and dusk deepened into nightfall Wyk sat on, wondering what kind of person could conceive and execute something as honest and off-beat as Too Fat to Fly!. Hell, even the title jumped out from among the other worthy chronicles of the wonders of nature and hit the bull’s-eye with an accuracy that almost hurt. He found himself wondering what her quirky, original approach might make of some of the charismatic characters who peopled the bush at Leopard Rock. Was it possible that Sipho might be right: that he might learn something, not technically, perhaps, but simply by seeing things differently, through the eyes of someone to whom it was all entirely new? In two strides Wyk was at the computer; a click of the mouse, and there was  the e-mail, mocking him from the screen. He clicked on ‘Reply’. ‘This once,’ he typed, two-fingered, ‘but never again.’ Then he pressed ‘Send’, before he could change his mind.

He’d been ready to accept her, to welcome her to his world - even to like her. And then the second e-mail had arrived: the one from boss-lady. ‘Roo Beckett has suggested it might make sense to combine her visit with a photo shoot for the magazine she works for, as my assistant. You’ll be familiar with it, I’m sure: Tangent  has an international reputation, and is highly regarded in fashion circles. The shoot won’t take more than a week, and naturally we’d be prepared to pay for accommodation and meals, should that be required . . .’ As if that were the issue! This time Wyk didn’t hesitate, just reached for the keyboard to type two capital letters: N and O, full stop. And that was when he saw it: the little purple arrow that meant he was too late. A reply had already been sent.

All the fault of Oriana Beckett. And now here she was. If the two models were giraffe, she was a zebra, Wyk thought morosely. A little workhorse, sturdy and cheerful-looking, with an irritating air of ponyish optimism. She looked like someone who would always bounce back, like a rubber ball or a puppy. In other circumstances, the predator in him would have taken note of her compact curves and the contained energy and exuberance with which she moved. She was pretty enough, he supposed. A pair of sunglasses was perched casually atop a glossy tumble of blond hair, blunt-cut just short of her shoulders and hooked back over one  ear. Darker brows; a wide mouth curving optimistically up at the corners. Soft, pale pink lips. She looked as if she were seeing the world for the first time through those wide blue eyes - but as Wyk knew, appearances could be deceptive. She’d obviously swung this whole deal in an attempt to ingratiate herself with her boss and claw her way up the corporate ladder, which meant she was a lot more shrewd and calculating than she looked. The other possibility was that she was just plain stupid - obtuse, self-serving, and entirely oblivious of the laws of common courtesy. In which case Too Fat to Fly! had just been a happy accident: a fluke.

Well, in four weeks’ time it would all be over. And in the meantime, he’d take his amusement where he found it. He certainly didn’t owe anyone anything, her least of all. If none of them had bothered to introduce themselves, why should he? If it caused them embarrassment down the track, tough takkie. That wasn’t his problem.

 



 



Like most New Zealanders Roo had cut her travel teeth on the notorious airports of Wellington and the South Island, where gale-force winds and short runways made for interesting trips, to say the least. So every time she flew, even in perfect conditions, she boarded the plane in the complete certainty that she was about to die. Logic and reason might say that flying was safer than crossing a road, but instinct told her that, while it was natural for albatrosses, for a fifty-ton metal cylinder jam-packed with people it was plain impossible.

On the inward flight on the big airbus, drifting  through clear blue sky and down through a haze of smog to land on a runway that stretched for ever, she’d kept up her customary soothing internal monologue, pretending to be asleep so as not to have to act relaxed.  See, Roo, she told herself, clear skies, no turbulence. A child of two could land this plane, no problem. Anyway, more accidents happen on take-off than landing.

Now, that thought was far from comforting, especially in view of the threateningly bulbous clouds with ominous purple undersides which had built up in the time they’d been in the airport building, and the minuscule size of the white plane perched on the runway. It looked no more substantial than a mosquito. ‘You sit up front with the pilot, Roo dear,’ Felice instructed, obviously considering it preferable to keep the hired help together, and no doubt also mindful of the fact that the front of a plane invariably comes off worst if things go wrong.

As she wriggled in beside him, all too aware of the confined space and the closeness of their seats, Roo flashed the pilot a smile she hoped told him louder than words that she enjoyed a bumpy plane ride as much as anyone. ‘Hi there,’ she said chirpily. ‘I’m Roo Beckett, um . . . Felice Lamont’s assistant.’ The last three words came out between gritted teeth: it cut to the quick that what she should be saying was, ‘I’m Roo Beckett, winning film-maker!’ How had the whole focus of her trip got so horribly hijacked, she wondered for the umpteenth time.
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