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PART ONE
ROME
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Would you sacrifice your future for a glimpse into the past?
 
 
Chapter One
ROME
[image: ]
When the plane landed in Fiumicino, Italy, just after seven in the evening, I felt nothing. I pressed my face to the cold oval window and watched the runway lights blur past and I thought: good. No one knows me here. Not a single person on this entire continent knows my name. I left Cape Town seven days ago. My first stop was Turkey — Istanbul, where I headed to a clinic in Bodrum that a friend had referred me to with the kind of hushed enthusiasm women reserve for things they are slightly ashamed of wanting. I had booked cosmetic consultations for a few procedures. Things that felt enormous when the reason behind them is a man whose actions had made me feel that maybe I wasn’t quite enough.
The current state of my romantic relationship resurrected the kind of insecurities that will make you put your trust in the hands of a stranger and lie down in a cold, fluorescent white room, in a foreign country, so a doctor speaking in broken English can assess how he needs to cut you open or suck something out of your abdomen in order for you to regain your confidence. I hate that I was there. I hate the fact that I want to blame Austen’s actions for it, but the truth is I have always been insecure. As a kid I used to spend hours in the mirror picking at my face, pinching my nose. That insecurity goes back further than Austen. Further than the mirror, even.
My mother, a foreigner to herself. Born of Coloured heritage in Apartheid South Africa — born into a racial classification she had never chosen and could never fully shed, because the state had decided what she was before she had the chance to decide for herself. And then she had the audacity to fall in love with a white Italian man. A love that, under those laws, was not love at all, but declared a crime under the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act of 1949, which served to “criminalise any marriage between a person classified as ‘White’ and a person classified as ‘non-White’ (such as ‘Coloured’ or ‘Black African’).”
“The Immorality Act of 1950 also made any extramarital sexual relationship across these racial lines a criminal offence.”
Let that settle for a moment… Two people choosing each other — an act so ordinary, so human, so completely outside of politics — and the government calling it illegal. My mother — Julie — found out. She loved my father and she was punished for it, first by the state and then, in a different way, by life. That punishment calcified into something. Something that looked, eventually, like rage. The kind of rage that has been sitting in the dark for so long it forgets what it was originally aimed at. The kind that finds the nearest available target and calls it the cause. The nearest available target turned out to be my father and then, later, me. My father, Marco Brunelli, was born in Cape Town to a Sicilian father and a white South African mother. He was Italian by blood and ancestry but had grown up disconnected from that lineage. He only knew of his Italian family. He did not know the country. It existed for him as a story rather than a place, a thread of identity that had no fabric attached to it and then he fell in love with Julie, a Coloured woman in apartheid South Africa, and suddenly who he was became something the law had an opinion about. They loved each other anyway. That is the part I hold onto, before the darkness came to extinguish any joy my childhood memory bank held. They got married as a symbolic act and lived together as husband and wife undetected under the radar of apartheid. Whatever came after, they loved each other first, and that was real, and no legislation was able to undo the fact of it. My father died when I was seven years old, with a kitchen knife in his chest, and my mother’s fingerprints on the handle. I think of it now, it is almost as if my mother was aiming for his heart, as if she was trying to reclaim something that once belonged to her entirely. I don’t say that to be dramatic. I say it because it is simply what happened. My mother went to jail before I had finished first grade. I was raised by my grandmother on my mother’s side — a woman who was kind in a practical, food-on-the-table way but who never once said the word love without attaching it to God. It would appear — and became even more apparent as I grew up — judging from all the angry letters I received from prison — that my mother resented me before I was old enough to understand what resentment was. I learned later, in therapy, that she had believed — truly believed — that I had stolen my father’s love from her the moment I arrived. That the pregnancy had changed him toward her and he had poured everything he had into me instead. Maybe that was true. I will never know. He took that with him. What I do know is that my mother, a woman who had already had love criminalised by the state, then lost it to her own child — or believed she did. She had spent years being told that loving a white man was wrong and then the man she loved redirected his attention to their daughter, and something in her broke along a fault line that apartheid had put there long before I was born. She did not become a murderer in a vacuum. She became one at the end of a very long road that the country she was born into had helped to pave.
That does not make what she did right. It does not give me back my father, but it is the truth and I have spent enough years refusing to look at it. What I also know is that I grew up understanding, in the wordless way children understand things, that my existence had cost someone everything. That I was the reason a family had ended. That the safest thing to do was to become excellent — to justify the space I took up, to earn my place on this earth by building something undeniable. So I did. I finished school. I went to study at a prestigious university in Stellenbosch. I finished my honours and then my master’s in business administration at the age of twenty-five, and three months later I walked into a lawyer’s office in Claremont and signed for three million rand. Money my father had left me as part of my inheritance, long before he died. The guilt that comes with such money is something that needs its own book to explain. For me there was no joy in it, because receiving this money made it even more real that my father had to die in order for me to live and have this life. I didn’t grow up with a lot, at least that was the case after my father died, but my grandmother made sure I had no need for anything. I only discovered later that my paternal grandfather had also made sure I was well taken care of financially — but due to my paternal grandmother being unable to process how my father came to his end, they decided it was best to make me a memory, as he now was to them. I am stating it here in a way that is less cold, because if I said it the way my brain puts it on loop I would lose my freaking mind or whatever I think is still left to lose. Basically, when I’m not achieving and just trying to live as a normal person, my brain does this thing where it reminds me: “your mother killed your father and because of that your paternal grandparents killed the idea of your existence.” I know someone reading this would probably say oh girl, shut up and just take the money and live your best life. I thought of that too. So I eventually did use the money. I have always loved running and fitness. Running gave me a high I could not get from any substance I have experimented with. So it was natural, eventually, to start the gym franchise, then the fitness clothing line. When I started making real money I invested in real estate. I was thirty-three and I had more assets than most people twice my age, and I still woke up some mornings staring at myself in the mirror while splashing my face with ice-cold water — a childhood ritual, confirming I was still here. Still real. Still alive.
Enter Austen Bosch.
 
Austen. I said his name in my head and then immediately pressed it back down, the way we humans have this unexplained urge to touch a scabbing wound just to confirm if it still hurts. It did. Very much so. Austen is my first real relationship into adulthood. A stolen victory, some would say and I mean that with more weight than it might seem.
 
My stop in Turkey was to go under the knife. Well this time it would have been a somewhat planned and supervised injury. I was considering getting a nose job, medically termed a rhinoplasty and abdominal liposuction. The idea of losing a man you love to some social media baddie will do this to you or maybe just me. Insert years of an identity crisis and draw the map, yip you found me! I did not go through with the procedures in the end. Not because I had suddenly arrived at some triumphant moment of self-acceptance — but because the doctor at the clinic had looked up from my file after the routine blood test and asked, with a little concern in his voice: before we continue I need to ask when was the last time you had your period. I sat in that white room in Bodrum with the word pregnant ringing in my ears after all the tests confirmed it to be true. Here I found it in the absence of anyone, on a loop and kept playing long after the doctor’s assistant had left the room for me to change back into my clothes. I sat there and felt this strange, wordless feeling vibrating in my chest. Almost like fear and excitement driving into each other at high speed to see who will emerge from the collision. I mean, I am in a position to have a child. My financial situation would allow me to provide in ways that few people my age are able to. I just never saw myself as a single parent. I lived through that life. It’s a hard no from me, but yet here I am. I had not called Austen. I had not called anyone. I had gone back to my hotel, sat on the edge of the bath for a very long time, and then I opened my laptop and booked a flight to Rome. Why Rome? In my mind the answer to that question was still buffering in my search bar. I then thought: new life — real, physical, undeniable new life — had a way of cracking open old things. Sometimes insisting on being looked at. My father was of Italian descent.
On some unconscious level when that test came back positive, something in me turned toward Italy the way a compass turns north. As though the new life inside me had opened a door that had been sealed since I was seven and on the other side of it was Rome. The city my father had descended from and never seen. That made sense to me in a way I could not have explained to anyone. When I reached Rome and observed the city I thought to myself, you do not rebuild on an empty field. All of our own lives, as much as we might not think of it in a literal sense, are built or rebuilt on ruins.
My life, your life or maybe your parents or great-grandparents’ story is not always a tidy one which gets published in a family magazine. The ruins of my family’s story — the Italian blood, the apartheid crime, the love that became violence, the money that came from a grave — all of it had its oldest roots in Italy. In a lineage my father never got to know and I had never bothered to find. Rome felt like the beginning of an answer to a question I had been asking my whole life without knowing the words to start formulating it fully. And maybe — quietly, in the part of me that was still a seven-year-old who missed her father — I just wanted to go somewhere he had never been but might have loved. To stand in a city that was his by blood if not by memory.
I booked a one-way flight.
 
The taxi from the airport smelled of leather and cigarette smoke and something faintly floral that I could not place. The driver had the radio on low — something operatic, a woman’s voice climbing and climbing toward a note that felt like the edge of a cliff. I sat in the back and watched Rome appear outside the window the way a face appears out of the fog. Ancient walls. Stone the colour of old honey. A fountain I recognised from a photograph I had seen somewhere and could not now place. Streets that were too narrow for cars but had cars in them anyway, existing through some understanding between vehicles and stone that had been negotiated over centuries. The light was golden in the late-evening way that only Mediterranean cities manage — not pretty, exactly. Serious, like it meant something. Rome is a city built on its own wreckage. Every era has collapsed into the next one and the next one has built on top of it and somehow the whole improbable structure is still standing, still beautiful in that scarred and layered way of things that have survived more than they were supposed to. You cannot walk through Rome without being confronted by ruins. Not as monuments. As infrastructure. As part of the daily landscape. I did not know it then, sitting in the back of that taxi with my whole uncertain life pressed against my ribs, but I had come to exactly the right place. This is a city that knows how to keep going after the fall. It has done it so many times it has made peace with the fact that things collapse. The villa was in Trastevere. I had found it on a rental platform at three in the morning in a Turkish hotel room while the city slept outside my window and I had booked it without reading the reviews because I liked the photograph of the patio — terracotta tiles, a lemon tree in a giant clay pot, the suggestion of a view. If I am being honest the lemon tree sealed the deal for me. The woman who let me in was perhaps seventy and moved through the narrow entrance hall with the unhurried confidence of someone who has never once doubted her right to take up space. Her name was Giulia. She showed me the kitchen, the bedrooms, the patio and then she held both my hands in hers for a moment before she left and said something in Italian that I did not understand fully. I stood alone in the villa for a long time after she left. Then I unpacked. I put my toiletries on the bathroom shelf in the order I like them. I hung my dresses in the wardrobe. I set the three books I had brought on the bedside table even though I had not opened any of them since leaving South Africa. I made tea. I sat on the patio. The lemon tree was real.
Below me and a few streets over, Rome was living its evening — voices, scooters and someone frying something that smelled like garlic and olive oil. No one down there was performing their happiness. They were just having it. I envied that with an intensity that surprised me. My phone buzzed. I looked at it. A message from a ghost I was trying to outrun. Tracy: “You know he will always love me. He is just using you bitch!!!” I put the phone face down on the tiled table and looked at the lemon tree instead. Tracy… I would get to Tracy. I would get to all of it — the pool, the champagne, the way I had convinced myself that what was building between the three of us was just the kind of casual, charged energy that forms when beautiful people are bored and slightly drunk at night. The way I had ignored every instinct I had about her. The way Austen had looked at me from across that pool in a way that should have been a warning and was instead an invitation I had accepted with both hands. But not tonight. Tonight, I was going to sit on this patio in Trastevere and drink my tea and be nobody’s anything for a few hours. The baby was the size of a lemon pip and did not yet require any decisions from me. The man who put it there was somewhere in Cape Town sleeping or not sleeping and that was not my problem for at least the next twelve hours. I put my hand against my stomach. “We made it,” I said quietly, to no one, to both of us. “We’re in Rome.”
 
How It Started
Tracy found me, not the other way around. We had a mutual acquaintance — someone from the business community who moved in circles that were deliberately too wide, the kind of person who introduces people they want something from to other people they want something from in the hope that the resulting collision will benefit them. Tracy had approached me at a networking event in Green Point. She was tall, blonde, thin and holding a glass of wine with the practised ease of someone who has spent a long time perfecting the art of looking unconcerned. “You’re Angelique Brown,” she said. Not a question. “I’ve been following your wellness brand. The Out of Africa campaign for the new fitness line was insane. I would love to connect, if you’ll let me get you a drink.” She was charming — fully attentive, quick to laugh, asking exactly the right questions in exactly the right order. Later I would understand that the attention she was paying me was the same attention a student pays a textbook. That night I just thought: here is someone interesting. Here is someone with energy that doesn’t bore me. We started meeting for coffee. Then dinners. She came to the gym. She came to the store. She asked questions about my suppliers, my margins, my marketing strategy, and I answered because I genuinely believe there is enough success in the world for women to share information without it costing them anything. I still believe that. Austen came into the picture about six weeks in. He was Tracy’s boyfriend. I would later learn that she was financially dependent on him and she was entirely unbothered by it. “He’s so chilled,” she said once, with the faint contempt of someone describing a weakness. “Almost boring, but he’s generous and he doesn’t ask questions and that works for me.” I should have asked more questions about what she meant by that in the moment, but I would come to live into those answers myself. The first time I met Austen was at her apartment in Sea Point — a Friday evening, warm enough for the pool, Tracy already a few drinks deep when I arrived. He was standing at the outdoor bar making gin and tonics with the unhurried focus of someone who takes small pleasures seriously. He is tall. Easy in his body. When he looked up from the ice tray and smiled at me it was not a smile that asked for anything. That was the thing that disarmed me. Most men smile at you like a question you might have to answer at some point. Austen smiled at me like a statement. No hidden hand.
“So you’re the one she talks about, like her new obsession,” he said. “What does she say?” I asked. “That you’re the most disciplined person she’s ever met.” He handed me the drink. “She means it as a compliment. Tracy finds discipline fascinating in other people because she has none herself.” I laughed. I should not have laughed. That was the first crack.
 
The night something shifted happened in that same pool. It was late — past midnight — and the three of us had been in the water for over an hour, the city lights reflected in the dark surface of a pool, making everything feel slightly more significant than it probably was. Tracy had been drinking since six o’clock. I was on my second glass. Austen was somewhere between the two of us. What happened between Tracy and me did not come from desire, not exactly. It came from the particular energy of two women in the water at midnight when the drinks are flowing and the walls are down and someone leans close to say something and the gap between faces becomes a question. She kissed me first. Soft. Testing. I kissed her back because the night demanded it and because I was tired of being careful. I was aware of Austen watching from the far end of the pool and I did not stop. He came to us slowly and when his hands found my waist beneath the surface I felt something completely different from what Tracy’s mouth had made me feel. Something that went down to the bone. His lips at my ear, her hands in my hair, the city lights shivering in the water around us — it was the kind of moment that you know, even as it is happening, will cost you something later. Then Tracy climbed out of the pool to get champagne. We heard the bottle break from the kitchen. The sound of it — a crack followed by a very short silence and then screaming, high and sharp and wrong — cut through everything. We were out of the pool and through the sliding door in seconds. She was on the kitchen floor. Glass everywhere. A deep gash along her forearm from the broken bottle and a cut at her hairline where she had hit the marble counter on her way down. Blood moving fast across the white floor tiles.
“I’m fine,” Tracy said once we got her up, which was the first completely false thing she had said all evening. I was the only one close to sober. I got a dish towel around her arm and kept pressure on it while Austen went somewhere else mentally as if this was a normal occurrence in their lives. Blood being spilled and someone in need of assistance. I spoke to her quietly, the way you speak to someone you are trying to keep on the surface of themselves. She was high — I understood that now, by the flat white line on the kitchen counter — the cocaine had made her both frantic and weirdly lucid, talking about a business idea she’d had, about someone who had wronged her, about how she was fine, she was fine, this was nothing. I drove her to the hospital with Austen in the back of the car trying to keep her calm. They admitted her and she needed to stay overnight for observation. The doctor said she had a possible concussion and her arm required stitches. So Austen and I went back to Tracy’s apartment.
 
The apartment was quiet. There was blood on my hands and a smear of it on my forearm that I had not noticed until the adrenaline began to drop. Austen handed me a glass of water and then sat on the kitchen counter and watched me clean up the mess. “Are you alright?” he asked. “I don’t know yet. Are you?” He looked at his hands. “I’ve been watching her do this for two years.” I did not know what to say to that so I said nothing. We ended up in the lounge, the city quiet outside the windows, and at some point he said why don’t you stay and it was not really a question. I should have said no. There is a version of this story in some other timeline where I say no and take an Uber or drive my ass home and none of what follows happens. I think about that version sometimes. I do not wish I had chosen it, but I think about it. When he kissed me this time it was nothing like the pool. The pool had been all electricity and performance and the thrill of being watched. This was private. He kissed me the way you kiss someone you have been thinking about for long enough that the thinking has become physical, has become a kind of pressure behind the sternum that only releases when you finally, finally close the space between you.
We did not go to the bedroom immediately. We stayed in the lounge and took our time with each other in the dark — his mouth at my throat, my hands in his hair, his fingers tracing the line of my collarbone with a slowness that made me understand he had been thinking about this the whole evening. He was still slightly high from the coke, warm and unhurried and absolutely certain — and when he finally laid me down on the couch and looked at me in the low light coming through the windows I felt, for the first time in longer than I could name, completely seen. We were naked. Everything felt so raw. Like we were made out of cellophane and could see into each other’s souls. He was gentle in the beginning and not gentle at all toward the end and I loved both versions. I loved the way he said my name — as though he was confirming something to himself. Angelique… As though I might have moved without him noticing and he needed to check I was still there.
Afterwards I lay with my head on his chest and listened to his heartbeat slow down and thought to myself: you idiot. You absolute idiot. Here is where the guilt lives: I knew, the night everything shifted in that pool, that what I was doing was not clean. What happened between the three of us was real and charged and mutual, but Austen was not mine to want. He was hers. Still… What I felt for him was not manufactured. It was not a performance. It was not a strategy. From the moment he said my name like he was confirming something to himself I understood that this was the first person, outside my father, who felt like he belonged to me. Not in the sense of possessing someone. More like recognising a shape that matches your own. Like your leg or your arm. It just fits. Or so I thought… What I also understood — is that the premise of us was built on a foundation of stolen things. I came into it having arrived at his life through his girlfriend’s introduction. Through her trust, her access, her apartment, her pool.
I fell in love with a man who was not available to be fallen for, and then he became available because I was in the room when it all fell apart. That thread — of things arriving in my life through what looks, from one angle, like theft — is something I have been unable to shake. I do not think I engineered any of it, but I cannot seem to outrun the pattern.
 
I fell asleep on the patio with the tea gone cold and woke up when the sky had turned from orange to a deep, almost-black blue. The lemon tree was very still. Somewhere below a scooter engine faded into the city. I picked up my phone. Twenty-two missed calls from Austen. Four from a number I didn’t recognise. One from my grandmother, Ester, which frightened me briefly as she was still the only relative left to keep me sane from this circus which seems to be my life. I proceeded to put the phone back face down. I was in Rome. I was thirty-three years old. I was carrying a child whose father was a man I was furious with and couldn’t stop thinking about. My mother was in jail. My father was dead, my grandmother always worried about me and this was my life. Maybe I was starting to figure it out. This city had been burning and rebuilding for two thousand years. It knew something about starting over on top of old damage. It knew that the ruins do not disappear — they just become the foundation for whatever comes next. I was in Rome and I had no plan and that felt, for the first time in my entire disciplined, forward-moving, asset-accumulating life, like the bravest thing I had ever done. I went inside and got into bed. I put one hand on my stomach and looked at the ceiling of a four-hundred-year-old building in Trastevere and waited to see what happened next.
 
 
Chapter Two
FOUND
[image: ]
Rome does something to time. I noticed it on the second day — the way the hours moved differently here, slower and more deliberate, as though the city had been around long enough to know that urgency is mostly a story we tell ourselves. I had no meetings. No calls to take. No staff requiring decisions, no suppliers to manage, no inbox performing its constant low-grade emergency. I was just a woman in a foreign city with a lemon tree, a view and a secret the size of a lemon pip. I walked. That was the whole of the first two days. I got up when I woke up — which was early, the light coming through the shutters — and I put on something loose and went out and let Rome tell me where to go. I sat at the edge of fountains. I went into churches not to pray but to stand in the cool stone quiet and feel the weight of all that time above me. I watched people like I was being paid to do so. I thought about nothing in long, unstructured stretches that felt, after years of strategic thinking, almost illegal. I did not call Austen. I did not read his messages. I had a system — I would look at the notifications so the number cleared, because the number climbing felt like accusation, but I would not open the messages themselves. It made no real difference. I kept doing it anyway. On the third day I came back from the market with blood oranges and fresh bread and a bunch of herbs whose Italian name I did not know and I was thinking about whether to have a bath before lunch or after when I turned the corner to the villa’s entrance and found him sitting on my step. Austen. He was wearing a white linen shirt and he needed a shave. He looked like a man who had been on three flights in twenty-four hours and had not slept on any of them. He was looking at his phone and looked up when he heard my footsteps on the cobblestones. The expression on his face when he saw me — relief and anger and something rawer than either, something close to grief. “How did you find me?” I said, shocked with a hint of excitement I made sure to conceal.
It was not so much a question. I already knew. Wealthy men who are frightened have resources. “Does it matter?” He stood up and for some reason he was taller than I remembered, which made no sense, and I hated that my body registered his height before anything else. “I hired a private detective,” he said. “You hired a private detective to follow me?” “I hired someone to make sure you were alive.” His jaw tightened. “You disappeared. You didn’t answer my calls. You didn’t tell anyone where you were going. I woke up one morning and you were just — gone.” “I left because you gave me a reason to
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