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Synopsis

Childhood friends Imogen and Amahle couldn’t come
from more different backgrounds. One privileged and the other
little more than a slave, yet they thought nothing could tear their
friendship apart. But a changing political landscape and an
uncertain future cast Imogen into a lonely world away from
everything and everyone she knows, and by the time she returns to
Africa, everything has changed.

Betrayal, deceit, and anger are the currency of the
day, and it is a far cry from the life Imogen wants to lead. When
Amahle’s family is caught up in the middle of a bitter legal
battle, she fights for what she believes is right. But what happens
when those you believe in let you down? What happens when friend
becomes foe and your world turns upside down? What can be built
from the ashes of betrayal?
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Prologue

Imogen had always been fascinated by the churchyard
with the craggy summits of the Stellenbosch Mountains towering
behind the white walls of the beautiful old church. The spires over
the doors and rising from the roof were mesmerizing to her. The
rows of gravestones stuck out of the ground like teeth erupting
from grassy gums. A small hand squeezed hers own, offering comfort.
She looked at Amahle. Her hair was braided against her scalp in
neat little cornrows, her T-shirt was freshly pressed, and tears
ran down her cheeks. Amahle’s big brown eyes were so solemn that it
hurt Imogen to look into them. Instead she looked up at her father.
His eyes watered, but the tears never fell as he bent and picked up
a handful of dirt. The minister spoke softly as he proclaimed,
“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” But it seemed that was not enough
for Alain Frost. He opened his hand and stared at the dirt on his
palm.

“Red. Look at this, Immy.” He pushed his hand under
her nose. “Look at it. Do you know why the earth is red?”

“No, Papa.”

He squatted beside her. “It is red because it is
stained with blood.” He curled his fingers into a fist. “It’s red
because it is stained with your mother’s blood.” He threw the clump
of earth as hard as he could against the box as it was lowered into
the hole. “No more.” He stood tall and turned his head to the sky.
“No more, do you hear? I won’t let you take any more of them! I’ve
given up enough of my soul for this bloody country and its bloody
politics. No more!”

Imogen wished she’d known the answer to his question
so she could have stopped him from getting angry. But she could do
nothing about that now. Instead she did the only thing her
seven-year-old mind could think of, she picked up her own handful
of dirt and tossed it onto her mother’s coffin as her father turned
his back on her and walked away from the graveside. She managed
three steps after him before a hand gripped her shoulder and pulled
her to a stop.

“Let him go, child,” Mbali said, still holding her
daughter Amahle’s hand. “He must rage against the world in his
grief. Let him do so, and then he will return to you.”

“But I made him angry.”

“No, you didn’t. The world has made him angry.
Africa has made him angry. You are all that brings him
happiness.”

Imogen felt failure settle in her chest. “He is not
so happy now, Mbali.”

“No, little one, but that is not your fault.” Mbali
draped her arm around Imogen’s shoulders and led her away from the
grave and back to the vineyard they all called home. Amahle wrapped
her small fingers around Imogen’s, offering silent support as big
fat tears continued to roll down her cheeks. Imogen brushed them
away and hugged her before walking the rest of the way home in
silence.

When they finally got there, Imogen squinted as the
bright sun reflected off the white lime washed walls of the Cape
Dutch building with the ostentatious frontage over the huge front
door. The cavernous building was deceptive from the front, the
traditional façade hiding the extensive work that had been long
since completed at the rear to make the main home of the Frost
Family Vineyard a building of palatial proportions befitting one of
the most prestigious vineyards in the Western Cape. How many times
had her father told her that one day this would all be hers? Imogen
wasn’t sure she could even count that high. He’d walked with her
through row upon row of grapes, showing her the subtle differences
between each variety that grew from the rich loam and clay earth
beneath her feet. She’d wandered freely, in and out of the pressing
rooms, the cellars, amongst the workforce, both black and white,
and she had known this place was in her blood.

Today the doors were closed, the curtains drawn, and
no one but Amahle seemed able to meet her gaze. She went to push
open the door to her home only to find it locked, and the crashing
noises from inside made her jump. She was afraid to go in. She was
afraid of her father.

“Come, child.” Cebisa, Mbali’s elderly mother, waved
her over. Imogen approached cautiously, always a little afraid of
the grizzled old woman, her fingers twisted with age and her eyes
heavy with sorrow. She placed one of those work roughened hands
upon Imogen’s cheek and spoke softly in Xhosa, her tongue clicking
against the roof of her mouth as she sounded the rapid-fire words.
“Tonight, you will stay with us.”

Amahle jumped excitedly beside her, and Imogen
wished she could feel as happy about the extra time with her
friend. But she couldn’t. She missed her mother. Two weeks. That’s
how long it had been since her mother had left the house and never
came home. She’d heard words like “riot” and “shooting.” She’d
heard the Afrikaners on the vineyard say “that bloody woman
shouldn’t have been doing what she was” and that “she deserved what
happened to her, coming to South Africa with her bloody liberal
ideas and thinking that she knew better than they did how to deal
with the bloody kaffirs.” They used words like “traitor” and
“kaffir lover” to describe her mother. And Imogen wished she could
understand what was going on. She wished she could understand how
her beautiful mother, her father’s English Rose, who was loved by
everyone, was suddenly gone.

“Immy, Gogo has made supper for us. By the big
fire.” Amahle tugged her off the stoop and led her toward the huge
fire that roared in the pit, where her grandmother sat watching the
flames. They sat together, backs resting against a log, plates on
their knees as they ate their mealie pap and boerewors. The fire
was a huge comfort to Imogen. The snap and crackle of the wood had
a hypnotic effect on her, and the jumping embers lit the night sky
before dying and leaving her staring at the cold, distant
stars.

“At the dawn of time, God the Creator was already
old and lonely,” Cebisa said quietly from across the flames. “So He
created the Earth. He created the land and the great waters. He
created the sun and the moon and the stars to help the moon light
the night sky. And it was very beautiful. But still He was lonely.
He wanted someone to share His creation with. So He created
animals, lions, and tigers, and baboons.”

Mbali rolled her eyes and stood up. “While you tell
your stories, old woman, some of us have work to do. I’m going to
the big house and make sure Mr. Alain has everything he needs.”

Cebisa clucked her tongue and fixed a pointed stare
at her daughter. “How long will you be?”

Mbali stared at her mother. “As long as it
takes.”

“Are we still talking about work, daughter?”

“What else, Mother?”

“The kind of work no mother wants her daughter
involved in.”

Mbali didn’t answer. She tugged at her top and
walked quickly toward the big house Imogen had been unable to get
into earlier. Amahle looked at her, seeming to wonder as much as
she did what the conversation was all about. But both of them knew
better than to ask while Cebisa stared at Mbali’s retreating back,
a frown marring her aged, wrinkled face.

“Gogo, will you tell us more of the story please?”
Amahle asked.

“Of course, girls, now where was I?”

“He made lions.”

“And tigers,” Imogen said.

“So he did. He also created the tiger, and the
zebra, and every bird in the sky. But they were not enough. They
were limited in how they could appreciate the true beauty of the
Creator’s gift. So He set about creating a creature who would
appreciate it.”

“Gogo, who did the Creator make?” Amahle asked.

“Why, He created people, little one.”

“He made us?”

“He made everything.”

“He must have been very powerful, Gogo.”

“He still is, child.” She raised her cup to her
lips.

“If He’s so powerful, Cebisa, why did He let my
mother die?”

“It is not a simple matter, little one. I wish it
was. I wish I could tell you why your mama had to leave us. But I
don’t have those answers.”

“No one will tell me anything.”

“That’s because grownups hate to admit how much they
don’t know.” She smiled sadly. “We don’t have the answers to your
questions, but I will tell you what I know, if you like?”

Imogen nodded and waited for Cebisa to impart her
wisdom to them.

“When the Creator had finished creating the world
and everything in it, He began to notice that the people were
getting old. Their skin was scarred from work and damaged from long
hours under the hot sun. They began to feel discomfort from their
aging skins and the Creator did not like this. They were his
favourites and He did not want to see them in pain. So He created
for them a new and wonderful gift.”

“Gogo, what was it?”

“Don’t interrupt, Amahle.”

“Sorry.”

“You must wait and see. The Creator called to Him
His most loyal servant, the chameleon, and asked him to take His
gift to the people. He told the chameleon that it was a very
special gift, and the Creator would forever be in the chameleon’s
debt if he would deliver it for Him. The chameleon was so proud to
have been sent on such a mission for the Creator. He puffed out his
chest and let his skin reflect all the colours of the rainbow to
show his pride. God gave him one further instruction. ‘Chameleon,’
He said, ‘do not tell a soul about your errand for me. Not all are
so keen on the people.’ The chameleon promised not to breathe a
word to a living soul, picked up the package, and set out
immediately.”

“Did he steal the gift, Gogo?”

“What have I told you about interrupting?” She
smiled at Amahle and tapped her nose.

“Sorry.”

“Sit still. The chameleon hurried quickly from the
Kingdom of God and sought out the people. He passed through jungle
and stepped onto the hot sand of the desert. He kept moving so as
to not burn his feet until he was safely across and began to climb
the mountains that separated his home from that of the people. He
stopped for a moment to drink from a pool, and his cousin, the
snake, approached him.”

“I hate snakes.”

“One day you will have to learn to keep your mouth
shut or it will get you into big trouble, young lady.”

“Yes, Gogo.”

“Cebisa, will you finish the story? Please?” Imogen
asked.

“Of course.” She sipped from her cup again and
rested back against her own log, the fire slowly dying. “The snake
asked his cousin to join him for a meal. It had been long since
they had spent time together, and snake felt more than a little
neglected by the rest of his family. Now this put the chameleon in
a difficult position. He did not want to hurt snake’s feelings, but
he did not want to take the time to stop either. He decided that he
should tell his cousin of his errand so that he would understand
why he could not stop. He told snake that he was delivering a gift
to the people from the Creator.” She leaned forward and stirred the
embers of the fire, casting a glittering shower of orange into the
dark. “Snake hated people. He hated that they were favoured by the
Creator. He hated that the people feared him so and tried to
trample him whenever he came near them. He hated everything about
people.”

“What did he do?” Amahle clapped her hand over her
mouth. “Sorry.”

“The snake pretended that he did not hate the people
to his cousin and invited him to tea. He knew that the chameleon
felt guilty that he had not stopped by for so long and decided to
use this to his advantage. He wanted the gift from the Creator. He
did not care what the gift was. He only cared that he would get it,
instead of the people. He told chameleon that he understood how
important his errand was, but surely the Creator would understand
that chameleon needed food and rest to carry out such an important
task. The chameleon was trapped. He could not say no without
offending snake, so he agreed to a quick meal before continuing his
journey.”

“Snakes are bad.”

“In this case, yes, the snake was bad. He snuck a
sleeping potion into chameleon’s food and waited until he fell
asleep. When he did, snake opened the package and pulled out the
people’s gift and draped it about his body like a cloak.”

“What was the gift, Gogo?”

“God made new skins for us, child.”

“And the snake stole them.”

Cebisa nodded.

“I told you snakes were bad.”

“When the chameleon woke up, he saw immediately what
had happened. Snake had donned his new skin and was so pleased with
himself and the results of his trickery. When the people found out
what had happened to their new skins they hated snake and his
children from that day forward for his deceit and theft. The
chameleon was so ashamed of himself for allowing snake the chance
to trick him that he cannot face us. He hides. He hides forever
from people so that we cannot see his shame. To make up for the
loss of the new skins, God gave us His ultimate gift. When our
bodies are too old, or damaged, or broken to give us a good life
any longer, He gave us the gift of death.”

“Why didn’t He make people more new skins so we
don’t have to die?” Imogen whispered.

“Because in death we can live for the rest of
eternity with the Creator. That is His greatest gift, little one.
Heaven.”

“What’s Heaven like, Cebisa?”

She scratched her chin, seemingly thoughtful for a
moment. “Heaven is the most perfect thing you can ever think of,
Miss Immy.”

Imogen closed her eyes and remembered her mother
tucking her and Amahle into bed the night before she went away,
kissing them both on the forehead, and telling them to sleep tight.
That was the most perfect thing she could imagine. And it had gone.
It wouldn’t come back.

“Then Heaven doesn’t exist, Cebisa.”

“Of course it does—”

“No, it doesn’t. We buried it this afternoon.” She
stumbled to her feet and ran from the fire, ignoring the shouts and
pounding feet at her back. She ran as hard as she could through the
rows of grapes until she reached the orchard at the far end of the
property. She swung herself up into the branches and let the tears
fall. The rustling below alerted her to Amahle trying to climb up
behind her. But her shorter arms and legs stopped her from being
able to reach the first branch. Imogen could have just ignored her
plight and hoped that eventually she’d go away. She didn’t. In her
loneliness, she reached out her hand and helped pull Amahle up
beside her. For as long as Imogen could remember, they had been
best friends. She needed Amahle, and she knew Amahle needed to help
her just as much. She wrapped her arms around Imogen’s shoulders,
whispered promises to look after her, and held her till the tears
stopped falling, and they both dozed.

It was the sound of men crashing through the shrubs,
yelling Imogen’s name that woke them both as dawn coloured the sky.
Imogen’s father sounded both terrified and terrifying as he
screamed for her. They looked at each other before they quickly
dropped out of the tree and waited for Alain Frost to reach
them.

“Imogen, get in the car. You’re leaving.” He grabbed
her hand roughly and began tugging her back toward the house.

“Leaving? Father, where am I going?”

“You, man,” he said, pointing at the man closest to
him, “get the car round the front. Her suitcase is in the hallway.
We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

“Where are we going, Papa?” Imogen looked at Amahle,
but she was running to keep up with her father’s long stride.

“Mr. Frost, where you going to, boss?” Amahle called
after them.

The car was waiting when Imogen was pushed into the
backseat. The boot slammed shut loudly and her father dropped
quickly into the driver’s seat while barking orders to the foreman.
“Do not let any of those bastards slack off while I’m gone. I’ll be
back by the end of the day, and I expect those vats to be so clean
I could eat off of them, man.”

“Yah, boss.”

“And get that kid off my car before it ends up under
the fucking wheels.” Amahle was leaning through the window, hugging
Imogen as he threw the engine into gear and punched the
accelerator. The man grabbed Amahle around the waist and hoisted
her away.

“Amahle!”

“Immy!” She kicked at the man holding her and set
off running as soon as he dropped her, swearing under his breath.
“Immy!”

“Stop that bloody snivelling, girl.” Her father
turned to her. “It’s time to move on from childish things, Imogen.
Time to grow up.”

Imogen didn’t say anything as she battled to hold
the tears in check, desperate to please her father so that he’d let
her return home.

“I know that little black girl was your friend, but
that’s not how the world works. Do you understand me?”

She wanted to say, no, but thought better of it.
“Where are you taking me, Father?”

“To the airport.”

“But why?”

“You’re going to England, girl. It’s all arranged.
You’ll start school there on Monday. Your mother’s sister will meet
you at the airport in London.”

“But I don’t want to go to London.”

“It’s all arranged.”

“I don’t know Mother’s sister.”

“You’ll get to know her.”

“I want to stay here, Papa, with you.”

“We don’t always get what we want, young lady.”

“Please, Papa. Please don’t send me away. I’ll be
good. Please.”

“Enough, Imogen.” He slammed his hand against the
steering wheel. “That is enough.” He pulled over on the side of the
road. “It is all arranged. You will adapt. You are strong. And most
importantly, you will be safe over there.”

“I don’t want to go.”

“I don’t care what you want. I am your father and
you will do as you’re told. Do you hear me?” He stormed out of the
car and walked twenty feet onto the dirt verge. He kicked at stones
and clumps of sod, shook his fists, and screamed at the sky.

It looked different. The sky. When she’d fallen
asleep under it last night, she’d still believed that everything
would be okay. Yes, her mother was dead, and it was hard times, but
they’d get through it, and everything would be okay. Now the sky
was still blue, it still had clouds, the sun still shone down on
them all. But it wasn’t the same. It never would be again.


Chapter One

Amahle looked out from the podium. The auditorium
was dark. It was difficult to make out anything more than a few
indistinct faces in the crowd of hundreds, but that made it easier
for her. Instead of having to look at each woman as they watched
her, listened to her, she could focus on the message she was trying
to get across rather than worrying whether it was pity she could
see on their faces when she got to the part about Grace. She
couldn’t deal with pity, the biggest waste of time she could ever
contemplate. She glanced into the wings and caught the eye of her
seemingly ever-present bodyguard and friend, Thambo Umpala. A quick
smile and a nod reassured her that everything was fine, and she set
about delivering the speech she’d prepared.

“My friends, the constitution of the Republic of
South Africa is set on the foundation of human dignity and equality
for all. Everyone is equal before the law and has equal right to
its benefits and protections as well as its punishments, regardless
of their race, gender, marital status, sex, pregnancy status,
ethnic or social origin, colour, age, disability, conscience,
belief, culture, language, birth, or their sexual orientation. I
believe in this. I believe we all deserve these rights. We, as a
people, fought for them, generation after generation.

“Our laws say we cannot be denied our freedoms or
privileges as South Africans because we are women, or black, or
twenty, or fifty. Then why are so many women denied the right to
have their rapes taken seriously because we are lesbians?

“Corrective rape. A despicable term for a despicable
act. Where the very idea that forcing a lesbian woman to have sex
with a man will make her ‘normal.’ Will make her fit into society’s
box for her. Will make her—us—what they expect us to be.

“Eight years ago, my partner was raped by three men.
They beat her and they raped her. It was reported to the police
immediately. Police came into our home and listened to what she had
to say. Then they wrote in their little notebooks three words.
Lesbian. Corrective. Rape.”

Boos echoed around the hall. Amahle held up her
hands to quiet the crowd.

“Grace’s rapists were never found.”

“Bastard Boers,” a voice from the crowd jeered at
the ineffectual police.

“Grace is not alone. More than five hundred women
every year report an incident of corrective rape to the police. In
recent years, more than thirty such assaults have resulted in
murder. In a country with more than nine thousand reported rapes
every year, that seems like a pretty small figure, doesn’t it?

“As far as I’m concerned, both numbers are far too
high. There should be no incidence of rape. Ever. The police
force’s ineffective action against any aspect of the rape culture
that has gripped South Africa belittles its effort as a whole and
makes a mockery of it.”

Shouts of “hear, hear” and “yes” chorused through
the room.

“I call for all women, lesbian and straight, to
stand up and say enough is enough. There is no justifiable reason
for rape. Her skirt is never too short, nor is she so butch she
deserves it. She can never be so drunk that it just happens, or
offensive to his manhood because she doesn’t want to sleep with
him. There is nothing that makes it acceptable for one man, two,
three, four, five, or however many, to beat, hold at gunpoint, or
force a woman in any way to have sexual intercourse with him.
Nothing.”

Applause filled the air. She let it go on for a
moment before holding her hands up for quiet again. “In the past
eight years, I have seen many changes in South Africa. We all have.
Some good, and some not. But I think we can all agree that in some
areas there is still a long way to go. This, my friends, is one
such area.”

Cheers emanated from the darkened seating bank. “As
a nation, we know that we cannot win the battle alone. We know the
rewards, and the risks, in standing up against those who try to
keep us where they think we belong. No more, my friends, no
more. We fought that battle and won. We will fight this one too. We
will achieve our goals. We will realize the rights we are entitled
to.

“We cannot turn the other cheek and let these hate
crimes go unreported. We cannot hide because we fear what they will
do to us. We cannot turn our backs and let those who are meant to
protect us all write off these crimes as deserved or
understandable. As though they don’t matter.

“They matter, my friends. We matter.”

Applause and cheers echoed around the room. Stomping
feet added a staccato beat against the seating bank, and the
auditorium filled with the resounding chorus of approval as Amahle
exited the stage to a standing ovation. The wall of sound followed
her into the wings and out the door as Thambo escorted her out of
the building and straight into the waiting car.

“You don’t worry about upsetting the police?” he
asked.

“Why should I worry about that? All I do is tell the
truth. If they’re upset about it perhaps they should do their jobs
better and not give me such an easy target.”

“I worry more about you becoming a target,
Minister.”

“That’s your job, Thambo.” She fastened her seat
belt. “Mine, unfortunately, is to make myself one.”

He shook his head and turned back to the front seat
as they made their way from the University of South Africa to the
Houses of Parliament. Her driver pulled up at the members’ entrance
around the back. The white marble columns and bright red bricks
were not quite as grand as the front entrance, but in many ways,
Amahle preferred the more understated entrance. It gave her the
feeling that she was coming to work rather than attending the
theatrical event that seemed to surround much of what went on
inside the building.

A second car pulled up at the same time, and her
boss climbed out of his car under a much heavier guard than she
employed. James Wilson, Minister for Health, former lawyer and
judge who made his name and reputation presiding over many of the
amnesty hearings of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, smiled
and pulled open the door for her.

“Ah, Amahle, how’s it, my dear?”

“Very well, James. You?” She smiled at the elderly
statesman. His hair had silvered over the years she had known him,
his skin showing a few liver spots here and there, but his mind was
as sharp as ever, and he was a giant in the political arena. She’d
been grateful for his patronage over the years and grateful for the
position he had afforded her in his parliamentary department.

“Not bad, not bad. The old bones are still doing
what I tell them to do.”

“Long may it continue, James.”

“A little bird tells me you were giving a speech
this morning.”

“And which little bird would that be?”

He tapped the side of his nose. “A gentleman never
kisses and tells, my dear.”

She laughed as he winked at her. “Is that
right?”

“So how did it go?”

“I think it went very well.”

“Is this that thing the Cape Chameleon rag
organized?”

“It’s not a rag, James.” She narrowed her eyes at
him. “They have some very detailed and informative investigative
stories.”

“Hmm. Not exactly the Mail &
Guardian though, are they?”

“Not everyone can be your precious M
& G.”

“Still. Be careful.”

“Of what? Besides, you didn’t hire me to be careful,
James. I’m the cannon in your back pocket.”

“Yah. And one of these days, young lady, you’re
gonna blow off my backside.” He wagged his finger at her, and she
was reminded of her grandmother scolding her as a child.

She laughed. “Only you can get away with calling me
that, James.”

“I know. No one else would have the balls to try it.
Be good, Amahle.”

“See you.” She tugged on the jacket of her deep
purple skirt suit and walked into her office. “Good morning,
Claudia,” she said to her secretary. As the undersecretary for
health, Amahle’s offices were substantial, yet seemingly always
overcrowded with both people and work.

“Good morning, Minister. How are you today?”

“I’m good. You? Haircut?”

“Very well, thank you. And yes. Do you like it?”
Claudia ran her fingers through her red hair. Yesterday, it had
fallen to her waist; today, it brushed the tops of her shoulders in
bouncing loose curls.

“It really suits you. Brings out your eyes. I’ll bet
it’s cooler too, right?”

“Oh my God, you have no idea. Well, of course you
do. It’s the same length as yours now, but I mean, after having so
much, it was such a relief last night.” She chuckled. “I’m babbling
now. Back to work. Your first appointment is already waiting.”

Amahle cocked her head to one side. She and Claudia
had worked together so long now that the younger woman understood
the shorthand.

“Mr. Julius Steele. Investigative journalist with
the Mail & Guardian Online.”

She chuckled at the irony given her recent
conversation with James, but she could remember nothing of the
appointment.

“He arranged an interview when it was announced in
the Cape Chameleon Online magazine that you’d be
giving the speech today.”

She still didn’t recall the meeting but nodded
anyway. “Can you arrange tea for us please?”

“Certainly.” She indicated the scruffy looking guy
sitting on one of the small chairs in the corridor. His dirty blond
hair looked like it had needed cutting several weeks ago and hung
in his eyes, causing him to constantly flick it out of his sight
line. His jeans dragged on the floor, the backs dirty and ripped
having been walked on for far too many months. He wore a buff
coloured photographer’s style waistcoat with more pockets than
Amahle could ever imagine knowing what to do with, and his
sunglasses tucked in the front of a T-shirt bearing the slogan
“Lies, Damned Lies, and Politics.” He stood when he saw her
approach and held out his hand.

“Minister Nkosi, how are you this morning?”

“I’m very well, thank you. And you, Mr. Steele?” She
shook his hand as she entered the office.

“Very good. Please call me Julius.”

“Only if you’ll call me Amahle.”

He nodded his assent.

“Nice shirt, by the way. Where can I get one?”

He chuckled. “I’ll send you one in the post.” He sat
when Amahle winked and pointed to one of the sofas. “Thank you for
agreeing to this interview. It will be on the front page of M
& G Online by the end of the week.” He held up a
small digital recorder. “Do you mind? I’m not very good at making
notes quickly. I can’t read my own writing afterward.”

Amahle smiled. “I don’t mind at all.” She leaned
back in her chair, relaxed, confident, and enjoying the small
respite in her otherwise hectic day.

“That was a very passionate speech, Amahle.”

“Thank you. You were there?”

He nodded and put the recorder on the table between
them.

“You did well to get back here before me.”

“I’d say I have as little interest in making friends
with the police as you do.” He winked. “Given your personal history
and your sexuality, it’s very easy to understand your viewpoint on
the subject of corrective rape and indeed on LGBT rights, but I
think we’ll come to that later if that’s okay?”

“Of course.”

“What made you decide to follow a career in
politics?”

“A combination of things, but there are two standout
moments in my life that made me certain this was my path.” She ran
her fingers over her hair, making sure every strand was in place.
“When I was very young, I lost a very close friend. We were more
like sisters than friends. I had never felt so helpless. I was
devastated.”

“How did she die?”

“She didn’t. She was taken away by her father and
never returned to South Africa. I vowed to never feel so helpless
again. I knew Imogen’s father was wrong to send her away. For many
more reasons than I was able to articulate at the time. I was just
a child. I wasn’t listened to, and I vowed then that I would always
fight for what I believed to be right.”

He nodded. “What was the other event?”

Amahle smiled. “I was in school in Stellenbosch and
we got a visit from Nelson Mandela.” She paused to let the words
sink in. “It was before he was elected to the presidency, and he
was visiting as many schools as he could. You’re probably too young
to remember those days, Mr. Steele, but Mr. Mandela was trying to
inspire the nation toward reconciliation and peace. He gave a
speech about the South Africa he saw. The one he was trying to
create, a South Africa where we were all free and equal, no matter
the colour of our skin, our gender, our religion, or our sexual
orientation. I listened to his words, and my drive gained its
focus. I had to help with the creation of our democratic
nation.”

“There has been much written about the attack upon
you and your partner before you ran for office the first time.”

Amahle felt a chill run up her spine, but nodded
slowly, wondering where the next question would lead them.

“Did you ever consider giving up politics in the
wake of that?”

Her palms were instantly slick with sweat and her
shoulders ached. Just as they had that night when they had been
pulled behind her back and tied there. Grace’s beautiful face was
even paler than normal, her blue eyes wide with pain and shock;
tears ran into her blond hair as she lay on her back, bloodied,
beaten, and abused. The man had twisted his fingers into Grace’s
blood and wiped them over the walls of their home, hitting her
again if he needed more than her body was producing. Over and over
until his message was clear. “Back off, kaffir bitch.”

“No.”

“Not even for a second?”

“Never.” She shook her head to clear the fog that
threatened to settle in the wake of the memory. “To do so was to
let them win. To give up would have made everything Grace and I
survived that night worthless. I had to continue. I had to show
them and whoever it was that sent them, that no matter what they
threw at me—at what was right—we would continue to fight for what
we believed in.”

“And what was that?”

“It was the right of all South Africans to receive
treatment for HIV and AIDS. The ANC leadership at that time
believed that lifestyle choices and nutrition were the key to
fighting the battle with HIV.”

“Why?”

She knew he knew the answer to his own question, and
that he was only asking to get her response on tape. It didn’t
matter. She’d made her opinion public many times over the years and
saw no reason not to give him what he wanted here. “Money. It costs
the government now more than a billion rand every year.”

“You fought for that?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because it was the right thing to do.”

“You don’t know anyone with HIV, do you?”

“I know lots of people with it, but I’m very lucky.
None of my family has contracted the virus.”

“Then you are lucky indeed. As I mentioned earlier,
it has been well documented by the media about your sexual
orientation and your, shall we call it, slightly hostile
relationship with the South African Police Services.”

She chuckled. “You could put it that way.”

“How would you put it?”

“I’d say that I have a healthy respect for anyone
who does their job to the best of their ability, and a substantial
derision for those who disregard those who need them and work only
to further their own agendas or line their own pockets.”

“How do you feel about politicians?”

“The same.”

“How do you think you managed to get elected
following the assault and the media coverage of it in a country
where eighty percent of the population regularly express homophobic
attitudes in unbiased polls?”

“Are there such a thing as unbiased polls?”

“Touché, Minister. But the question is still
valid.”

“I agree.” She threaded her fingers together and
rested her chin on the bridge she formed. “I’m fairly certain that
my first election was based upon my campaign for the HIV treatment
programme. I feel with that I gained people’s trust and respect,
regardless of my sexuality.”

“Do you think you gained the sympathy vote?”

“As a result of the attack?”

“Yes.”

“No. I don’t think so.”

“Mind if I disagree with you on that?”

She laughed. “Would it matter if I did?”

“Probably not.”

“If it was the sympathy vote that got me elected,
Julius, then how did I retain my election for the second term?”

“That’s easy.”

She waited.

“You’re the last honest politician. Didn’t you
know?”

She laughed again. “Sometimes I worry that you’re
not wrong. How about a tour while we continue talking?”

“That would be wonderful.”

Amahle continued to answer his questions as she led
Julius down each corridor, pointing out notable rooms as they
passed. Already well into her second elected term as a member of
the National Assembly, Amahle still found her heart swelled with
pride as the aroma of democracy filled her lungs. She worked hard
to ignore the acrid odour of corruption that tainted politics in
South Africa, but it was always there. Always ready to wrap its
fingers around your throat and squeeze. It was ready, even
if you weren’t.


Chapter Two

Imogen reached for the small green hold and wrapped
two fingers around it to steady herself as she used her left leg to
propel her up the wall. She slapped at the bell and grinned down at
her opponent, still a good six feet off the top of the speed
climbing wall they’d just raced up.

“You’re getting slower, Ian.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, panting as he gripped the
last hold. “I think your man down there’s pulling you up.” He
pointed to the floor where their climbing partners waited on the
end of the belay ropes.

“Dan, he thinks you’re cheating.”

“Come down here and say that,” the tall man on the
ground grumbled. “I can’t keep up with the rope. She goes that
bloody fast.”

“You’re all comedians.” She leaned back on her rope,
ready to abseil down the thirty-foot wall as her phone rang. She
fished it out of the zip pocket on her thigh. “Frost.”

“Imogen, I’ve just had a call.”

“Nice to talk to you too, Marcus. How are you this
fine evening?”

“Clarke’s been rushed into hospital. Heart
attack.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah.”

“Will he be okay?”

“Don’t know yet. Trouble is, he’s due in court
tomorrow on the Crown versus Russel case. Do you know it?”

“No.”

“Rape case. Tony Russel confessed, buckets full of
forensics. Pleading not guilty on grounds of diminished
responsibility. Counsel is trying to get his confession thrown
out.”

“On what grounds?”

“No responsible adult with him at the time of the
confession.”

“Age?”

“Twenty-five.”

She landed back on the ground and quickly disengaged
herself from the rope. “Was he under caution?”

“Yes.”

“Then what aren’t you telling me?”

“He has an IQ of eighty and a mental age of
thirteen.”

“Shit.”

“Been living in a group home since he turned
eighteen. Parents are deceased. They were all in an accident that
resulted in his brain injury and their deaths. Been on his own
since then.”

“Who’s the victim?”

“One of the care workers.”

“Bloody hell, Marcus.”

“I know. It’s a bit of a messy one.” He sighed. “At
least they’ll give you a continuance on account of old Clarkey’s
dodgy ticker.”

“Courier the files over to my place. I’ll be there
in twenty.”

“You’re going to try and run with it?”

“If I can. The victim deserves that much at
least.”

“She also deserves proper representation, not a half
arsed job put together in an hour.”

“Have I ever done that, Marcus?”

“I don’t see how you can do anything else at this
point.”

“Arthur Clarke might be cracking on for retirement,
but he’s a solid barrister. If his strategy is clear and I can
execute it, then I’ll proceed. If not, I’ll request the continuance
and work it from the beginning.”

“Fine. It’s your night to waste.”

“Let me know if you hear anything on Arthur.” She
hung up and turned back to her friends as they changed their
shoes.

“Pub?” Dan asked.

“Sorry, no. Arthur Clarke’s in hospital and I’ve
just picked up his case for tomorrow.”

“Damn, I thought that old bastard was never going to
leave chambers.” Ian shook his head.

“He’s not dead, Ian,” Simon said.

“We don’t actually know that.”

“Well, aren’t you all a cheery group.” Imogen
quickly changed her shoes and grabbed her coat. “I’ll see you all
in chambers tomorrow. Simon, I may need a second chair.”

“My pleasure, Imogen. Want me to come with you now?
Two heads and all that.”

She smiled. It was no secret that Simon had a huge
crush on her, but it didn’t detract from the fact that he was a
promising young barrister with a great work ethic. It didn’t hurt
that he was prepared to go above and beyond the call to impress her
either. “Thanks, but if I can’t get a handle on this tonight, I’ll
be filing for a continuance. I’ll let you know tomorrow.
Early.”

“I’ll be in the office by six. Just email me any
instructions.”

She said her good-byes and flipped the collar of her
coat up as high as it would go as she ran out of the climbing
centre and into the rain, fishing her car keys from her pocket as
she went.

“It’s June, for fuck’s sake. Surely even England’s
supposed to get a dry season.” The dark green BMW Z4 purred to life
as she gunned the engine and set off across Cambridge. Streetlights
twinkled off the rain slicked spires and façades as the windscreen
wipers worked hard to keep the window clear. She passed through the
industrial estate on the outskirts of the city. The corrugated
sheet metal always made her think of the shantytowns she’d been
teased about as a child. The townships she’d never even seen as a
child but was told to get back to by almost every girl in her
boarding school at one time or another. She turned right and sped
through the narrowing streets, over several cobbled lanes, and
alongside the river for a couple of miles. The rain had driven
people inside, but there were a few hardy souls on the riverbank.
People who were walking dogs, lovers holding hands, kissing and
smiling despite their wet hair and clinging clothes.

As she drove she stopped seeing them all and began
running through case law in her head, trying to remember any cases
that were similar for her to refer to. She pulled up outside her
town house at the same time as the courier arrived and quickly
divested him of his burden.

The house was dark. She’d forgotten to turn the
outside light on before she left for work that morning, and she
flipped light switches as she went, the small halogen spotlights
illuminating her way through the darkness. Well, supposedly. She
grabbed a glass and a bottle of wine from the kitchen and sat at
the table. She poured a generous amount of the ruby red liquid into
her glass and allowed the aroma to fill the air. It surrounded her
like a warm cocoon, and to this day, she marvelled at how that
smell took her back to Africa. To her family’s vineyard. To feeling
the sun on her face, the earth beneath her feet, and her mother’s
hand in hers, teaching her the proper way to appreciate the wine.
I was four. I’m amazed I didn’t have a drinking problem by the
time I was six!

She took a mouthful and unfastened the ribbon
holding the file together. It’d been more than thirty years since
she’d stepped foot on African soil, and she had no intention of
ever doing so again, despite knowing her father fully expected her
to take over the vineyard when he could no longer run it. Never
going to happen.

She swallowed the wine and pulled her notepad toward
her as she shut the memories away. There was work to do, and she
wasn’t about to lose a case by being underprepared.


Chapter Three

“Hello?”

Derek Marais looked up from his computer and waved
the blonde in the steel gray power suit toward him. “Mrs. De Fries,
welcome to Tygerberg Hospital. Thank you for coming to see me.”

“A pleasure, Dr. Marais. You look hard at work
there.” She smiled and sat across the desk from him.

“If there’s a thing I’m never short of, it’s more
work. It never seems to stop.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” She smiled sadly. “But we’re
doing all we can to help, no?”

“Indeed. My associate over at the Polokwane Mankweng
Hospital in Limpopo said you have some very favourable rates on
some medications.”

“And who was that?”

“Dr. Stephen Malan. Why?”

She waved her hand to dismiss his question. “Just
curious who recommended my services.”

“Your services have come very highly recommended
from several sources, Mrs. De Fries. The prices offered by
PharmaChem Limited are considerably cheaper than what we are
currently paying.”

“Not to mention that there would be no import tax,
and substantially lower delivery costs.”

“Absolutely.”

“What medications are you looking at us supplying
for you, Doctor?”

“Combivirine.”

“Ah. Of course, our new wonder drug.”

“I’ve heard some good things about it.”

“We’re especially proud of it. It was my mother’s
brain child, you know?”

“I didn’t. She must be very pleased with how well
it’s doing for your company.”

“I’m afraid we wouldn’t know. She died a couple of
years ago.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that, Mrs. De Fries. My
condolences to you all.”

“Thank you.”

He cleared his throat. “Perhaps you could fill me in
a little more on the details of Combivirine?”

“Of course, Doctor. It is a multiclass
anti-retroviral with a booster included. There are two reverse
transcriptase inhibitors, Zidovudine and Tenofivir, and an
integrase inhibitor, Dolutegravir, combined with Cobicistat.” She
handed him a brochure filled with glossy pictures of little white
pills and statistical data in small writing at the back.

He flicked through the pages. “Hell of a
combination.”

“Yes. It allows the usual HIV cocktail to be reduced
to one pill in many patients, and as you know, importing the
combination pills from America is too expensive to use on the
budgets the government has set. The figures on this drug will save
you almost a third of your current budget.”

“How can you be sure of that figure?”

“Quite easily. I know how much it currently costs to
supply every patient with the standard cocktail. Mine is thirty
percent cheaper than that.”

He scanned through the brochure, supposedly perusing
the figures in the tiny boxes at the back. “I run a very large
hospital here, Mrs. De Fries. The largest in Cape Town. If I can
reduce the costs per patient with HIV, I can treat more people.
Funds are finite, and I have board members to account to at the end
of the year. You can help me show a significant


















cover.jpg





