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Chapter One
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Hannah Dervain needed to disengage her brain. The Johannesburg workforce ticked off the end of another Monday and headed home to rest. She headed straight to her bar cabinet where she pulled out her favourite Merlot. Sommeliers praised the lush fruity flavour. For her, the high alcohol content was the main drawcard.

Bottle in hand, she tuned in to watch a droll talent show on TV, kicked off her shoes and cosied up to the big pillow on her couch. By the time the credits rolled she swirled around the remains of her second glass and frowned. She felt more relaxed but her brain still whirled like a carousel. Her nurse’s brain did a quick calculation – vodka contained zero fat, sugar and cholesterol.

Back at the liquor cabinet, she bypassed a bottle of fourteen-year-old whiskey. “Let’s keep walking,” she encouraged her fingers. Instead, they closed over the vodka that lured her back to worship at the altar of her misery.

Heading back to the couch, she made a detour at the bookcase and pulled out a baby album. Her eyes clouded over as she flipped through the pages in an aimless manner. Much later, before she passed out on the couch, her meticulous nature prompted her to return the half-empty bottle to its place.

The next morning, pale winter sunlight shone through the window. The curtains had remained open from the night before.

Hannah lay sprawled on the couch. Her left arm hung limp halfway to the floor. Her soft snores muted the scraping sound of a key in the front door.

“Mom!”

The anger in her son’s voice roused Hannah from deep slumber. She sat up gingerly. Arm raised as a shield against the bright light, she blanched at his tight face.

She swallowed to moisten her parched throat and squawked, “What time is it?”

“Eleven.”

Relieved, Hannah fell back against the comfy cushion – her snuggle partner during the night. “It’s my day off,” she grumbled.

Daouda clicked his tongue. “We’re supposed to meet for breakfast this morning, remember? You switched off your mobile phone, so I came looking for you. You worried me.”

Her eyes flew open and Hannah scrambled to unsteady feet. She stretched out her arms towards him. “I’m so sorry, Yoda.”

He flinched as fumes of alcohol wafted towards him. “What made you drink this time? His eyes fell on the baby album on the coffee table and he grimaced. “I should’ve known. . . Sav’s birthday, yesterday. I thought you’d let it go, Mom. You’ve got to stop or you’ll drink yourself to death,” he chided.
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The rooftop of Freetown Prison was a risky site for two Indian mynah birds locked in combat, their yellow beaks jammed tight. Neither budged an inch, though they edged closer to the Eagle Eye bird control device. The sun caught and lit up the mauve and blue tones on the wings of the Hadeda ibis as it landed next to them with a piercing ‘ha-ha’ screech. Startled, the mynahs tumbled down. One landed on the ground. It struggled to its feet and scampered away. The other crashed into the burglar bar of the dining hall’s open window.

Savanna Dervain and Chanda Pillay were in the exercise yard. They had paused at the side door to watch the fight. They burst out laughing as the bird plummeted to the ground, disorientated. It remained motionless for a few seconds.

“Stupid bird,” Chanda observed.

“Stupid, yes, but also free. We can only dream,” Savanna muttered. She took a final look at the mynah as it stirred. She had rooted for it during the rooftop fight – hoped it would win the battle and take off in triumph – and felt cheated. “Come on, let’s go inside before we get into trouble.” She nudged her friend inside and a short while later they joined the lunch queue.

Savanna’s eyes narrowed as they zoomed in on an older inmate who cowered under a tongue lashing from a younger woman – her nemesis – behind the food counter. She watched the exchange for a moment, focusing on the server. “Oh, no, you don’t. Not today,” she muttered, balled her fists and hurried to the counter. Grabbing one of the plastic plates, she fell in behind the older woman whose neck sunk lower into her shirt with each insult.

“Hey, Karabo! Pick on someone your own age.”

An untidy seam zigzagged across the server’s nose and cheekbone where someone had once laid into her during a fight. The stitches had solidified into a reddish scar that ran down the side of her face. Karabo sneered as she looked Savanna up and down. “Sez you and which army?”

Savanna squared her shoulders. She banged the plate down and lifted herself up to her full height. “I don’t need an army to deal with you,” she retorted.

“Oh! Bring it on. I’d like to pick on you.” Karabo leaned forward, towering over Savanna.

The older woman glanced back in alarm. “It’s okay, Sav. I got my food.” She hurried off as Savanna and Karabo continued their stand-off.

Another inmate, next to Karabo, grabbed Savanna’s plate, slapped on some food and handed it back. Her eyes flashed a warning which Savanna ignored. She also disregarded Chanda’s gentle prod in her back.

Instead, she lifted the limp, pungent cabbage leaf to reveal the blob of carrots underneath. The dark orange texture reminded her of baby poop, the mashed peas next to it of vomit. Bile rose up in her throat. She swallowed hard to tamp it down.

“What’s this?” she demanded from the woman behind the counter.

“Your special food, your majesty,” Karabo leaned over and chipped in. Her hard eyes dared Savanna to complain. “Cabbage for your skin and hair, carrots so you can see.” She dumped a chicken leg onto the plate and waved her serving spoon in dismissal.

Savanna narrowed her eyes. “Watch it, you mistress-of-Satan.”

Karabo’s eyes bulged. Her fingers tightened around the spoon. She dropped it with a clatter. The scar on her face ballooned.

The inmates at the back sensed drama and paused to watch.

Karabo’s eyes turned to slits. “You. . . .” She uttered an expletive. “You stroll around like a princess. Acting like you’re better than us. Someone needs to teach you a lesson, and I can do it–”

“Hey, you two. Behave!” The voice of the guard at the door boomed over the crowd. Savanna pretended she didn’t hear the order. “This is not fit for pigs, let alone humans,” she complained to Chanda. 

Karabo glared at the guard, at Savanna and her friend. She had time for one more insult.

“Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?” The taunt made Savanna pause. “Oh, I forgot, she dumped you as her daughter,” Karabo goaded.

“Let’s move, Sav. We’ll sort it out,” Chanda’s eyes darted between the two women, torn between placating her friend or the server. She pushed against Savanna to move her along.

As the prospect of a physical fight evaporated, it made the disappointed inmates spiteful. A voice rang out from behind. “Hey Blondie, you’re holding up the line. Move it.”

The grumbling grew louder. “Heita da! Savanna, we don’t have all day. Some of us want to eat.”

“Come on, Sav, let’s go. We can swap. You can have my chicken.” There was a note of desperation in Chanda’s voice. 

It was Sunday, the only day in the week when the inmates at the Freetown Prison got to eat meat. Savanna knew she was in danger of losing a precious source of protein.

She glared at Karabo one last time. It was a wasted effort. The woman remonstrated with the next two inmates in the line.

Savanna grabbed two slices of bread from a tray. She ambled over to a table where Ruth, the older woman she had defended earlier sat, her bony shoulders hunched up.

Chanda followed close behind and plonked down next to her. “Sometimes I don’t get you, Sav. Why do you taunt Karabo? You know she can make life difficult for you.”

“Once again, thank you both for the cupcake for my birthday,” she said softly. Treats were hard to come by in prison. Savanna knew one or both of her friends must have bribed a warder to smuggle it in from the outside.

Chanda’s face scrunched up at the attempt to change the subject. Then she shrugged her shoulders. “You’re welcome.” Her eyes flicked back to the server. “I’m serious about not taunting Karabo,” she muttered.

Savanna pushed her mop of corkscrew curls away from her face. She followed the path of her friend’s eyes. Her moss-green eyes hardened as she saw the combative server in another argument. “Somebody has to stand up to Karabo.”

“Sure. But does it have to be you?”

Ruth raised her eyes from the table and offered them a tepid smile. Her face carried the scars of one bullied into institutionalised submission. Too poor to afford a lawyer at her trial five years ago resulted in a seven-year sentence for the former domestic worker. Ruth supposedly walked off with the jewellery of the madam of the house.

“Thanks for defending me, Sav. Chanda’s right, though. You must be careful.”

“How are you enjoying your five-star meal?” Savanna changed the topic.

Ruth inspected their plates, confused. “I only see the usual rubbish.”

“Exactly!” Savanna looked at her friend in triumph. “See Chanda. Ruth’s not just a pretty face. She’s a renowned food critic too.”

“Oh, stop it, Sav!” Chanda transferred the drumstick from her own plate to Savanna’s. “Here. Shut up and eat.”

Savanna frowned even as she accepted the offering. Tearing off a piece of meat, she hesitated as she lifted it to her mouth. “If I close my eyes I can imagine this tasting like the poulet yassa dish my dad used to make. Mind you, it was the only thing he made well.”

Chanda watched Savanna as she slowly chewed on the chicken. “And?”

Tears pricked Savanna’s eyes. She inhaled sharply. “No. Nope. Nothing like it.” She stared at her companion’s plate. “What about you? Your food’s getting cold.”

“I have no appetite.” Chanda chewed on her bottom lip. “I can’t stop thinking of the new prison. What are our chances of moving there?”

The inmates had followed the progress of the new prison as it rose from the red sand on the adjacent land. They caught brief glimpses of the building whenever they stepped into the small courtyard. The noise and dust from the construction made it hard to miss and it took two years to complete.

The plan was to rehouse some prisoners. It would alleviate the current over-crowded conditions – some cells housed forty women in a space meant for twenty. That knowledge filled them with desire. From where they stood, it looked superior to what they had. The prison grapevine reported that Correctional Services planned a grand opening ceremony.

Savanna snorted. “Our chances? Why do you believe I qualify?”

Ruth spoke up. “Savanna, you probably have the best chance of us all. I heard the ‘members’– the prisoners’ nickname for the warders – say the focus will be on rehab– . . .” She furrowed her brow. “What’s the word?”

“Rehabilitation,” Chanda offered. “You can say ‘rehab’ for short.”

Ruth shot a grateful look at Chanda. “That’s it. Rehab, not punishment . . . it’s got a proper gym and a library.” Her tired eyes gleamed with excitement. Anything remotely different from their current amenities sounded amazing to her.

Savanna fiddled with her hair. She pulled out a straw-coloured strand and allowed it to bounce back into its usual shape.

“Ag, sies, man, Sav! Your hand’s greasy and you’re touching your hair,” Chanda admonished. She smoothed a manicured hand over the sleek ponytail that hung down her back.

“Oh! Does this offend you, Ms Manners? How about this?” She tore another piece of meat off and popped it into her mouth. Savanna rolled her fingers over the discarded skin on the plate and wiped her hand on her white long-sleeved shirt.

Chanda’s mouth turned down further. “You’re impossible!”

Ruth looked from one to the other, perplexed as to why the conversation veered off subject.

Savanna’s face split into a wide smile as she looked at Chanda. She held her gaze until the Indian woman offered a tiny smile in return. “Lighten up. I’m messing with you.”

Her face turned serious once more. “Face it, it’s not like I’m expecting company and have to look my best. My visitor’s card has plenty of space.”

Chanda’s face softened as she placed a hand over Savanna’s. “Do you miss your mom’s visits?”

Savanna snorted in disgust. “You’re joking, right? I miss them about as much as period pains!” Before Chanda could reply, Savanna half-turned to Ruth. “What makes you think I stand a chance?”

Ruth used her fingers to tick off her points. “Well, you’re an English teacher. You give gym classes and you’ve been part of the new inmate buddy system for two years.”

“Thank you, Ruthie.” Savanna broke off a piece of bread and chewed slowly. She locked eyes with Chanda. “And what do you think would count against me?”

Chanda did not hesitate. She held up three fingers. “For one, your temper. Two, your legendary fights with Karabo. And then, there’s Mrs Lotter.”

Savanna cocked her head to the side, a thoughtful expression on her face at the mention of the woman who supervised the teachers. “Lotter-the-otter.” She glanced back at the food station. “And Ka-ra-bo.” She drew out the syllables of the woman’s name. “Hmmm, you’re right. That is a challenge.”

A bell rang and signalled the end of lunch. A tightness occupied the centre of Savanna’s chest. She knew the cause. It was not the chicken she had consumed, but the mention of “Satan’s mistress” and “Lotter-the-otter.” She pictured the latter’s pasty skin, brown stringy hair, fat, short body and large flat face. She knew Mrs Lotter waddled between the classes and poked her head in when least expected, to try and catch Savanna slacking in her duty. Her behaviour alternated between a fishwife and her unique interpretation of a mother-hen. Mrs Lotter did not fool Savanna for one moment. Her lift did not go all the way to the top. And she had it in for her.

Karabo had arrived in prison five years before. She took an instant dislike to Savanna and made it her mission to turn her life into a living hell. Their clashes were well-documented. One or both of them invariably ended up in solitary confinement, or in need of medical attention. Karabo enjoyed a perverse sense of accomplishment with each devious act.

Both women had their own agendas. The pair loomed as obstacles to a transfer to the futuristic prison. Savanna bid her two companions goodbye and made her way back to her single cell. As the door clicked shut, she walked over to the bed, lifted the mattress and pulled out a document. She fingered the two pages for a moment as she sat down.

Picking up a pen from the desk, she grumbled. “Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.”
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Chapter Two
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Following a routine brought comfort to Hannah. After thirty years as a nurse, she enjoyed the predictability of a specific set of instructions. It had become second-nature to her in work and her personal life.

There was no sign that her annual check-up with her gynaecologist would be any different. After all, for the last twenty years she went to the same doctor, endured an uncomfortable examination and phoned a week later to get the result.

Her heart hammered when her gynaecologist called her a few days later.

“Mrs Dervain, come and see me as soon as you can.” Doctor Bannister never shared any news – good or bad – over the phone. It was no different this time. Irritated, Hannah grudgingly acknowledged the need to take extra time off work.

She worked as the resident nursing sister at a pharmacy and Monday mornings were busy. The chairs had filled up with mothers with babies who needed check-ups and vaccinations. Once done, Hannah usually spent the afternoon catching up on paperwork. That day, she glanced at the patient folders in the out-tray. She balanced one in her hand before she dropped it back. She itched to finish so she could start the next day on a clean slate. Her eyes strayed to the files once more and she sighed. They had to wait until the next day.

Hannah poked her head into the office of her colleague and friend, Florence. “Flo, Dr Bannister called me back. Will it be okay if I go now? I’ll come in earlier tomorrow to clear my paperwork.” Arching her well-defined eyebrows, Florence said, “If your doctor called, you should go. The files can wait.” She frowned. “Is everything okay? You were there just the other day.”

Hannah shrugged and did her best to look calm. “I’ll let you know later. Thanks!”

She dashed to her car in the staff parking area, railed against the peak-hour traffic and hurried into the doctor’s room. The receptionist waved an arm as an invitation to take a seat. The young woman resumed her conversation on her mobile phone. From what Hannah could tell, she planned a night out on the town with her boyfriend.

Dr. Bannister entered the reception area and greeted Hannah with a small smile and nod. His pointed look galvanised the receptionist into ending her call. She handed over Hannah’s file.

“Please go and take a seat in my office, Hannah. I’ll be with you shortly.”

Hannah sunk into a plush chair. She fiddled with a stray strand of hair that had escaped the neat bun on her head while she waited. Once she had tucked it back in, she smoothed her hands over the navy slacks that formed part of her uniform.

Her head snapped up when Dr. Bannister closed the door. He apologised for the delay and settled behind his desk. He glanced at his notes in her file, took off his glasses and held them in his hand. He looked Hannah straight in the eye.

“Your pap smear results showed abnormal cell activity. I’d like to run some extra tests on you–”

Hannah expelled her breath with a whooshing sound. “You think it’s cancer?” She clenched her fingers into tight fists on her lap as she waited for his reply.

The doctor frowned. “I don’t speculate. The tests will tell us for sure.”

After discussing possible dates, the doctor briskly said goodbye.

Another week dragged by.

Hannah got another call at work. Florence looked concerned but promised to cover for her as she made a second afternoon trip to Dr Bannister’s consulting room. On this occasion, he took his time to explain the results to her.

Two hours later Hannah stumbled through the front door of her house. She launched her handbag through the air and it landed on the couch. She headed straight for the liquor cabinet in the corner and pulled out the half-empty bottle of vodka.

Her hand trembled and splashed some of the clear liquid. She swore, stalked to the kitchen and returned with paper towels to mop up the mess.

Hannah raised the glass to her lips but paused as she caught sight of her reflection in the door of the cabinet. A middle-aged woman stared back at her. The laughter lines around her eyes had mutated into wrinkles ten years ago. Today they resembled cracks in the mud of a dry riverbed.

The long arms of the big clock on the wall ticked loudly – the only sound in the quiet room. Seconds passed.

She drained the glass in a few gulps and poured another.

With another curse she banged the glass down. Find a new way to cope, she admonished. This time she did not bother to clean up the mess. Hannah snapped up the bottle in her right hand and seized the glass in the other. She dragged her feet to the kitchen sink and poured the contents down the drain and listened with regret at the gurgling sound it made. It took several trips before she had relieved the cabinet of its stash of alcohol.

She sank down on a chair at the table set for one, exhausted, and hung her head to cry. Raw sobs tore through her torso. Tears puddled at the bottom of her hands and dripped onto the floor.

Hannah banged her left hand onto the table again and again.

She raised her head and looked up at the ceiling. “Why me? Why now? Haven’t you punished me enough?” She gave a strangled wail as she waited. There was no reply.

The chair scraped over the tiles as she stood up. Why would He answer her now? Her prayers had fallen on deaf ears for over a decade. All she had left was a blessing and a curse – a son who loved her and a daughter who hated her.

Hannah squared her shoulders. This was her battle and hers alone. She took a ragged breath. She caught sight of the blackboard on the wall. Walking over, she erased the list of groceries she needed to buy. She grabbed the piece of chalk and hovered over the blank surface. She wrote the word “cancer” in capital letters. Then she put a big X through the “cer” part.

Her mobile phone buzzed. She hesitated when she recognised Florence’s number. Of course, her friend wanted to know the outcome of her doctor’s visit. 

Steeling herself, she answered. “Flo! I got home a short while ago. Sorry I didn’t call you.”

She heard the concern in her friend’s voice and hers cracked when she replied. “It is cancer.”

Hannah briefly relayed what the doctor had told her and listened as Florence clucked in sympathy. “Yes, I’m planning to tell Daouda . . . I’m not sure about Savanna. She banned me from visiting her. Remember? Right now I don’t think I want to see her either . . . in fact, I’m not keen at all.”

Florence Visagie knew about Hannah’s daughter from what she had shared during their three years of working together. She was the only person, apart from Daouda, that Hannah trusted with the most shameful part of her life. In fact, she was Hannah’s only friend.

Hannah was too ashamed to contribute while other mothers showed off pictures of their grandchildren or their daughters’ pregnancies. What could she say? So she kept mostly to herself. Except for the occasional movie outing or volunteer work she and Florence did once a month at a squatter camp. So Florence knew about Savanna but did not know all the details. She knew Hannah had once worked as matron of a paediatric unit at a private hospital, before trading it for the job at the pharmacy. Hannah did not explain that she had left her prestigious position because she was afraid of putting the lives of her little patients at risk. She had been living as a functional alcoholic for the last decade, going through the motions of life.

“Yes, yes. We’ll talk in the morning, I promise. Good night.”

Hannah disconnected the call and trudged off to bed. The prospect of seeing another morning suddenly took on special significance. She would live to see another day.
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Two more weeks had passed since Hannah’s visit to Dr Bannister.

On a cloudy and grey morning, she looked at the mirror in her bedroom and assessed her appearance. Her lucky brooch did not go with the rest of her outfit but she did not care. Today, the military brooch, a gold and silver-plated elephant head surrounded by a circle of palm trees and coconuts that rested underneath a setting sun, brought her comfort.

She traced over the image and sighed. How I miss you Henri. Ten years had passed since her Ivorian husband died. His absence left a gaping hole in Hannah’s heart, one that she had been unable to fill. Despite her best efforts.

She picked up her handbag and glanced at the mirror for a final check. She had caught up her thin braids into a neat bun. She wore no earrings and little makeup except for some lip gloss. The sadness in her eyes spoilt her appearance but it was there to stay. This was the only way the face of a 52-year-old woman, off to her first session of chemo-radiation could look, she guessed.

She locked her front door as the delivery boy tossed a newspaper into her yard. His cheery greeting did little to lift her mood. She answered with a short “thanks” and a ghost of a smile as he opened the gate for her. Hannah waved goodbye as he got back onto his bicycle and pedalled down the street.

She glanced up at the sky streaked with orange and yellow as it prepared the way for the Highveld sun. Optimism filled her heart.

The rest of the neighbourhood was beginning to stir. She backed out her car, pulled up the handbrake, got out and closed the gate.
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