

    
        
          Love under the Willow Tree

        

        
        
          Beverley Lilliann Alice Joubert

        

        
          Published by Beverley Lilliann Alice Joubert, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LOVE UNDER THE WILLOW TREE

    

    
      First edition. July 23, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Beverley Lilliann Alice Joubert.

    

    
    
      Written by Beverley Lilliann Alice Joubert.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Love under the Willow Tree

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Epilogue


For those who have loved, lost, and dared to love again. And for small towns where hearts heal slowly, but surely — like wildflowers after rain.
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Although Kapoet Padstal is a real and much-loved business in the heart of Willowmore, 

the story that unfolds within these pages — and all its characters — are entirely fictional.

This book is lovingly dedicated to Loretta Lotter and her daughter Rona, who I love like family. I've cherished every moment spent at Kapoet Padstal, and I’m deeply grateful to have shared in the warmth, laughter, and community of this small Karoo town.

—  Beverley Lilliann Alice Joubert
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Chapter One
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Willowmore, South Africa

The Karoo sun stretched across the morning sky, casting long golden beams over the scrubland and weathered fences. Dust shimmered on the tar road like an invitation — or a warning, depending on who you asked. For Ella Marais, it felt like both.

She shifted in her seat and rolled down the window of her battered hatchback. The dry scent of earth and eucalyptus filled her lungs, and for the first time in months, she felt her shoulders begin to loosen.

Willowmore. She had not been back in over twenty years, not since those childhood holidays when her aunt Magriet would serve homemade koeksisters and tell stories about the stars. Now Aunt Magriet was gone, and the little cottage she'd left behind stood waiting — quiet, dusty, and crumbling at the edges. Much like Ella herself.

As she drove past the old NG Church, the familiar white steeple against the cobalt sky tugged at a memory. She used to chase fireflies here with her cousins, barefoot and full of laughter. Life had been simpler then. Before university, before the job in Cape Town. Before the marriage that had left her feeling like a shadow of who she once was.

Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten since sunrise. Just ahead, nestled beneath a canopy of thorn trees and a weathered wooden sign, was a place she’d nearly forgotten: Kapoet Padstal.

The sign leaned slightly, letters faded but friendly and flowerpots with beautiful succulents lined the entrance. She smiled despite herself. It was exactly how she remembered it.

Inside, the smell of fresh bread and moerkoffie wrapped around her like a hug. Wooden shelves held jars of fig jam, rusks, and handmade soaps. A handful of locals sat at scattered tables, their conversations murmuring like a familiar song.

“Help you, lovey?” came a cheerful voice.

Ella turned to see a plump woman with curly grey hair tied in a bun and a green apron that read Queen of the Karoo. Her nametag read Santie.

Ella smiled politely. “A coffee would be lovely. And maybe something to eat?”

“Sit, sit! My table there by the window's the best. You can see all of Willowmore from that spot,” Santie winked. “You look like someone who's come home after a long time.”

“I suppose I have.”

Santie gave her a knowing look but said nothing more. Moments later, she returned with a tin mug of strong coffee and a plate stacked with roosterkoek, cheese, and apricot jam.

Ella took a bite and nearly sighed out loud. It tasted like memory.

As she gazed out the window, sipping her coffee, she noticed him. A man sitting alone near the back. Broad-shouldered, with weather-tanned skin and a faded blue cap pulled low over his brow. He was stirring sugar into his tea with quiet precision; eyes fixed on the cup as if deep in thought. There was something about him — steadiness, solitude, maybe even sadness.

He looked up for a moment, just enough to meet her eyes. And then looked away.

Ella blinked. Her heart, long silent and stubborn, gave a single, startled flutter.

Santie slid into the seat opposite her without asking.

“That’s Daniel Greyling,” she whispered, as if delivering town gossip with care. “Lost his wife a few years back. Doesn’t talk much. But he’s kind. Keeps mostly to himself. Comes in here every Tuesday and Thursday. Sits right there, drinks his tea with honey, reads the local paper, then disappears.”

Ella nodded, pretending not to care — but her eyes drifted back to him anyway.

The bell above the door rang as someone left, letting in a gust of dry wind. Daniel folded his newspaper, finished the last sip of tea, and stood. As he passed by her table, he nodded slightly.

“Morning.”

His voice was low and warm, with the quiet grit of someone who didn’t speak unless it mattered.

Ella smiled. “Morning.”

And just like that, he was gone.

Santie smirked and refilled Ella’s mug. “Careful now, my girl. This place has a way of stitching hearts back together.”

Ella looked out the window again, at the quiet main road, the lone sheepdog wandering past the stoep, and the wide, waiting sky.

Maybe Santie was right. Maybe this dusty little town would stitch something back together. Or maybe it would break her open in all the right ways.

She took another sip of coffee. For the first time in a long while, she wasn’t in a rush to be anywhere else.
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Chapter Two
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A Cottage of Dust and Dreams

The cottage stood at the edge of town, just beyond the last rusted stop sign and a stretch of thorn trees that creaked in the afternoon breeze. It was smaller than Ella remembered. Or maybe she had grown too big for it, in all the wrong ways.

She pulled up the gravel driveway slowly, tyres crunching over stone. The gate swung open with a reluctant groan, like it hadn’t been touched in months. Grass had grown tall along the walkway. The stoep sagged slightly on one side. Bougainvillea vines twisted wildly around the porch railings like untamed memories.

Ella sat in the car a moment longer, hands resting on the steering wheel, heart quietly thudding.

“This is it,” she whispered to herself. “Start here.”

The front door stuck before it finally gave way. Inside, the air smelled of dust, dried herbs, and time. Shafts of sunlight fell in through gauzy curtains, casting warm squares on the worn wooden floor. Everything was still. Bookshelves lined the far wall, crammed with yellowed novels and cookbooks. A floral armchair faced the cold hearth, as if waiting for someone to return.

She ran her fingers along a side table, leaving a trail in the dust. The place needed work — more than she had energy for — but it was hers now.

Ella wandered room to room: the tiny kitchen with its enamel sink and chipped blue tiles; the bedroom with a lace curtain fluttering at the window; a small back room her aunt had once used as a sewing space. That room still smelled faintly of lavender sachets and ironing starch.

In the bedroom, she opened the wardrobe and found a cardboard box marked "Ella."

Inside were photographs — sun-bleached images of her as a child in pigtails, laughing beside her aunt. There were holiday postcards she’d sent from the city, each one neatly saved. At the bottom of the box was a small, framed picture she didn’t recognize: her aunt, younger, standing beside a man with kind eyes and a crooked smile. His arm around her shoulder, the two of them lit with something soft and unspoken.

Ella turned the frame over. On the back was written: “André – 1981. Some love stories don’t need endings.”

She sat down slowly on the edge of the bed, the frame in her hands. Who was André? What happened to him? Her aunt had never mentioned him. And yet, here he was, quietly tucked away in Ella’s memory box.

Outside, a windmill creaked and turned. Somewhere in the distance, a sheep bleated. Time in Willowmore moved like honey — slow, thick, and sweet if you let it linger on your tongue.

Ella unpacked a few things: her journals, a lamp, the tin of tea her neighbour in Cape Town had insisted she take. She placed the photo of her aunt and André on the nightstand, beside a half-burnt candle.

Later, with the sun beginning to settle behind the hills, she
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