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        “There is no exquisite beauty…

        without some strangeness in the proportion.”

      

      

      
        
        EDGAR ALLAN POE

        

      

      

      
        
        “Anything can happen now

        that we've slid over this bridge,

        anything at all...”

      

      

      
        
        F. SCOTT FITZGERALD
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      After all these months living our separate lives, we wanted to peek through the curtains – and, while we were at it, into the cupboards, beneath the rugs, in the hidden corners, into that attic nobody has been in for years…

      As we first announced our submission call, we were setting out to shed light on things that have been hidden, whether they were beautiful, magic, dark, funny, real, unbelievable – or, better yet, a mixture of all of those!

      Now, with the anthology finally ready, we can say for sure that we got so much more than we could have expected. We were blown away by all the pieces submitted to our inaugural anthology. The diversity of narratives, richness of stories and intrigue of secrets had us enthralled and humbled.

      It was also so much fun having pages and pages of secrets to rifle through! Working on this anthology reconnected us to so many things we love – not only the passion, mystery and excitement of the stories, but also the special power of writing, and of the infinite possibilities created by words.

      We want to take this moment to thank every writer who took the time to contribute to The Secret Lives. We are honoured to be included in the realm of your creativity and talent, and we hope this collection does your work justice.

      And maybe that brings us all that little bit closer to each other!
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      Everyone was shocked, to say the least, when Nikki announced (via social media) she was getting married. People expressed their surprise in three ways: (1) by observing how immensely attractive her fiancé was in comparison to her; (2) by stating how they had no idea she was even in a relationship; and (3) by wondering if it wasn’t too soon for her to get married to a man she had only known for five months.

      To counter all three opinions, she wrote a long-drawn, often meandering, Facebook post where she essentially hoped for “people to mind their business”. And to her parents and sister, she addressed a short and succinct e-mail where she accused them of ‘never supporting’ her and for always questioning her life-choices, whether it be the diet she followed or the man she chose to marry. ‘I’m going to France on a holiday with Jimmy,’ she wrote at the end, ‘and once I return I expect you three to first, apologize for your behaviour and second, to help us with the wedding preparations.’

      The very next day after she wrote the message, she left on her pre-wedding honeymoon with the love of her life. On arrival, they spent some time in Paris — because how can you go to France and not visit the capital city? — before progressing to Bordeaux, to the château they had booked there for an entire week. They would taste the best, locally brewed wine there, eat the best—

      ‘Did you tell them I eat specific things on specific days?’ she asked Jimmy. Now that the thought had entered her mind, she had to be sure there wouldn’t be any hiccups during their stay.

      Her fiancé turned his perfect face towards her and gave her a brilliant smile, disarming her instantly. ‘Of course, darling. I gave them a detailed list of all that you can have,’ he told her, before staring straight ahead.

      ‘And what about guests?’ she asked, wondering why she hadn’t asked this before. ‘Are there going to be other people staying there with us?’

      This time he didn’t move his eyes from the road. ‘I think so, yes,’ he replied. ‘I booked a double room, but there are, I think, a total of 5 rooms in the place.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Is that a problem?’

      ‘No,’ she said. She didn’t want to sound ungrateful. ‘I thought it was going to be just the two of us.’

      He made a clicking sound of dismay, before taking a hand off the steering wheel and patting her knee. ‘Don’t worry about that. We’ll have plenty of time together. It’ll be absolutely perfect, you’ll see,’ he said, giving her a toothy grin. ‘Now why don’t you take a nap? I’ll wake you up in time the moment I catch a glimpse of the château.’

      She brightened up at his words and, angling her body towards him, leaned her head on the seat and closed her eyes. At moments like these, when he showed how much he cared for her, she realised how true their love was.

      If only others could see that, too.
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        * * *

      

      It was a beautiful place. The château itself was so elegant that she wished she could have her wedding right there. Jimmy seemed to have the same idea, or at least he could see what she was thinking, because he leaned across and told her: ‘According to their website, they have close to 100 weddings here in the summer. Isn’t that just amazing?’

      She nodded her head, grinning widely.

      Inside the Château de Rouge, a young woman welcomed them and gave them a brief history of the land, along with a few pointers about the present-day functions of the place. She told them that it was built by a little-known marquis who later moved to Germany, that the vineyard on the ground produced close to 5,000 bottles of wine every year, and that they had one of the best chefs in the region.

      ‘Oh, that reminds me,’ Nikki said. ‘I hope you know I have unusual eating habits: I only eat greens on Mondays and Sundays, and fish and meat alternately from Tuesday to Saturday. Would the chef be able to prepare something every day, according to that?’

      ‘Of course. We are well aware of your needs,’ the receptionist replied with a wide smile. ‘We want your stay here to be most enjoyable, without any worries. Now, if you’ll come with me I’ll show you the room and—’

      ‘I’m sorry to interrupt you,’ a suave voice spoke next to her, and all three of them turned to look at the older man who had inserted himself in their conversation. He had a soft grin on his face, which was still attractive despite his age.

      ‘I didn’t mean to pry,’ he continued, ‘but I was just walking by and I heard you talking about… your weekly food intake. I’ve never heard of anyone following such a regime. Tell me, did you come up with it yourself?’

      He titled his head a little to the side as he asked the question, to show he was genuinely interested in what she would have to say.

      ‘I just... well, I wanted to live a healthier life and I researched for quite some time before I came up with this schedule myself. I’ve only been doing it for a year but I can already see the benefits of following this routine.’

      ‘How fascinating,’ the man said, staring at her so intently that she glanced at Jimmy for reassurance.

      But her fiancé didn’t seem to mind. And so she looked back at the older gentlemen, thinking of what to say next when he beat her to it.

      ‘There is a small gathering of guests at the château tonight,’ he said. ‘Would you and your young beau like to come? It’s in the cellar.’

      ‘Of course,’ Jimmy said. ‘We’ll be there.’

      ‘But what about dinner?’ She looked at her “young beau” accusingly. She had thought it would be just the two of them on their holiday. She didn’t want to share him with anyone, and anyway, there was something about the older man that was just… odd. He was too good looking, too charming.

      Not unlike your Jimmy, then? A voice, sounding annoyingly like her sister, spoke in her ears.

      No. Jimmy wasn’t the same. He was caring and considerate, and he would never do something to make her feel uncomfortable.

      Like this man was now making her feel.

      ‘Oh, we’ll go after dinner,’ he was saying now, looking at them both. ‘We wouldn’t want you to miss having a taste of the chef’s delicious delicacies. He really comes up with the most exquisite dishes. You’ll see.’

      Indeed, she did.

      Outside, under the moonlight, enjoying the night breeze that was caressing her face, Nikki had a lovely bowl of Bouillabaisse and smoked salmon rolls, along with a lovelier bottle of White Bordeaux that had been grown right there. There was only one other table outside, serving a group of uncomfortably attractive middle-aged friends. The older man from before was also among them. Now laughing, now talking, and sometimes chancing a look at Nikki’s table.

      ‘If you don’t want to go, we won’t,’ Jimmy said, noticing her furtive glances.

      ‘Don’t you find him creepy?’ she asked him.

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘There is just something about him that I don’t like. He’s too nice.’

      Jimmy laughed, attracting the older man’s attention — giving him the opportunity to approach them once more.

      ‘I’m sorry for intruding again,’ he said this time, standing over them. ‘But I just realised I never told you my name. I’m Josef.’

      Jimmy made the introductions for them both, and shook hands with him. Nikki didn’t want to give him the opportunity to make a play and kiss her hand in the process.

      ‘Did you enjoy your dinner?’ he asked, staring at Nikki.

      ‘Yes, I did. Yes.’

      He smirked.

      ‘About what I said earlier, my friends and I will be going down to the cellar in a few minutes. And we’d love for you to join us. Both of you,’ he said, turning to look at Jimmy, too, ‘are welcome.’

      Nikki feigned a yawn, placing a hand in front of her gaping mouth. ‘I don’t know if I’ll even be awake for the next ten minutes,’ she said, slowly blinking her eyes in a tired manner. ‘But thank you very much for the invitation.’

      Josef smiled knowingly. ‘We’re going to drink the best wines of this estate down there. Some of the rarest, best vintages. Are you sure you want to miss that?’

      She looked at Jimmy but he only raised his eyebrows, as if to say, ‘It’s up to you.’

      ‘Come on,’ Josef said. ‘I assure you it’ll be fun. No need to worry. We don’t bite.’

      At this she began to blush furiously and looked at her fiancé again. But much like the last time, he was smiling good-naturedly at her. So she just nodded her head weakly, if only to make the man leave them.

      ‘You still don’t think this is a bit weird?’ she asked Jimmy after the man had left.

      ‘In what way? He’s just being friendly, that’s all.’

      ‘But we don’t know them, and we are following them into a dark, unknown place. I don’t know.’

      ‘Are you feeling anxious again?’

      ‘I think I might actually start hyperventilating.’

      He frowned, concerned. ‘Here,’ he said, taking out a strip of pills from his pocket and placing it on the table in front of her. ‘This will make you feel better.’

      It was a natural, homegrown medicine Jimmy’s company — which ethically sourced everything — had recently developed. She had been using their products for quite some time now, ever since coming across his stall at a farmer’s market of all places.

      Her objective had been to look for fresh fruits and vegetables – she was halfway through her new diet at this stage — but she had been imperceptibly drawn to the naturopathy stall because of the man who was now sitting in front of her. She had gotten into a discussion about healthy living right there at the market, and from there their relationship had progressed to where they were now.

      She took the strip — made of seaweed instead of plastic, obviously — and took a blue-green pill from it without a second thought. She placed it inside her mouth and swallowed it with some wine, not allowing the pill to sit on her tongue for one moment.

      ‘How do you feel?’ Jimmy asked after what seemed like minutes.

      His voice sounded a bit funny. Soft and loud at the same time. And when she looked up at the sky, she felt like she was looking at a Van Gogh painting. The stars and the moon were swirling in and out of focus.

      ‘I don’t…’ she tried to say. ‘What?’

      When she began to focus again, she was climbing down an old, crumbling staircase. Well, Jimmy was doing all the walking; she was only leaning against him, sometimes bumping into walls and even scratching herself in places.

      ‘Oww,’ she said. Her left calf, uncovered due to her decision to wear a dress, had hit a splinter of wood on the railing.

      ‘Careful,’ Jimmy said.

      ‘Wha–?’

      ‘There now,’ he added. ‘You’re okay.’

      It took hours in her head and a minute more in reality for them to arrive at the cellar. Josef and his friends were already there, surrounded by barrels of wine. They were standing in a circle, around a chair and a small table.

      The scene was shifting to swirls, in an imitation of the night sky, and Nikki was trying hard to focus and not completely let go of her senses, when she was brought to that very chair and made to sit down.

      ‘Hello, Nikki’

      Josef, from before, was kneeling in front of her. He was holding her hand and smiling very gently at her. ‘How are you?’ he continued.

      ‘Mmm fine. How… you?’ she attempted.

      A gaggle of giggles erupted around her.

      ‘I have a very simple question for you, dear Nikki,’ he continued. ‘Can you tell me when you were born?’

      ‘19… 19… 19’

      ‘Do you mean 1990?’

      She dipped her head, letting gravity guide her chin, and almost fell off the chair in the process.

      ‘Oh, a millennial,’ a woman’s amused voice spoke from her left, as Josef kindly brought her head to sit up.

      ‘They have a nice, bitter aftertaste to them,’ another person said, this time from her right.

      ‘Who are…?’ she asked.

      ‘They’re just a few friends of mine,’ Josef said. ‘I would introduce them to you, but you’re not going to remember any of this tomorrow so there’s no point in telling you.’

      ‘I don’t under… Jimmy?’ she tried to turn around and look for her fiancé.

      ‘I’m here,’ came his voice. He placed a hand on her shoulders. ‘I’m right here.’

      She was craning her neck to look at him, although the dim lighting in the cellar made it difficult for her to see anything other than his eyes, and so she failed to notice the tray that was brought in from the
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