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It all started with faulty elevator - and a love letter. . .

Writer Becca Thorne needs an idea – fast! She might have a huge bestseller to her name but, with the deadline for book two approaching, Becca knows she’s in danger of losing the career she cares so much about. But Fate has other plans for her when she almost plummets to her death with two strangers in a faulty elevator.

Although Becca emerges in one piece, her precious vintage handbag doesn’t, and that’s when she realises that inspiration has been with her all along. Hidden inside the bag’s now-torn lining is a set of beautiful love letters.

It might not be her story, yet Becca can’t seem to get the romantic words out of her head and feels compelled to discover who wrote the letters. But there’s more waiting for Becca than the tale of a romance from long ago – it might be the chance to live her own love story and follow the path Fate has always intended her to. . .

Don’t miss Jo’s laugh-out-loud rom-coms, Love You, Love You Not, Love to Hate You, Burning Moon, Almost A Bride, Finding You, After the Rain and The Great Ex-scape.


To anyone who’s ever been told who they’re not allowed to love!


PROLOGUE

There are a few things you should know about me before we begin this story. I think these things are important in order for you to understand why . . . why I did the things I did, why I am who I am and just why? Because isn’t why? the ultimate question? Why is everything? Why is this and why is that and why am I?

So, here are the facts: my name is Becca Thorne. That’s not my real name, by the way. My actual name is Pebecca Thorne, and the story of how I lost that little sloping line that magically turns a “P” into an “R” is quite a peculiar one. It involves a single drop of water that fell on just the right spot on my birth certificate to magically dissolve the ink. The stray drop of water came from my mother’s eye, right around the time that she heard the news that my father had died in a car accident. If my father hadn’t died at that exact moment, and my mother had received the news a mere second later, I might not have gone through my entire life being looked at strangely whenever people read my name out for the first time.

Now, you’re probably wondering why I bring up my name right now—surely something as trivial as a name should have little to do with all the existential questions of why? But I disagree; I think my name has a lot to do with all the whys of my life. A name is important and being given the wrong name soon after your birth definitely gets you off on the wrong foot. Not to mention being given the wrong name under such wrong circumstances. My strange misnaming always left me feeling like some great tragedy had been etched into my story right from the very beginning. It always left me feeling that I didn’t really know who I was, and, like that missing line, I too was missing something.

So that’s one thing to note about me; the other thing is that I consider myself a deeply flawed human. I know what you’re thinking: Everyone has flaws, and while this is true, my flaws really have led me to choose the wrong fork in the road more times than I care to remember. Dinner fork, fish fork, salad fork, dessert fork . . . Yup, been there, done that, got the forking T-shirt.

By now, you’re probably curious about what these flaws are and why I have them. Whilst the what is perhaps easier to answer; the why, though, well, that’s a little trickier, but I do suspect it has a lot to do with that single stray tear all those years ago. The tear that sealed my fate and made me who I am.

And who am I? I hear you ask. Honestly, I don’t think I’m entirely sure of that either. But I am sure of a few things, and they are definitely things worth noting. I’m a person who cares far too much about what others think of me! Sometimes, I care so much about what others might think of me and what I’m doing that I land up being crippled with fear, and do nothing at all.

Let’s move on to number two, now. Here it is: I work far too hard trying to prove the world “wrong” about me. I don’t even know what I’m trying to prove half the time, or to whom. But I just am. I’m constantly doing things just to be able to say, “See, I did it. HA!” Honestly, it’s bloody exhausting.

And here’s the last one, and perhaps it’s the one that’s landed me in the most trouble . . . I jump before I think. I jump before I’ve even thought about thinking. I jump with both feet and both hands and every other limb and digit one can jump with. The problem is, I always forget to take my brain with me on these jumps. I always seem to leave it behind as I run off blindly towards a fruit fork, or—God forbid—one of those sharp, pointy, oyster forks that can definitely poke your bloody eye out.

So, like I said, I think it’s important to remember these things as we embark on this story together. Because, if I think about it now, it all becomes very clear to me how I landed up in the situation I currently find myself in. I think it’s rather obvious that my flaws and that tear have all played a good part in helping me choose this particularly twisty fork in the road that has found me in such a monumentally, stupendously enormous amount of . . .


CHAPTER 1

Trouble.

I was in such trouble.

Not “little trouble,” like when you use a plastic straw in public these days, despite all those pics of the suffering seahorses. Or like when you swipe right instead of left and a man with a serial-killer moustache starts messaging you. Or like when you cut your own bangs because you watched a YouTube tutorial. No, I’m talking about the kind of trouble that forces you awake in the middle of the night, drenched in a layer of cold sweat and gasping from the stabbing pains in your chest.

I’d been trying to take a very spiritual approach to the “trouble” of late. This approach had me repeating phrases like, This too shall pass, and, The universe will provide the answers, blah, blah, blah! But after two months of walking around breathing into my heart chakra (which I still wasn’t sure I even had) and drinking thick goopy green smoothies for so-called mental clarity, I was still Fucked. Capital F. Several exclamation marks. Screaming ghost face emoji.

Opening my heart and mind to the universe had not helped my writer’s block one little bit. Neither had all that “free writing” I’d done, not to mention all that guided meditation, exercising, listening to classical music, doing a total social-media purge and, my last resort, Marie bloody Kondo-ing my entire office. Nothing had helped, and nothing changed the fact that I had exactly one month to submit my new novel to my agent and publisher, and I had exactly zero words written.

Due to the success of my first book, my publisher had signed a deal for my second one without even asking for a concept. They’d also given me a big, fat advance, which I had officially spent without thinking. So, if I didn’t produce a book, I would be paying that money back until the end of my days, which, by the way, I was currently hoping would come sooner rather than later. I was so desperate that, the other night, I’d prayed that some massive, global catastrophe—like the eruption of Yellowstone Park, or an alien invasion—would wipe us all out.

I admit, I’d gotten somewhat cocky after the success of my last book. Perhaps it had all gone to my head a bit. Because, let’s be honest, I don’t really need the Porsche I now drive. I don’t even think I like Porsches. I also don’t need to be living in this huge apartment, and I certainly didn’t need to fly business class on a flight that had taken all of two hours, especially since I learned that men still pee on toilet seats there. I’d become one of those people that my poorer self used to mock: the kind who spent R300 more for pale blue salt harvested from a babbling brook in the foothills of the Himalayas by Zen monks, for heaven’s sake. But I had such a point to prove to a certain someone, that I guess I’d gotten carried away. What’s new? I’m always carrying myself away, never really thinking too deeply about the consequences of such “away carrying.”

It’s really rather amazing how much money you can spend, and in such a short amount of time, when you’re not paying attention. And then one day you go to swipe your card, and the manager of the restaurant comes over and utters those dreaded words: “I’m sorry, but your card has been declined.” And they always do it in that voice—soft, whispered tones that somehow manage to convey both an air of sympathy and sarcasm at the same time.

I’d thought writing the second book would come easily; after all, I’d managed to write the first one in a matter of weeks. It had poured out of me like an open tap. My story had flooded the pages and filled them up until one day I’d looked up from my computer and seen that I had a full-blown novel on my hands. Sure, it had been inspired by some very painful personal experiences I’d recently had, which might have made it easier to write. I’d secured an agent very quickly and a week later had a publishing deal. “Unheard of, for a debut author,” my agent had said. My book had come out, sold hundreds of thousands of copies, and had even put me on some rather prestigious bestseller lists.

Becca Thorne has written the most heartbreaking story of the year. Sad and brittle and unputdownable, the New York Times had said. A truly remarkable and relatable story of love lost that had me reaching for a box of tissues more than once, USA Today had said. I can’t wait to see what this author has in store for us next.

Talk about pressure! What if there wasn’t going to be a next? What if the first one had been a fluke, and there would never be a number two? I felt sick thinking about it. I looked down at my watch and felt that familiar punch in my belly again. I had a meeting with my agent in precisely forty minutes. She knew I didn’t have a book. She’d already asked my publisher for three extensions and was now threatening to fire me. In fact, I think she was over threatening and today was the day I was going to be axed, and my very short-lived career as a once-bestselling author was over. My whole body constricted at the thought. I couldn’t lose this. I needed this. I needed to be an author, a someone who’d done something, or else who was I? A nothing? A maybe, sort-of, almost-something-once-upon-a-time, but-not-really-anything thing.

I rummaged through my wardrobe; what does one wear for such an occasion? For one’s firing? And what is the right soundtrack for it? I’m always looking for the perfect song for the moments in my life; it’s something I’ve done since I was a little girl. I especially look for them in those quiet, anxious moments that desperately need filling. And this was one of them. I took out an old, scraggly dress and wondered, if I wore this, didn’t brush my hair or remove my smudged eyeliner, and played a melancholic bluegrass song, whether she would take pity on me. Or maybe if I dressed up in an eighties power suit with shoulder pads and those pleated things called “slacks” she would find it harder to fire me. An anthemic song could be playing in the background as I stride into her office confidently . . .

“Let The River Run!”

I sighed and abandoned my Working Girl fantasy and grabbed a pair of jeans that were feeling rather tight around the middle, thanks to all those late-night, very non-keto binges, and pulled on a shirt with a smiley emoji on it—oh, the irony—but, honestly, it was one of the only clean things in my wardrobe. I swung my handbag over my shoulder and headed for the door, kneecaps shaking like two pathetic chihuahuas.

The strap of my handbag slipped down and I pulled it back up again. It was one of my favorite bags. I’d found it a year ago, stuffed into the corner of an old, dusty antique store in downtown Johannesburg. It was covered in a delicate, intricate beadwork that, when I felt nervous, I liked to run my fingertips over. There was something so soothing about the action, and, right now, I needed soothing.

I closed my apartment door and headed for the elevator. I lived in one of those newly refurbished downtown buildings (very cool and trendy). The kind that was part residential, part hotel, part office, part shop, part restaurant and part modern art gallery. I’d been to the art gallery once. I’d stood there sipping on a flowery, artisanal gin while pretending to understand the significance of the spray-painted iPhone hanging from the ceiling. It was on sale for R100,000.

“An expression of rebellion against our social-media obsessed society,” the man with the Pirates of the Caribbean moustache had said to me. I’d nodded, even though I had no idea what he was talking about. Like I said, the whole place was very fancy and arty, and I really didn’t need to live here. It was all for show, if I was truly honest with myself. The question was, who was I showing?

The elevator was empty when I climbed in; I liked it that way. I fiddled with the beads on my bag as the elevator started to descend. I watched the numbers lighting up, getting smaller and smaller and smaller . . .

14 . . .

13 . . .

12 . . .

I was dreading the moment that it said “1” and I had to climb out and face my fire-breathing agent. My agent was intimidating at the best of times, what with her piercing green eyes and her uber-fancy name, Daphne Kingsley-Hawthorne. Every time I heard her say it out loud, I automatically mumbled, “The second esquire,” in my head. The elevator gave a sudden jerk and then came to an abrupt stop. I looked up. We were on floor nine, one of the office floors.

“I’m leaving now, I’m leaving now, okay?” An agitated-looking woman walked in. “I’m walking into the elevator. I’m in the elevator. I’m pressing the button. I’ve pressed the button. I will be there on time.” She narrated her way in and stood on the opposite side to me. I ran my eyes over her quickly before looking away. She was the kind of woman that had presence. You know the kind I’m talking about? The kind that, if she walked into a room, everyone would look up at her. She oozed professionalism with her neatly scraped-back hair, dark maroon lipstick, high-heel shoes with red soles, AND she was wearing a power suit! Ha! I knew I should have worn one. This woman exuded such strength and power, there was no way someone wearing that was getting fired today, or ever.

“Elevator doors are closing now. They’ve closed. I’ll be there soon . . . uh, hellooooo? Losing reception, sorry . . . uh . . . See you soon.” She hung up hard, as if she was pissed off, and I couldn’t help but wonder who she was speaking to. I made eye contact briefly and gave a tiny smile. She didn’t smile back and her eyes drifted down to my T-shirt. I crossed my arms; I could see she was silently judging my unfashionable apparel. Wench!

The elevator started moving and then suddenly stopped again. Power Suit looked up and gave a long, slow sigh. As if she had no time to spare. She probably didn’t; women like her were always rushing off to important things like business meetings and Pilates—see, two can play at the judging game. The elevator doors opened, and an even more agitated-looking woman stepped in. She pressed the ground-floor button angrily, and, when the doors didn’t close immediately, she pushed the button another five times in quick succession.

“It’s not going to work faster if you push it more than once,” Power Suit said sarcastically.

The other woman whipped around and gave Power Suit one hell of a death stare. God, her eyebrows really were on fleek. Suddenly, the air was thick with pheromone-filled tension. Narrow-eyed stares were coupled with tight, matt-lipped scowls. I felt transported into an episode of The Real Housewives and wondered what was going to happen next. I was ever so grateful when the doors finally did close and the elevator started moving again. But that didn’t mean the atmosphere in the elevator was any better. In fact, you could have cut the tension in that little metal box with a blunt utensil. Power Suit was tapping her phone against her palm, Fleek Brow was tapping her foot and I was fiddling with my bag. I briefly wondered why these two looked as anxious as I felt. What were their stories? Like me, did they also now find themselves standing at some great fork in the road, wondering which one they should take? Wondering who they were, why they were here and what the hell they were going to do? My mind started racing, but it quickly stopped when . . .

Disaster struck.

A loud grinding sound ripped through the silence and forced me to cover my ears. A sudden drop thrust my stomach into my mouth and made all the blood rush to my head so quickly that I saw stars behind my eyes. I grabbed on to the railing as gravity disappeared and my feet lifted off the ground. Everyone screamed as the elevator started to plummet faster and faster and faster and . . .

“I didn’t mean it about Yellowstone Park!” I wailed loudly as the thing continued to fall at what felt like the speed of light. I really hoped dying in an elevator wasn’t going to be painful. What the hell was I thinking? Of course it was going to be painful! I closed my eyes tightly and waited for the inevitable big bang, which would no doubt be followed by a never-ending blackness. I was going to die . . .

Now, what the hell was the right soundtrack for that?


CHAPTER 2

Pan-de-mon-i-um! It broke out.

Screams and wails and arms and legs filled the air. A sharp pain in my back alerted me to the fact that Power Suit’s Louboutin had stabbed me between the shoulder blades. Another pain in my face as Fleek Brow’s enormous key ring whacked me across the mouth. I tried to swat all the debris away with one hand as I clung to the railing with the other, my knuckles turning a bright white from the effort. My handbag slipped down my arm and I made a grab for it. And then the strap ripped and, like a million marbles been blasted out of a cannon, the beads shot into the air, pelting me like bullets. They bounced off the floor and the walls and ceiling with the frenetic sound of a death-metal drumming solo. Yes, that was the perfect soundtrack for this moment. A murderous, ear-shattering guitar riff accompanied by the violent shriek of lyrics about dying in the flames of hell.

And then, just as quickly as it had started, it stopped. The elevator ground to a halt, the death-metal song that was playing in my head concluded with a savage, growling crescendo, and then—silence. We all held our breath as the silence around us screamed.

Five seconds passed, six, seven, eight, and then suddenly the elevator was filled with new sounds—our desperate cries for help. I stood up, my heart banging in my throat so hard that I was worried it would shoot out. I was shaking, panting, gasping for air and wailing for help. Power Suit threw herself at the doors and tried to pry them open. Pop—a red-painted false nail flew off and hit the floor. She banged her fists against the door so hard that things started to shake again.

“Careful!” I yelled at her, afraid her shaking might dislodge the elevator again, but it dislodged something else instead. I watched, my jaw dropping in horror, as the steel trapdoor in the ceiling shook and then fell. It plummeted down, picking up speed as it went, and then, to my horror, smashed into Fleek Brow’s head. She stood there for a few seconds, looking stunned, and then her eyes glazed over, the blood gushed and she fell backwards with a bang.

“Oh my God.” I threw myself to the floor and shook her. She moaned and gurgled. “We need to get out of here,” I screamed at Power Suit. She looked at me as if her eyes were about to burst from their sockets, as if her lower jaw was about to snap off and tumble to the floor. She nodded at me, her dark lipstick smudged across her cheeks, and then she turned and hit the big red alarm button. A new sound filled the air. The siren was so loud that I had to cover my ears and bury my head between my knees.

I’m not sure how long we waited like that, alarm blaring, each one of us in our own shocked world. Time, at this stage, seemed to have taken on a whole new nebulous meaning. Seconds felt like years as men chopped at the steel doors with axes and shouted things like, “Don’t worry! We’re coming for you!” All I could do was sit on the floor, my knees pulled towards my chest, and try not to totally flip the fuck out. It’s true what they say about having a near-death experience: your life really does flash in front of your eyes. But not the good parts. As I sat there, regret after regret, and painful memory after even more painful memory flooded me. Broken hearts, friends and family I didn’t have, books with zero words in them . . .

The door finally burst open. Sweaty axe-wielding men in uniforms (which, under less life-threatening circumstances, I might have gawked at) piled into the lift. A paramedic carrying a huge first-aid bag looked around at us and then made a beeline for the woman on the floor, whose bloody brows were no longer on fleek. I couldn’t move for a few moments, despite the men telling me it was safe to stand up. I think it was in that moment that I finally understood the meaning of the phrase “shell-shocked.” I felt far away, removed from my body in some strange way, and it was only when I felt the hands beneath my arms, the gentle pull, the powerful lifting into the man’s arms, that a part of me clicked back to life. He carried me out and, as he did, applause.

I looked around and, to my horror, realized just how many people had gathered outside to watch the spectacle—iPhones in the air, filming it. A free reality show unfolding right in front of their eyes, no Netflix subscription required. I wondered what the soundtrack for this might be.

I wiggled and jumped out of his arms, almost losing my footing as I went. His arm shot out and stopped me from falling. A few gasps rose up as I steadied myself on my feet.

“Careful there, ma’am,” he said. I felt confused, nervous, and my hands reached for the beads on my bag. But it wasn’t there. I looked over at my empty arm.

“My bag, my bag,” I wailed loudly, as if it was the most important thing in the world. I looked around for it, and that’s when I remembered all the beads. Bouncing, ricocheting, pirouetting inside the elevator. I turned and looked inside. The woman on the floor was still there; the paramedic was securing something around her neck and setting up an IV. I shuddered as the needle slipped into her arm, and then quickly looked away; I could feel the color drain from me as the white static buzz of dizziness prickled my skin.

“Sit, sit.” The fireman guided me to the floor, gently putting my head between my legs as it spun like a planet on an out-of-whack orbit.

I heard a woman’s voice, soft and sweet and kind. “Here,” she said, reaching into her shopping bag and pulling out a Coca-Cola. She opened the can and passed it to me. I nodded gratefully and raised it to my lips. Sugar and fizz and sweetness made me feel instantly better.

“I’ll get your bag,” the fireman said sympathetically. “Just sit for a while.” I nodded again, aware that I was in worse shape than I’d initially thought. I sipped the Coke and, with each sip, I could feel my color return, my head steady itself, and soon my legs were no longer shaking. The fireman came back with my bag and handed it to me—well, what was left of it, anyway. The strap had been ripped off and a large gaping tear in the bag rendered it useless. I looked inside to make sure all my things were still there—cell phone, wallet. And that’s when I saw it.

“What the . . . ?” It looked like a secret compartment inside the bag had been ripped open. I stuck my fingers into the tear and touched something, a lot of somethings. I gripped what felt like pieces of paper between my fingers and pulled them out. I stared at them. They looked old, very old. Stained brown and dusty from time, creased as if they had been read over and over again. I scanned them briefly. They looked like they’d all been written by the same person, same handwriting. I opened the first one and started reading.


27 May, 1948

My love,

I’m sorry I couldn’t get away to meet you today, but I was stopped by the police, demanding to know where I was going. We are all in such shock about what happened yesterday. It’s all over the radio, it’s all anyone can talk about, and I feel sick because I don’t know what this new law is going to mean for us.



I turned the letter over in my hands and studied it carefully. There was no address on the back of it, nothing to tell me where it had come from or who it was for. I looked down at all the other letters and started reading them briefly. They were all love letters, that much was certain. As I skimmed them, familiar words and phrases and dates caught my attention. And, just as I was starting to piece the bits together and understand what these letters were about, my phone rang. I jumped at the loud sound; it reminded me of that alarm. I grabbed my phone and looked at the name flashing across the screen. My heart fell into my feet once again.

The phone stopped ringing and I breathed a sigh of relief, but that was quickly interrupted by the stream of WhatsApp messages pinging angrily on to my screen.


Daphne (the second esquire): Where are you?

Daphne (the second esquire): You’d better be on your way.

Daphne (the second esquire): I cancelled a lunch meeting for this!

Daphne (the second esquire): I am fast losing my patience here.



My fingers were shaking as I tried to type as quickly as possible.


Becca: I’ll be there in five minutes. Was stuck in an elevator.

Daphne (the second esquire): Sure you were.



I could almost hear the sarcasm in her voice dripping from those tightly pursed lips of hers. I looked up as a gurney rushed past me; it was Fleek Brow and she was being rushed away with a great sense of urgency. I watched as the gurney raced through the hallway. I could see the flash of red and blue ambulance lights as she disappeared out of the front doors. I hoped she was going to be okay.

“I’m on my bloody way, okay! I’m up. I’m walking. I’m on my way!” I heard that familiar agitated voice and looked over to my left. Power Suit was talking into her phone again, the urgency in her voice palpable. She hung up angrily and then turned and marched away from me. Her heels clanked loudly on the marble floor as she went. And then, it was just me. The other two women who I’d shared this harrowing experience with were gone. And I didn’t even know their names. I stood up and dusted myself off. It was time to go. Time to face the music. Whatever the hell that music was going to be.


CHAPTER 3

My agent’s office was just as intimidating as she was. Large brown leather couches were scattered across her dark-wood floored waiting room. They were the kind of couches that, if you had a sweaty ass, you would stick to. The kind that required you to peel yourself off with a spatula. I lowered myself on to the couch as one of her little minion assistants—they always looked terrified—rushed up to me with a toothy grin.

“Can I offer you some coffee?” she asked in a small, fast voice. She smiled quickly and then moved her head from side to side, like a little meerkat might do.

“No, thanks.” I didn’t think coffee was a good idea right now; it might be like adding petrol to a fire, since my heart was already racing like a pack of greyhounds. In fact, it felt like my heart might burst through my chest at any moment and splatter itself across her shiny wooden floor. I smiled nervously as I imagined one of her assistants having to mop up the mess. My agent would ask, “What the fuck happened here?” (she swore a lot) and her speedy meerkat assistant would reply that one of their former so-called authors, “a nobody, really,” had her heart explode out of her chest.

I folded my arms across it and attempted a long, meditative in-breath. But trying to rein my emotions in was like trying to wrangle a wild, galloping horse. It was just too hard to control the nervous panic that was rushing through me, flushing and prickling my skin, dropping cold marbles into the pit of my stomach and shaking them around. Some doomsday soundtrack started playing in my head. The kind that starts as everybody drops their grocery bags in the street and stares up at the sky as the massive mothership moves in and blocks the sun . . . Duh, duh, duuuhhhh. Do you hear that?

“Where the fuck is she?” I heard the scream. It wasn’t subtle. And I knew the “she” she was referring to was me. The meerkat who’d offered me the coffee raced across the room nervously and stuck her head around the door.

“She’s here,” she whispered sweetly. So sweetly it was almost bitter, like sucking on a packet of artificial sweetener.

“Send her the hell in.”

I stood up and started walking towards her office. Slowly. The soles of my feet felt like they were coated in sticky gum and it was hard to move. I needed a distraction and I reached for the beads on my handbag. But it wasn’t there. Shit, I felt so exposed right now. I needed my bag like a child needed its favorite blanky. I slid half my foot over the threshold of her door and paused. I couldn’t do this, so I lurked in the doorway like a creepy stalker for a few seconds, until . . .

“I can fucking see you!” Her loud voice came at me like tossed daggers. “Get in here.”

And so I did. I walked in and there she was. Sitting behind her huge wooden desk, leaning back in her old leather chair that looked like it had once inhabited the halls of government. Thick smoke hung in the air as she pulled on a strong Camel cigarette . . . Okay, so that last part was a lie. She wasn’t smoking. But she should have been, because she was the kind of woman who looked like she gave zero fucks. The kind of woman who would use your rotting corpse as a lifeboat, who drunk petrol shots from a poisoned chalice and ate men alive after sex . . . That’s if she even had sex.

“So, tell me,” she said in her gruff, raspy voice. “Has someone figured out a way to halt and reverse global warming?” She leaned forward in her chair; it creaked loudly.

“Sorry, what?” I asked nervously.

“I don’t know, or has someone discovered all the secrets to the universe?”

I shook my head. “I don’t follow.”

She stood up; another long, loud creak. I wondered if it was intentional. Did her chair have an “intimidating creak” setting?

“I’m asking if a miracle has suddenly occurred and you have some actual words on a page that can be made into this thing commonly referred to as a ‘book.’ ” She gestured air quotes. It was so slimy and patronizing, and, had I been a different person, one with a much firmer backbone, I might have picked up that pompous look-at-me-I-hunt taxidermy pheasant that she had on her desk and stuffed it down her throat, or at least plucked its tail feathers out and poked her with the hard parts.

“I mean, to be honest, it doesn’t really surprise me. I’ve been down this road before with other authors,” she said, all sharp-tongued.

“What road?” I asked.

She sighed. “It’s more common than you think.”

“What is?”

“The ‘one-hit wonder.’ The author who’s only good for one book. I suspected it, though; you didn’t strike me as someone who had a lot of stories in you. I guess it’s par for the course, really.”

“I beg your pardon?” My jaw almost hit the floor. She was confirming my worst fear out loud: my first book had been an accident and I didn’t have another one in me.

“I guess not everyone can be a Steve King—that reminds me . . . Natasha!” she called out loudly to one of her assistants and they came skidding in. “Please call Steve’s agent and remind her of our late luncheon tomorrow.” Natasha nodded and then skidded out the door again. Daphne turned back to me. “Now, Steve—he has a lot of stories in his head.”

“I . . . I . . . have a lot of stories in my head, too,” I stuttered defensively. It didn’t sound very convincing though.

She chuckled. It was very witch-around-a-caldron-y. “It doesn’t seem like it.” She was as acerbic as a sulphuric-acid-soaked lemon.

“I do. I have a lot of stories and I am not a one-hit wonder. I have more to tell, more to say, more to . . .” I stopped talking when she rolled her eyes. This gesture was like a hot knife into my buttery gut. Her disbelief in me was evident and she wasn’t even trying to hide it. Well, I was going to prove her wrong, I was going to . . . to . . .

And then her chuckle turned into a laugh.

“What?” I asked, stepping backwards as if she was about to thrust a toad at me and curse me for all eternity.

She shook her head. “I’m just having déjà vu.”

“Uh . . . why?” I asked.

“So many writers have stood there—” she pointed at the floor and I looked down—“and said the exact thing you’re saying now. Oh well, another one bites the dust, as they say.”

“What?”

“Of course, you’ll be liable to pay the advance back, not me. And I’ll still keep my fifteen percent, naturally,” she said.

“But, but . . . wait. There’s got to be a solution, a—”

“The only solution is you producing a book, which is clearly not going to happen.”

“It is!” I was frantic now, even though I didn’t believe what I was saying.

“Well, where is it, then?” she asked. “Where is this amazing bestseller that is going to take the world by storm?” Her eyes mocked me and judged me.

“I have it. I have it.” The lie tumbled out of me.

“Where?” And then she started doing something that sent me over the edge. Pushed me too far. She started flapping through the papers on her desk. “Where could it be?” She lifted some papers and pretended to look under them. “Nope. Nothing,” she said sarcastically. “What about here?” She flung open one of her drawers and looked inside. “Not there either!”

And then it hit me.

Hard! So damn hard.

A moment of pure clarity. Clarity so great I felt like I was standing on a beach looking into the depths of a tropical lagoon and seeing the tiniest shell on the bottom of the seabed. But this moment of clarity was also peppered with total and utter insanity. I folded my arms again and made eye contact with her.

“I actually am writing something.” I stared at her, trying to look as confident as possible, even though internally I was drowning in quicksand.

She pulled her small glasses down to the tip of her pointed nose and pursed her lips together. Wrinkles appeared around her mouth, making it look just like a puckered asshole.

“And dare I ask what that is?” she asked.

“It’s a book.” I said the only words I could think of at that moment, because I was disintegrating under her gaze.

She scoffed. A look of vague amusement mixed with something I can only guess was disdain caused the corners of her lips to

twitch.

“A book?” she repeated flatly.

I nodded. “A book.”

“What book?” she asked.

“It’s set in 1948, in South Africa.” I blurted it out before I had a moment to really think about what I was doing. “The apartheid law has just been passed by the national government. A young couple in love are ripped apart because one of them is white and the other is not. It’s Romeo and Juliet in apartheid South Africa.” I stopped talking abruptly and then almost slapped my hand over my mouth. Had I really just said that? Out loud?

Something washed over her face; I wasn’t sure what it was. She lowered herself into her chair once more and then placed her hands on the desk in front of her. I looked down at her nails, the kind of nails that could really rip an aorta out if you weren’t careful.

“Tell me more,” she said slowly, now tapping her fingers on the polished wood.

“More? Uh . . . yes,” I said nervously. “Our young couple have fallen in love during a tumultuous time.” My mind raced, trying to remember history class. “Tensions between white and non-white South Africans are mounting. But, amongst all this hate and animosity, and against all the odds, they’ve found each other. But they have to keep their love and relationship a secret from their parents, the police, society. Their story will be told through a series of intimate and beautiful love letters that they wrote each other.” I stopped talking and looked at her.

She stared straight back at me for a moment, and then her eyes flicked up, as if she was looking at something on the ceiling. I waited. She looked down at her desk again and drummed her fingers loudly. And then she looked up and started nodding.

“Have you written any of it yet?” she asked.

And then I too began to nod. I nodded before I’d even had a moment to process what I was about to do. “Yes,” I said feebly. I reached into my pocket and pulled out one of the letters.

“What is that?” She pointed her bony finger at the letter.

“I’ve been writing the letters on scraps of paper. Helps me connect with the characters more,” I said, hoping she bought this.

“I see.” She eyeballed me in a peculiar way. “Well, what are you waiting for? Read!”

I cleared my throat and looked down at the letter in my hand. A million thoughts tore through my mind. If she liked this idea, there was no taking it back. If she didn’t like it, then I still didn’t have a book. Something deep inside me started to throb.

I was about to jump straight over a line, here. A big line. But I couldn’t stop myself. There was just no holding me back. I jumped! I jumped and I ran so fast that, within seconds, I couldn’t even see the line anymore. The line was gone. The line was now a blurry smudge on the horizon of morality and sanity, and I was sprinting away from it.


CHAPTER 4


29 July, 1949

My love,

Last night, I dreamed of you again. I dreamed I was walking through an open field and I was looking for something. I didn’t know what it was, but I could sense how important it was that I found it. As if my life depended on it. I walked for hours, going round in circles, and then I saw you. The sun was illuminating your face, as if you were an angel, divine, and I knew, unequivocally, that you were what I’d been searching for. You smiled at me as I stood in the field, and suddenly it was night-time and you were the stars and the moon and everything that made the night sky bright and brilliant. And then everything started to go dim. The moonlight and stars lost their luster and started to fade, disappearing into the darkness.

I ran. I ran as fast as I could, chasing your light as it got further and further away from me. I reached out to grab it, the light, but it was gone. It disappeared into the blackness as if it had been swallowed up by a giant mouth. Suddenly, all your light had been extinguished and everything was dark. I walked around, bumping into things, falling down, scrambling back up to my feet as I tried to find you again . . . but it was pitch black and you weren’t there. And then I woke up into another nightmare.

I woke up to the news that our love has been made illegal, and now I am lost again in the darkness, even though the sun is shining. The whole day I’ve felt like I’ve been trying to catch you again. As if you are millions of grains of sand slipping through my fingers. I feel like I’ve let go of a balloon and I’m watching it soar up, disappearing into the sky and, no matter how much I run, or how high I climb, it is always just out of my reach. That’s how it feels today. It feels like I’m losing you, like you’re being pulled away from me by something that I cannot control. I cannot stop it.

Edith, I cannot lose you. You are the best thing in my life, you are my everything, and no one can tell me that loving you is wrong. Because loving you is the most right thing I have ever done. It is the only thing that has ever made sense to me. Because, without you, my life is senseless and dark and I am lost in a starless night and I will wander around forever looking for the thing that I need in order to breathe.

I hope we see each other soon. I miss you . . .

You, me, forever.




CHAPTER 5

I looked up after reading the letter and—oh my God—I took a step back. What the hell was that? What the hell was happening to her face? Was that a . . . a . . . I gasped in utter shock as a tear seemed to snake out of her eye and trickle down her cheek. It carved a white line in her too-orange foundation. The tear was watery in color and I was surprised to see she didn’t cry drops of blood harvested from her former clients. I heard a sniffle in the doorway and looked. Three of her meerkats were standing there, tears streaming down their faces.

PPPfffffgghhhhhh! One of Daphne’s assistants took out a tissue and blew her nose loudly.

“That is . . . That is—” she stumbled and stuttered over her words—“the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard.”

The others all nodded in agreement.

“Read me a letter that she wrote to him,” my agent said, snapping her fingers at me.

“I . . . I . . . haven’t written any of those yet,” I lied again. As far as I could see, all these letters had been written by the same person—him.

“Why not?” she asked.

“Uh . . . I’m writing his story first, and then I’ll write hers,” I added, suddenly feeling terrible for what I had just done.

“Well, they better be as good as his,” she said.

I nodded. “They will be,” I assured her, with a confidence that I didn’t really have.

“Because if they are . . .” she trailed off and looked down at her desk again, deep in thought. “Yes! Yes!” She raised her head and started nodding. “I can see it. It’s clear. Million-copy seller! New York Times and USA Today lists. Goddammit, a fucking movie deal. Netflix, even. ‘Romeo and Juliet, set in South Africa.’? It will be more heart-wrenching and devastating than your first book. Becca Thorne is the queen of heartbreak. You will make the whole world weep. God, if your first book made you money, this one is going to make us a fuckload!”

I stared at my agent. Her face was red, flushed with a kind of feverish excitement. It was a strange, dangerous kind of excitement. The kind of excitement that told me there was trouble coming. And there was . . .

She snapped her fingers at one of her meerkats. “Get Lighthouse Books on the phone.”

“Wait. Wait!” I held my hands up in panic; the gravity of what I’d just done was starting to sink in. And then the guilt. This wasn’t my letter to read! “What are you doing?”

“I’m telling them what a bestseller you have on your hands. Maybe we can push them for more money. Foreign rights—this needs to be in all the languages; audio—”

“Wait!” I cut her off, a cactus of panic forming in my throat.

She looked at me blankly. “Wait, what?”

“Uh . . . well, don’t you think it’s a bit premature to call them . . . ? I mean, uh, I don’t even have . . . I mean, it’s not like I—”

She held her hand up and I stopped talking. “How many letters have you written?” she asked.

I shook my head frantically. “Not many.”

“Then why is your pocket bulging?” She pointed at my jean pocket, the one the note had come out of. “Or has your one hip gotten fat?” God, she was a bitch! “I want Lighthouse Books on the phone . . . now!” she called out again.

“Stop! Stop!” I yelled.

Her head whipped up and she glared at me like she’d never glared before. “What is wrong with you?”

“I can’t do this,” I blurted out. “It’s all wrong. I shouldn’t have done this. It was a terrible mistake and I regret it and . . . I . . .”

Suddenly the phone rang and we both looked down at it. She started reaching for the receiver, her taloned claw moving towards it as if in slow motion. I made my move for the phone too, as quickly as I could, but I was too late. She grabbed the receiver and lifted it to her lips, and then, I was sure, she snarled at me.

“Belinda, dahhling!” she gushed into the phone. Belinda was my editor. “I’ve got great news for you! Really great. Terrific!”

I threw myself into my apartment and straight down on to my couch. My body ached, all the way from my toes to the hair follicles on the top of my head. Since leaving my agent’s office, the enormity of the situation I now found myself in had been hitting me in steady waves. As I’d reached my building, the waves had picked up pace until a massive tidal wave almost knocked me off my feet. And by the time I was sticking my keys into my front door, the earth felt like it was shaking below my feet, as if a meteorite had crashed down. I was teetering on the precipice of total and utter mad catastrophe.

Shit! I was in such trouble.

Not “big trouble,” like when you wake up in your bed in the middle of the night, drenched in a layer of cold sweat and gasping from the stabbing pains in your chest. I’m talking about the kind of trouble where you wake up in a jail cell in the middle of the night, drenched in a layer of cold sweat and gasping from the stabbing pains in your chest. Because I was breaking the law. I was officially a law breaker and I was about to commit the worst crime in the publishing industry: plagiarism.

As a writer, you always worry about accidentally committing such an act. You fear that one of the lines you write might actually not be your own, that perhaps you’ve read it somewhere else and it sank in so deeply that you thought it was yours. But this was not like that. At all. In fact, this was like me saying that, just because my ass was four times larger than it should be, I looked like Kim Kardashian. Let me assure you at this point in our story together that I do not look like Kim Kardashian—or any Kardashian, for that matter. My pale European skin, given to me by an Irish grandmother, which boasts far too many freckles when the sun comes out, and my mop of bright red hair, given to me by a very gingery uncle named Teddy, were definitely testament to this. God, my brain was rambling, my thoughts were swirling and . . .

I needed a drink. What was I saying? I needed six. I cursed the fact that I didn’t consume alcohol, and wished I did in this moment.

I lay back on my couch and looked up at my ceiling. I had a real dilemma on my hands, literally. I was holding a dilemma in my sweaty, plagiarist paws right then. I raised my hands to my face and looked at the letters. What on earth was I meant to do now? The ball was rolling. Daphne (the second esquire) had made sure of that when she’d called my publisher and promised a literary masterpiece of epic, maybe even award-winning proportions. I’d wanted to throw up as she’d said that, but what was I meant to do? Psychically pry the phone from her claws? Tell them both I’d experienced a terrible lapse of sanity and that actually I was a liar and there was no book, and probably (definitely) wouldn’t be one?

Balls were rolling alright! Like a bowling ball skidding down a slippery alley, ready to collide with the pins at the bottom and send them flying. Well, I felt like one of those pins right now, and I was just waiting for the ball to smash into me.

I sat up quickly on the couch and very shakily put the letters down on the coffee table in front of me. On my rose quartz coffee table, to be specific. Another expensive item I’d bought that I didn’t really bloody need. But I’d read a book about crystals, some “woo-woo hoo-hoo” thing about mystic energies and whatnot and so forth, etcetera. It had said that rose quartz was very calming and brought love, tranquility and peace into the home. At the time, I’d needed peace. I hadn’t gotten it, though. All I’d gotten was a massive dent in my credit card.

I began to fan the letters out, smoothing them down with my hands and running my fingers over them, taking in their textures, until . . .

My fingertips came into contact with something else entirely. Something smooth. I pulled it out and took a closer look. There, among all the worn and tattered letters, was a sealed envelope. I turned it over in my hands and looked at the back of it. I could see it had never been opened. I looked at the writing on the front; it was completely different to the other writing. This writing was more elaborate and feminine. Curly, calligraphic lettering and swirly hearts.

I tried to open it carefully, but my hands were sweating so profusely that I seemed to be leaving a wet, sticky stripe across it. I finally managed to open the envelope and delicately removed the letter inside. It was perfect. Like it had been trapped in a time capsule. Untouched, pristine. I unfolded it gently and looked at the frilly, cursive handwriting, and then started to read.


CHAPTER 6


20 September, 1949

Please ignore the letter I sent you last week. I didn’t mean anything I said in it. Father forced me to write it. I tried to refuse him, but couldn’t. He held me down at my desk for hours until I wrote it. It killed me to write those words. It pained me to say the things I said about our love and relationship, because none of it is true.

After we came home from the cove that day, Father ransacked my room. He found my diary under my mattress and found the paintings of you in the back of my cupboard. I’m grateful he didn’t find your letters, though. I’ve never seen him like that before. His face went red, even the jagged white scar down his cheek went red. I was so afraid. He dragged me outside and made me build a fire; he wanted me to throw everything into it. It felt like I was digging my own grave as I piled the small sticks together and rolled the newspaper into small balls. And then he dropped the match and it all went up in flames. My heart might as well have been in that fire, it hurt so much to watch the corners of my papers curl and disintegrate, to watch the paint blacken on the canvas until there was nothing left of you. And then he dragged me back inside and told me that, if I ever saw you again, I would be dead to him. But I was already dead. A little part of me died in the fire that day.

But, when we were inside, Miriam managed to save some of my things from the fire. She kept them for me. She told me that she’s known about us all along; she saw us once at night. She won’t tell anyone, though; she’s on our side.

The next day, Father took me to see Father McMillan because he says I have to marry Ian. He’s arranging my marriage to him and I can’t stop him. How can I marry him? How can I marry a man I don’t love? I stood there, outside the church on the hill, and I looked out over the town. It had rained the night before and the river was overflowing, escaping its banks and running into the sea, turning it brown. The water was so fast and quick and breaking free of its confines . . . it gave me an idea.

I’m going to try to escape. I’m going to pack a bag and I’m going to meet you under our willow tree on the river. I’ll be there at midnight on the last day of September—my father will be away—and I’ll wait for you there, right in the place where we carved our promise to each other in the tree.

It’s perfect, us meeting there, under the largest and oldest willow tree in the country, because I imagine our love is a lot like the tree itself. It’s big and will stand up to gale-force winds and thunderstorms and black frost, and still it will never stop growing. No matter what my father says, the government, the world, I will never stop loving you.

I’ve found a better hiding spot for my letters to you. You will be able to get them there. I’m putting them inside my “favorite book.” Please go and look for them as soon as you can, in case there is a change in plans. Miriam says she will deliver this one letter to you only, but she says she can’t deliver any more—it’s too dangerous for her. If Father found out she was helping us, who knows what he would do, and I can’t put her in that kind of danger.

I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you and I cannot wait to be with you again. It’s been thirteen days since I saw you. I’ve been making markings in the wall behind my bed, like someone in prison might do. Because that’s what it feels like without you—that I’m trapped in prison.

We’ll see each other soon, though. We’ll run away somewhere, like we spoke about. We’ll build a little house in the middle of a forest where no one can find
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