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 For Kev, and your two
hearts












‘It sometimes
happens that a man and a woman meet and instantly recognise the
other half of themselves behind the eyes of each other. During
periods of being apart, both persons are lonely, empty and
incomplete. Yet even then, there’s a pulsing astral communication
between them – for they are linked by a silver-blue cord that
connects them over the miles, a thread of light actually visible to
a trained psychic or sensitive.’






– an extract from
Love Signs by Linda Goodman
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 Prologue: Sebastian











Translucent blue
eyes. Vanilla hair. Crystal tears. A small wooden swing. A Polaroid
camera. All making up the most enduring image I’ve ever seen. One I
haven’t been able to forget for over a decade. I was only twelve at
the time, yet something about the girl in the park, isolated yet
inviting, made me feel suddenly grown up. The artful way she
carried her sadness, it drew me to her. Made her more beautiful. I
felt at once compassion and innocent desire. I walked towards her,
stopping when I reached the swing next to hers. A rainbow of
colours around her – a trick of the sun and the light reflecting
off her glassy hair? I wasn’t sure. But whatever it was, it was
unlike anything I’d seen before and I was entranced.

Why are you
crying?’ I said. She looked up. Shimmering. Wiping away tears.

‘Oh, hi … I’m
okay, I think. Just a little sad.’ The tiniest smile, inviting me
to stay.

‘Why?’

‘Ever had anyone
break your heart?’

I shook my head.
The only thing I knew then about breaking hearts was that it made
people cry a lot – or at least, my mother cried a lot when my
father left. And when I asked her what was wrong, my mother told me
he had broken her heart.

‘Are you taking
photos?’ I asked, pointing at the black camera in her hand.

‘Yes,’ she looked
down, examining the lens, ‘taking photos helps me express my
emotions.’ She looked up again, her face wearing a different
expression this time. A sweetness. ‘What do you do when you’re
feeling sad?’

No one had ever
asked me that before. I thought about it for a moment. ‘I write
stories,’ I said, realising for the first time that’s what I did
when I needed escape and expression. I turned inwards and let the
people in my imagination breathe for me.

‘Really? That’s
interesting for such a young boy.’

‘I’m not that
young.’ At the time I couldn’t see how obvious it was I was trying
to impress her. ‘I’ll be thirteen in four months.’

‘Wow, soon a
teenager!’ She was teasing me, but I didn’t mind. Normally I
loathed being teased. But from her it felt different. Almost nice.
‘Well, if I can give you one piece of advice, don’t waste these
years wishing you were older. They’re the most carefree you’ll ever
have. Just have fun.’ As she said the word ‘fun’, she pointed her
lens at me and took a snapshot.

I laughed, taken
by surprise. ‘Hey! I didn’t say you could do that!’

‘Who said I needed
your permission?’ Mischief in the corners of her mouth. Then she
pulled the film out of the camera with a dramatic sweep and shook
me to life. ‘See, I can already tell you’re too serious for your
age. A picture never lies,’ she said, holding the developed photo
above my head so I couldn’t see it.

I reached up and
grabbed it, enjoying the play between us. I was on the side of the
frame, my face earnest and pressed against the chain of the swing I
was sitting on, my blond fringe just brushing my eyebrows. I was
wearing a striped T-shirt and its bright red, blue and green jumped
out against the grey concrete just visible beneath the swing. My
eyes were smiling, though, and that’s another image I’ve never
forgotten. My smiling eyes.

‘Here, give it
back to me,’ she held out her hand. ‘I want to keep it so I’ll
never forget the boy who cheered me up on my eighteenth
birthday.’

I gave it back to
her, although I wanted to keep it.

She reversed a few
steps, she and the swing in take-off mode now, and winked at me.
‘Come on, let’s see who can go higher.’ So we did, and how far away
the world felt from us in that moment, as we climbed the air side
by side, laughing harder each time we caught each other’s grin.
Surrounded by rainbows.








 Chapter One: Sebastian —
Heartbeat











Since I can
remember, I have heard my heart beating in the distance. It reminds
me of the sound of the trains I grew up hearing in London.
Sometimes it’s intense and quick. Other times I can barely hear it.
And only seldom can I feel its pulse inside me.

It lives outside
of me, my heart, travelling with and against the wind. Carrying the
fears and imaginings of strangers. Tossed by the thoughtlessness of
people who do not look at each other, who do not realise how their
careless steps bruise my soul. I have wondered why my heart has
abandoned me in favour of the successes and tragedies of those I do
not know. It’s like it finds more rhythm in the stories of others
than inside my chest. As a result, I am a writer, looking for a way
to breathe life back into myself, yet left discontented, lacking
presence in my world, and walking a tightrope between nostalgia and
yearning.

The times I have
felt connected to my heart and its nomadic beat are stacked in my
memory like mismatched antique dinner plates – delicate as china.
There are a couple of commonalities between these memories: the sun
is always shining, and there is always, always the sound of a
woman’s laughter. My aunt Anna when she’d babysit my brother and
me. The girl I met in the park twelve years ago. My mother before
my father left.

There’s something
about the way a woman laughs, throwing

her head back,
that fills me up. It’s one of the sounds I missed the most when my
father was no longer living with us. And it’s the reason I will
always envy my brother Ethan.

Ethan. At
twenty-nine, he is five years older than me, but it seems our ages
are reversed. Charming, brash and uncomplicated, he can set my
mother’s face alight just by entering the room. Just like my father
used to. Or, at least, that’s the version of my parents’
relationship my mind would have me remember.

‘Sweetheart,’ my
mother says when Ethan makes a rare but always grand appearance.
‘Come sit next to me,’ she demands in her posh South African accent
that’s grown to sound more like the Queen’s English thanks to three
decades spent in London. And the minute he does, all the while
spilling anecdotes about his life since she last saw him, she’s
giggling, eyes bright and alive. She and I might’ve been discussing
anything from the Tate Museum’s latest exhibition to why David
Beckham ‘really should stand up to that Victoria’, but when Ethan
arrives, she is distracted and captivated, and I’ve lost her. And I
can understand why. I’ve frequently straddled the line between
seeking Ethan’s attention and dismissing him as arrogant and
superficial. When he wants to, he can make you feel invincible, but
with equal strength, he can make you feel empty and
disconnected.

Ethan lives in
Brighton, a ninety-minute drive from London, so we only see him
when occasion calls for it. And he’s always at least half an hour
late. Like on the night of our mother’s fiftieth birthday. He was
driving up especially for the dinner party at her house. My mother
has always adored throwing parties. She runs a small, but
successful, events-planning company and has an eye for table
settings that can limber up even the stiffest of upper lips.

‘How many times do
we have to do this?’ I asked her. It

was nine pm and
there were six of us seated around the table, forks poised, waiting
for my mother to give in and let us eat without Ethan.

‘Do what,
Sebastian?’ She used that placating tone I’ve heard all my life. It
says, Please, let’s just pretend everything is perfect.

‘Let Ethan ruin
the evening!’ I said, dunking an organic carrot stick into a pot of
home-blended hummus and taking a noisy bite. I caught Anna’s eye
across the table as I did this.

She was amused by
my meek attempt at defiance.

‘Oh, sweetheart,
you know Ethan’s not doing it deliberately, he’s just
scatter-brained,’ my mother said. I rolled my eyes. It was hard not
to regress to teenage responses when it came to my mother and
Ethan.

‘Sebastian’s
right,’ said Anna. ‘Ethan can’t expect us to wait for him; let’s
just eat. The kids are hungry.’

Anna is my
mother’s younger sister. Sitting next to her was her husband Joe,
the kind of guy who’s happiest sipping red wine on the periphery of
any social action, and their two sons Jesse and Sean. Anna is an
artist, though she prefers to express herself with pastry rather
than paint, which means family occasions are never short on sugary
masterpieces. We have always been close. She has an instinct that
sees straight to my core, while my mother tends to brush along the
surface, as if she’s dusting. Anna has a way of bridging tensions,
while my mother seems to create them. Once, I asked Anna how she’s
able to be simultaneously objective and subjective, expressing the
desire to learn this skill myself. ‘It comes with age,’ she
said.

The night of my
mother’s birthday, Anna employed this talent, keeping Joe’s wine
glass topped up, the kids entertained, my mother indulged but also
in check, and me amused rather than annoyed. Or, at least, dancing
between these so easily interchangeable states.

My mother
grumbled. The phone rang. It was Ethan saying he’d just stopped in
at the pub to catch up with friends but he’d be with us in a bit.
Which inevitably meant there was a woman involved, whom I expected
to meet later that night or at the next family gathering. If she
managed to hold his interest for that long.

‘Right, then,
Sebastian, would you carve the chicken?’ my mother relented, the
table sighed with relief, and the dinner went on. I knew with every
bite she would be listening for Ethan’s key in the lock rather than
enjoying the dinner she had spent the afternoon preparing.

When he finally
did arrive, his apology for being late came in the form of frothy
cappuccinos, whipped up in the kitchen using the espresso machine
my mother has never learnt to use. He arrived alone and I wondered
for a second why we had been spared the arm candy. But he was
buoyant as always, and the energy in the house lifted, even though
it wasn’t particularly in need of it. He presented our mother with
a bunch of corner store-bought flowers that made her smile like
she’d been given gold.

After Anna and Joe
said their goodbyes, I settled on the couch next to Chi-Chi, my
mother’s growling Chihuahua. I picked up the newspaper from the
wooden chest that doubled as a coffee table and tried to ignore
that Ethan was walking over to me.

‘Hey squirt.’ I
hate being called that. He knows it, of course. ‘What’s up in the
world of long-lost love and literature?’ Both sensitive subjects.
He knows that too. Still, the question might not be so vapid if he
didn’t ask it every time we saw each other. ‘Always so original,
Ethan,’ I mumbled, not looking up from newspaper I was reading.
‘You know very well how things are.’

‘Ah, Sebbie, come
on, how do I know, maybe you’ve finally remembered her name. And
you’ve finally joined Facebook and—’

I cleared my
throat and rustled the newspaper to cut him off. ‘I’ve told you a
hundred times, she never said her name.’






*






You see, there are
two things I have wanted most in this world, and both of them have
eluded me. Sometimes I wonder if they’re off playing truant with my
wandering heart. I wonder if they’ll ever choose me. I say ‘choose’
because it feels like I don’t have any say in the matter. At least
not when it comes to the first of the two: my long-lost love, as
Ethan calls her. In truth, there’s nothing long or lost about her.
Even the word ‘love’ can hardly be applied. Our meeting was so
brief, and I was so young, but I haven’t been able to get the
vision of her out of my mind since. Inspired by the unchartered
emotional landscape I found myself in after meeting her, I wrote
prolifically, my introverted teenage years finding an outlet in the
imaginary love affair I had dreamed up. I penned pages and pages of
romanticised scenarios in which we’d meet again. I think I believed
that if I visualised it enough, it would become reality.

I believed in it
so wholeheartedly, it took at least five years before I began to
doubt it. None of Ethan’s jibes – he regularly snatched away my
journal to gather fodder for his entertainment – could dent my
conviction. Until, at some point after my seventeenth birthday (I
can’t even pinpoint when), I stopped writing. I don’t mean I
stopped altogether; I still wrote, but not creatively, and not
about her. Once I entered college, writing became a means to earn a
wage and, slowly, as I succumbed to what I’ve since identified as
writer’s block, my two greatest passions upped and took their
leave.

It didn’t mean I
ever stopped thinking about her or looking for those transparent
blue eyes among strangers. It also didn’t mean

I stopped losing
myself in books; I would spend hours at the library, hoping to coax
back the words, even though being surrounded by everyone else’s
published novels filled me with as much jealousy as I could bear.
What it did mean, though, is that my elation turned to despair. My
conviction turned to questioning. And my heart, in the end,
probably could not stand to be a part of all this inner
churning.

There have been
times when I’ve felt inspired to write. Same as those times I’ve
felt my heart beat loud and clear inside my chest. I even started
writing what I believed would be my first novel, shortly after I
finished my journalism degree at City University London. But six
chapters in, I couldn’t go on. I stared at the page. I wrote
drivel. I deleted, edited, rewrote. Six months later, I gave up. No
heartbeat. Defeated, I took a job as a junior reporter at The
Independent. Writer’s block or no writer’s block, it’s easy to
string together paragraphs about other people’s lives, other
people’s tragedies.

In hindsight, I
wish I’d kept her to myself. But I was only twelve, and then Ethan
seemed a very worldly eighteen. I probably thought he would help me
in my quest to find her again. Because it truly was a quest. After
our parents’ divorce, every year our mother would take us on
holiday from London to her hometown, Knysna. It’s just a dot on the
map of South Africa, right in the middle of a forest-y stretch
called The Garden Route; the kind of place that collects both
hungry artists and millionaire retirees. Quaint is the word most
used to describe it, but for me it was so much more than just a
sweet holiday town. It was where childhood and adulthood touched;
where one whole part of me was formed.

It was where I met
her.

So each year I
would return to that park, hoping she too would be drawn back
there. I spent so much time in that hopeful but empty green space
between the ages of twelve and seventeen

that I even
started to wonder if I’d imagined her there on that swing. Was she
just another character I’d dreamed up and failed to bring to
life?

When I was
fifteen, my mother asked me why I was so fixated on that park.
Ethan jumped up and acted out a parody of me and ‘the phantom girl’
I was ‘in love with’. Any chance to make our mother laugh – and
embarrass me. My mother did laugh, but it was a gentle laugh. Later
on, she took me aside and told me, with great tenderness, she
thought it was romantic and if any man had spent that long pining
for her, she would fall in love with him immediately. It wasn’t
often she let me in on her vulnerability and I never forgot her
words. When I was older, and better understood the dynamics of her
relationship with my father, I found it ironic she had failed to
see how her own husband had pined for her. Perhaps the pining
needed to be requited to mean something.

‘Okay, here’s a
new topic for you,’ Ethan said, falling onto the couch next to me.
Chi-Chi growled and adjusted her position on the cushion. Ethan
leant over and grabbed the newspaper out of my hands, scrunching it
up on one side.

‘I was reading
that.’

‘You work at a
newspaper, surely you don’t need to read one after hours too?
Anyway, what I’ve got to tell you is much more interesting than …’
He flapped open the paper, scanning the page for a piece of news ‘…
Wow, Barack Obama is president! That is interesting.’

‘Erm, you’re only
about three years too late on that one.’

‘Yeah, well, you
know I don’t care about politics. Anyway, my news is still more
relevant – for me anyway.’ He threw the paper on the table and gave
me a look that begged for attention.

‘All right, I’ll
bite. What’s your big news?’

‘I’ve met someone
amazing.’

To clarify his
words – because Ethan’s words generally need clarifying – he was
always meeting ‘amazing’ people. And I do mean that in air
quotes.

‘Ethan, Ethan,’ I
reined him in as he listed her impressive physical attributes,
‘that’s great, I’m sure she’ll enjoy her fifteen minutes of
fame.’

‘Ouch,’ he said,
putting hand to heart as if he were offended. He wasn’t. ‘No, Seb,
I’m telling you, this could be The One.’ Again, something I was
accustomed to hearing from my quick-to-fall-in, quick-to-fall-out
sibling.

‘Okay, fine, give
me the details.’

‘She just walked
up to me at The Pig & Moose.’

The Pig &
Moose is the bar Ethan has been managing for the past four years.
When people ask him why he isn’t putting his degree in sports
science to better use, he quips something like, ‘What do you mean?
There’s both science and sport involved in keeping my clientèle
happy – especially the female kind.’ That last bit would be
accompanied by a wink, in case the person he was talking to didn’t
catch his intimation.

‘She is class,
pure class. And hot! I swear, if I wasn’t so into her I’d swing her
your way just so you could finally get over your phantom
lover.’

‘Ethan, stop
teasing Sebastian.’ My mother was gliding over to us, a box of
After-Dinner Mints in one hand. ‘Now what’s this I hear, have you
got a new girlfriend? Tell me about her!’

‘Oh, Cheri.’ Ethan
has called our mother by her first name since he was a teenager.
‘You know Seb secretly enjoys it.’ He ruffled my hair and stood up,
grabbing Mum’s free hand and spinning her around a couple of times,
making her giggle. Then he snatched a couple of mints from the box
she was still holding. ‘I think I’m in love! I’ve only known her a
few weeks, but still … it feels different.’

‘How exciting,
darling! Why didn’t you bring her with you tonight?’

‘She had to work
this weekend.’

‘I can’t wait to
meet her …’

I tuned out. This
new dalliance was bound to play out like all the rest. Ethan is one
of those men about whom women warn each other but, for some reason,
each still hopes she will be the one to tame him. When they reach
the six-week mark, they start to believe they’re getting somewhere.
But without fail, Ethan will sense her crossover into a more
serious playing field, and that will be the end of it.

He’s long stopped
trying, but when he lived here in London, he used to think he was
helping me out by introducing me to every second girl he met. ‘One
for me, one for you,’ he would joke. I did try dating a couple of
them, thinking maybe I could move on from my fantastical version of
the perfect girl. Looking back, it was nonsensical to have believed
the kind of woman handpicked by Ethan could come close to her.

‘Sebastian, your
brother’s leaving,’ my mother called from the hallway, bringing my
thoughts back into the room.

‘Okay, I’m going
too,’ I said, putting on my coat and heading to the front door.
Ethan was outside, lighting up a cigarette.

‘Happy birthday,
Mum, see you soon,’ I said, kissing her cheek and breathing in Blue
Grass, her signature scent. She is still so beautiful, always
telling people age had not been kind to her, yet it is quite the
opposite.

She squeezed my
shoulders and whispered into my ear, ‘Don’t worry, darling, you’ll
find the one for you, too. And it’s going to happen soon. I can
feel it.’








 Chapter Two: Andricia —
Heartbreak











Twelve years ago,
I was a different person. On the cusp of transformation.
Accompanied by the summer of 1999, a letter arrived in my post box.
It would cause my life to twist across the Mediterranean, from my
home in sun-filled South Africa to the grey skies of London. I had
been offered a scholarship to study fashion photography at the
University of the Arts London. I read between the formally phrased
lines of the letter and saw fate’s hand leading me into the future.
A future, which two months earlier, in October, had not existed,
even as a possibility.

That October, I
had been lovesick. My body no longer fitted into my clothes. They
hung from me like weeping willows, creasing in dark lines to match
the shadows under my eyes.

That October, all
I wanted was to live in a forest cabin in Knysna, a town that
shields its inhabitants from reality like the pages of a fairy
tale. My heart was there, with Adam. He had escaped to Knysna from
Cape Town four months earlier to play in a band and ‘be one with
nature’.

That October, all
I wanted was him – the poetic, gentle, manipulative man I believed
would be the one great love of my life.

‘If you’re not
doing anything this weekend, would you like to marry me?’ Adam had
asked me this question one day right in the middle of the
restaurant where we both worked. It was December 1998 in Cape Town.
I was a waitress, just out of high school; he was the musician who
entertained customers every Friday night. A voice like caramel. He
would begin his set with some classical guitar – the audience needs
to be challenged, he’d always say – but he’d more

often than not
give in to something more mainstream at the end. (Always Sting,
because everyone commented on their resemblance.) As much as he
hated the fact, the public responded better when they recognised a
song.

Before his
spontaneous proposal, Adam had been watching me for weeks from his
spot on the makeshift stage in one corner of the restaurant. It’s
amazing how the feeling in a room can change based on the attention
of just one person. No one had ever made me feel so self-conscious.
Or so aroused. I’d watch him playing the guitar, a little haze of
orange tracing the air around his fingers as he plucked the notes
with such precision I could almost feel the strings’ delight on my
own skin. High on his stare, I practically danced around the
restaurant’s mahogany tables, my tray acting as prop. Although we
never actually spoke, I started drenching my eyelashes in mascara
just in case he got close enough to notice.

And then one night
he did. Of course he was joking about the marrying, but it was
still enough to make a virginal seventeen-year-old girl lose all
discernment. Up close, I noticed how his caramel voice matched the
colour of his skin, eyes and hair, which he wore tied in a
ponytail. With a flutter of my clumpy eyelashes, I accepted his
proposal and then asked his name. (I knew it already, of
course.)

‘I’m Adam. And
you’re Andricia, the girl of my dreams.’

And just like
that, I was his forever. Or, at least, until he decided – not even
a year later – forever was over.

Now that my vision
is no longer clouded by a caramel haze, I can admit how naïve it
was to believe that a whimsical musician, who left hand-scribbled
poems on my car windscreen and had ambitions of living with a group
of Hari Krishnas in the Knysna forest, was ever going to match
heady romance with follow-through. But who isn’t naïve in first
love?

Adam and I spent
six cocooned months comparing ourselves to John and Yoko (he wrote
a song for me; his band members blamed me for his waning interest
in rehearsals). He told me he had never loved anyone as much as he
loved me; that from the moment

we met he knew he
would marry me, and that he dreamed – literally – of our past and
future lives together. And I believed him.

Our relationship
was celebrated in the complimentary envy of those who saw us
together and told us how much our love inspired them. I was buoyed
by the thought of my relationship being able to instil hope in
others’ failing hearts. When we were together, music was composed,
poems were written, doors were slammed and sunflowers were picked
as wildly as they grew, all in the name of love. I had proven
Arthur Rimbaud wrong. Love did indeed exist. Love did not need to
be reinvented.

Or perhaps Adam
and I had reinvented it.

For six swirling
months I walked holding stars, trusting in the staying power of
true love. I was struck by a fascination so lingering I ignored the
way my identity got chipped away. In my defence, it was an
insidious chipping. I didn’t even realise how much control he had
over me until one particular night, after we’d both worked a shift
at the restaurant and he accused me of flirting with a customer. He
waited till we were at home to bring it up. When I denied it, he
grabbed my wrist so tightly I dropped the cup of tea I was holding
and it spilled – dramatically – all over the carpet. When I tried
to pull away, he pushed me backwards. Not hard enough to make me
fall, but with enough force I had to steady myself. And enough
force that I was too embarrassed even to tell my best friend, Jade,
about it. There was nothing I couldn’t tell Jade.

Then, in yet
another impetuous moment – much like the one that caused the
collision of our souls – Adam packed all his belongings (he didn’t
have many) into his red Seventies Passat station wagon and
left.

‘It’s only for one
year, baby,’ he said, promising that nothing could break our bond.
He just had to find his place in the world as a musician, he
assured me, and Cape Town was confining his free spirit. Knysna, he
said, was more suited to his need for spiritual growth. Plus, he
had grown tired of his current band and had been invited to join
another one there.

At first I hovered
in a meaningful kind of misery, where missing someone feels
romantic and despair feeds creativity. I would visit him when my
waitressing income allowed for it, taking a five-hour bus ride from
Cape Town to Knysna. We were still connected for a while. But as
the days grew longer and his telephone calls sparser, I was thrown
into a terror that made me irrational and desperate to remind him
of his promises. I couldn’t believe that a love like ours might
dissolve just because of a few kilometres and turn into what Adam
later called ‘an emotional dependency’.

Four months after
he left, he posted me a letter saying a vacuum had formed between
us; an empty space devoid of my presence in which he felt no love.
In a pathetic contradiction, he swore he loved me ‘deeply’ but was
no longer ‘in love’ with me. I struggled against that statement,
pulling it apart and spitting on its fickle head. Rimbaud was
laughing at me, smirking at his triumph, and I was forced to
reconstruct my ideals. To accept that idealism is not always kind
to its keeper. When it turns on you, it can be vicious.

On the morning of
my eighteenth birthday, 15 December 1999, I was so distraught about
the end of our love that I blew off the party Jade had been
planning for me. I caught a bus to Knysna and landed on Adam’s
doorstep, crumpled and pleading. I was ready to give up everything
for him.

Not expecting me,
he opened the door mid-laughter. Behind him stood the source of his
amusement. She had bleached hair and a set of lips to rival even
the most injected of Hollywood pouts. They were painted bright red
– it crossed my mind (bizarrely) that this was a good sign, because
if they’d been kissing, her lipstick would’ve been smeared. He
stammered something about her being ‘just a friend’, but the
tension said otherwise. Then he got angry, asking me how I could
just show up unannounced.

My voice left me,
replaced by unsophisticated tears. If I could have escaped from my
body, leaving it in a heap at his feet, I would have. Instead, I
ran five blocks down the road, the wind at

my side, and
collapsed onto a patch of tall, unmown grass in the park. Adam and
I had referred to it as ‘our park’; when I visited him,

we would spend
hours there, lying in that very unmown grass and pretending the
rest of the world didn’t exist.

You know that
question people love to ask: ‘If there were one thing in your life
you could change, what would it be?’ I wish I could say my answer
is ‘Nothing, no regrets’. But my answer is, I wish I could go back
to that moment on Adam’s doorstep and speak all the words that have
since begged to be heard. But the moment evaporated, sucked up by
shock, and that would be the last time I ever saw or spoke to Adam.
It took years before I felt I was completely over him, and even
longer before I could shake off the impact his broken promises had
on my ability to love again. The mind holds onto emotion far longer
than it should.

As I lay in our
park on my eighteenth birthday, I looked up. Above me there were
branches boasting Oak-tree leaves, just born and crocheting
themselves across the sky. The sun was filtering through their
pigment, making them luminous.

I have always had
an on-going love affair with colours, struck by how intensely they
move me, and seeing them where others don’t. Even personalities
seem to be described in my mind through colour. I had assumed this
was how everyone saw things, and it was only when Jade began to
comment on it, saying, ‘Not everyone sees the world through
rainbow-coloured glasses’, that I began to think differently. If
someone asked me to describe Adam, for example, I’d reach for the
words ‘orangey red’, but would stop myself, realising it would make
no sense to the person asking. For me, though, I inherently sense a
language in colours.

Staring up at the
luminous lime-green of those leaves, I felt inspiration stir. I
reached into my handbag and pulled out my Polaroid camera. It had
been a present from Adam and I carried it everywhere. From behind a
film of tears, I took a photo to capture the pattern made by the
leaves. As the picture developed, I stood up, looking around for
something else to photograph. For the colours to speak. Capturing
images that portrayed my emotions had long been a form of creative
expression for me and as I walked around the park, I decided I
would document this day. If I

could make
something beautiful out of it, perhaps it wouldn’t be a total
waste.

Wiping away
interminable tears while choosing my subjects, I thought about my
future. I thought about how I had been so ready to give up my own
ambitions for love. A love that had turned out to be so
untrustworthy. I thought of how I had ignored Jade’s advice about
Adam over and over again. ‘Sometimes you have to love yourself more
than you love the other person,’ she had said to me on many an
occasion when I’d return home to our shared flat in tears.

That day, I was
able to find comfort in her words as I sat down on a wooden swing
at the far end of the park. From now on, I’m going to love myself
more; never again will I lose myself for the sake of love, I
thought.

It was then I made
up my mind to apply to study at UAL. I was surprised to feel some
relief at being free to make this decision, unencumbered by Adam’s
hold on me.

‘Why are you
crying?’ a soft voice spoke next to me. I looked up and the
sweetest face was looking back at me. A pale blue line of light
framed his head. He couldn’t have been older than eleven or twelve,
yet his eyes held such an intensity I found myself interacting with
him as I would an adult. We only spoke for a short while, but our
interaction was enough to change my mood. By the time I left the
park I wasn’t crying any more. I felt weightless and inspired.

I still have the
collection of Polaroids I took that day. I keep them in the back
sleeve of my portfolio as a reminder of how I got to where I am
now. There are the luminous lime leaves; an anonymous tree
engraving that reads ‘truly, madly, deeply’; and the serious blond
boy whose photo I later titled The Little Prince.

The little prince
sent to cheer me up on my eighteenth birthday.








 Chapter Three: Sebastian
— Illusion











I have a love-hate
relationship with time. I find it fickle and inconstant; the way it
toys with our patience some days, while on others makes us long for
more of it. When I was younger, there were so many months I spent
wishing time away; wishing I were old enough to be free from the
constraints of youth. I know that sounds silly, to say youth is
constrained, but all I wanted was to go out into the world as a man
and find her. The girl I could never forget. I never considered how
I would do this. On the lighter side of fifteen, I just imagined
that, as an adult, you could do anything you set your mind to.

But when sixteen
arrived, I started to feel a nagging. Along with time, I was
willing away my life, all in the name of some imaginary future.
This realisation didn’t stop me from spending hour upon hour in
that park each time we holidayed in South Africa. I refused to give
up hope she would return to our meeting place. What exactly I was
hoping would happen should I ever meet her again in that park is
beyond me. Did I really believe she would be interested in someone
not yet eighteen, and five years younger than her let alone even
remember me?
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