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Introduction


Showcase No. 38 of the National Museum of Damascus contains a tiny figurine identified as Ishtar, the ancient goddess of beauty and love. The catalogue says she was made in the city of Ur in around 2500 bce. The curvaceous figurine stands naked and wide-eyed, ready to challenge the centuries to come. If anything symbolises the spirit of this book, it is the sight of her tiny, tightly clenched fists.


We Wrote in Symbols is a selection of writing on love and lust over three millennia, that is often, but by no means always, celebratory. Here are over 100 pieces of prose and poetry written in different languages and many styles. All the authors, wholly or partly, may be considered Arab women writers. Some of these women are living and some are long deceased. They are the voices of all ages, and range from highly acclaimed to the emerging. Several writers have never been published before – others are well known in other languages, but appear in English here for the first time. Names and dates can’t be attached to some of the oldest works, and some writers chose to use pseudonyms. They are, or were, residents of towns and cities from Andalusia to Baghdad, Beirut to Berlin, Damascus to New York.


As a writer whose parents are English and Palestinian, We Wrote in Symbols is an exploration into a part of my heritage. As a teenager in 1980s Kuwait, I grew up, like many teenagers, in opposition to my location, which appeared to me to represent confinement. This collection is the product of a – not untroubled – love affair with the Arab world, which I came to later. As an adult, I lived in and visited other Arab countries (Bahrain, Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria). Through experiences and the work of writers, historians and translators I discovered a diversity, spirit, warmth and humour that is admired throughout this book.


It feels important that a book like this should exist – to the best of my knowledge there is not another one like it. It was fated to be an eclectic collection. The works range in approach and style, from the assured, sensitive love poems of Naomi Shihab Nye, Nathalie Handal and Samira Negrouche to the explicit thrusts and plastic gloves in Mouna Ouafik’s short verse; from the arch, provocative tone in Joumana Haddad’s narrator’s visit to a swingers’ club to the vexed intellectual narrator of Rasha Abbas. The point of view switches from complex male protagonists, to housebound housewives, imperious princesses and indignant witty foul-mouthed slaves. But the intensity of feeling remains.


Many pieces here have been translated. To translate writing about love and lust, in tones often subtle but highly charged, is uniquely challenging. English – imbued as it is with puritanical sensibilities, with an frequently blunt approach to erotic writing – is not an easy landing point. In French and Italian, to say that you have had ‘a story’ with someone (‘une histoire’ / ‘una storia’) clearly denotes that love and lust were involved. The word ‘qissa’ in Arabic can in many contexts denote the same. I like the idea of romantic associations being imbued in the word for ‘story’. Stories and love affairs form part of our worlds; they are histories which live in our present and inform our futures.


One of the writers in this collection, Salwa Al Neimi, considers the connection between ‘sarir’, the Arabic word for bed, and ‘sir’, meaning secret. Then she writes: ‘In my life, I have been addicted to beds and stories.’ For her ‘every man is a story and every story is a bed.’ And so opens a conversation about a very different kind of ‘bedtime story’ that can be shied away from by those of us functioning in any language.


Women were writing in Arabic long before the first book known to have been written by a woman in English, Revelations of Divine Love, by Julian(a) of Norwich, was produced in the fourteenth century. Readers may be aware of the ancient literary tradition of the erotic in the Arab world among its writers. We Wrote in Symbols is distinctive in relying on the women themselves to present this tradition, using a variety of literary forms.


*


In Baghdad, a couple of millennia after the little Ishtar figurine was moulded, but still more than 1,000 years ago, a female poet was allowed entry into an elite literary salon. The poetry of the Majiun group focused on the erotic, the bawdy and the lewd. The poet Inan Jariyat an-Natafi (d. 871 CE) become one of its first female members, if not the only woman there. Her talent was the envy of others, including her friend the poet Abu Nawas, whose name has come to be synonymous with wine poetry. Only recently has the work of this group of Abbasid poets (known as the ‘Lewd Ones’) been given the serious consideration it deserves. Subject matter aside, these witty, humorous poets demonstrated ‘unprecedented experimentation with poetic device, form and diction’,1 playing an important role in the modernisation of Arabic poetry.


The intricate art of seduction flourishes at times of prosperity and peace, as well as under societal duress and enslavement. The Abbasid court of Harun al-Rashid of The Thousand and One Nights fame, and the worlds of Umayyad and Andalusian palaces, are reminiscent of the complex sexual intrigues found in the Venetian Republic in the eighteenth century. Social mobility for a concubine in the Abbasid court was partly dependent on verbal, sexual and musical skills in the way that soldiering skills were essential for male slaves during the later Mamluk era.


During the Umayyad (661–750 CE) and Abbasid periods (751–1258 CE), economic prosperity and the questioning of socio-religious taboos ‘helped create a society bent on enjoying Allah’s earthly gifts to full’.1 In the later Andalusian period (711–1492 CE), the Arabs turned the Iberian peninsula of al-Andalus into a ‘paradise on earth’.2 During these eras there is evidence that it was common for love poems to be transmitted secretly via intermediaries. The recipient’s name was often changed, female names being replaced by male ones and vice versa. Lines from poems went back and forth between lovers – not just as missives, but embroidered onto everyday items of all kinds, including sashes, slippers and turbans. These pithy declarations not only voiced desires, but grievances too, and not just to the object of these feelings, but to anyone in the court (or the street) who cared to read them.


It is not known how classical poetry was received or circulated at the time, but there is no doubt that in the subsequent centuries these poems were curtailed, controlled, rewritten or otherwise prevented from being shared. This extended moratorium was caused mainly by more orthodox, proscriptive interpretations of monotheistic religions prevailing, along with high levels of female illiteracy and greater sexual conservatism in general. Of works that have survived, there are few. A couple of centuries after Wallada bint al-Mustakfi (d. 1091) embroidered on her robe ‘I walk my walk and boast in pride,’ women’s writing on love and lust disappeared, almost entirely, corresponding approximately with the ‘fall’ of Andalusia in 1492, when Muslim and Jewish populations were expelled from the Iberian Peninsula. It was not to revive again for several hundreds of years: an extended blackout of half a millennium.


In the late nineteenth century, a tentative return to addressing the subjects of the erotic was made again by ‘novelists writing in Arabic, in Egypt and the Ottoman Empire, who challenged the practices of marital courtship and particularly arranged marriages, as against the desires of young people,’ according to Professor Marilyn Booth. Although she wasn’t the first, Zaynab Fawwaz challenged these norms in both fiction and newspaper essays. Her debut novel (translated here for the first time by Professor Booth) linked love and respect to good political practice. She also wrote an extensive biography of the lives of historic women figures in the Arab world and Europe, to show just how much women were capable of. By the twentieth century, writing by women was picking up momentum again, often in novels, which was a newer form of literature in the Arab world compared to poetry. Arab women returned to writing about love with increasing clarity and self-assurance. The writing grows from this period onwards in literary creativity, style and variety – a trend which has continued to increase into the twenty-first century.


To try to pretend that the Arab world has experienced a sea change in its approach to women’s sexuality would be a misrepresentation. But women’s writing in the Arab world and beyond has become more daring, experimental and creative in recent years. The exuberant voices and experimentation of the classical periods echo through the centuries.


*


The writers in this anthology are of the three main monotheistic religions, or of none. Some lived before their respective prophets were even born. They include academics, archivists, biographers, doctors, engineers, homemakers, lawyers, mothers, playwrights, performers, professors and novelists, as well as medieval concubines, court singers, princesses and political exiles. Many have public profiles as political actors for change, such as Ahdaf Soueif, Hanan al-Shaykh, Shurooq Amin, Rita El Khayat, Joumana Haddad, Mouna Ouafik and Leïla Slimani. A large number of the authors have had their works banned in their countries of origin and beyond. Their fearlessness and articulacy have enabled other women to write, act and forge a space for themselves with greater confidence.


The Arab world is largely united by a language whose origins predate the monotheistic religions but is, of course, strongly bound and preserved as the language of the Holy Qur’an. Although the Arab and Islamic worlds are distinct from each other, the influence of the Islamic religion since its birth in the seventh century has prevailed across the Arabicspeaking world. It is worth noting (with a brevity that puts me at risk of distortion) the religion’s relevance to this collection, because Islam’s approach to female sexuality is distinctive. As the pioneering sociologist Abdelwaheb Bouhdiba puts it, ‘the Qur’anic exercise of sexuality assumes an infinite majesty.’1 Sex does not have to be for procreational purposes, it can also be for its own sake and contraception was permitted. It is a union and an art form to be cherished and respected. The giving and receiving of sensual pleasure, within prescribed relationships, is viewed as enhancing the harmony of marital union and society at large, providing the believer with an insight into the nature of heaven while still on earth.


Throughout history we find writing that juxtaposes mortal sexuality with celebrating love of God and religious festivities. This has always proved uncomfortable to some. The juxtaposition of ecstasy in sex and religion, it must be noted, has also provided ripe subject matter for song lyrics throughout time – contemporary hip hop artistes Missy Elliott and Kelis boast their sexual prowess and praise the divine in the same breath, for example. During the heyday of the Egyptian nightclub scene in the 1920–40s, Arab women were centre-stage performers challenging patriarchal ideas of what was, and wasn’t, acceptable for women to say and do in public. Many female singers played a role in composing the lyrics they sung, but little documentation of the song-writing process has survived. Heba Farid, granddaughter of the singer Naima al-Masriyya, provided me with a sample of the types of lyrics her (fairly shy and conservative) grandmother sung at the time: Com’on, big boy, let’s go to the Qanate / Do me a favour, don’t be my mood killer.1


In certain eras and places, women’s capacity for sexual desire has been accommodated and eulogised. Court records show that there was a time in Abbasid history when women could seek a divorce on the basis that they were not satisfied with their husband’s sexual performance. Quality foreplay became a serious matter worthy of scholarly attention. Abbasid scholars would expound on erotology in the same way that they would write on minerology, or astronomy, with the sciences frequently appearing in the same work.


At other points in history, women’s capacity for sexual desire has been used as a reason to censor them. Threats made against women for expressing lust in person or in their writing have been made persistently throughout the ages. The pre-Islamic poet Jariyat Humam ibn Murra was killed after reciting the poem in this collection. Prohibitions, even if they are not used as an overt sanction, have a chill factor and set a challenge for writers, who can be shamed by friends, family and community if they write about such liaisons, even in a fictive way, without hiding their identity. Male writers are under far less scrutiny when it comes to the behaviour of their characters. It appears to be a universal trait to associate sexually explicit writing with the behaviour of the writers, in a way that writing about say crime fiction, does not lead to aspersions of criminality in its authors.


However the illicit is hard to police and often adds fuel to desire, as I discovered at banned teenage parties in Kuwait. Sensuality and liberality do not necessarily go hand in hand. The harem, represented most frequently as a place of dulled imprisonment, could also provide solace, solidarity, intrigue and protection from the public sphere and men; a place of sensuality between women and a place to exchange sex tips and advice. Prohibition also gives rise to rabid hypocrisy, creativity when it comes to subversion, mind-bending wars of nerves, ludicrous situations, hilarity in camaraderie – all wonderful material for the writer’s pen.


*


Throughout the centuries, words have connected lovers and divided them. Finding the time, space and privacy for lovers to find the right words in matters of the heart now seems an extravagance of the past; our time-poor modern existence is constantly interrupted, photographed and surveilled. On the other hand, the modern heroines of Malika Moustadraf and Yousra Samir Imran’s works are adept with technology, using Messenger and Twitter to flirt with men who have avatars, sending coded messages expressing their desires and allowing them to arrange rendezvous. Technology makes new ways of connecting and disconnecting possible. These virtual communications also allow for the discourteous and devastating ‘ghosting’ of a lover, a phenomenon explored in one of the stories in this anthology.


For these articulate writers, words are also able to have completely the wrong effect. In Adania Shibli’s sensitively observed Without Rhyme, word games wrench lovers apart. Rasha Abbas’s narrator in Simon the Matador, published here for the first time, forms an obsession for a man of renowned promiscuity, only for her to be bluntly turned off when he talks to her. In some pieces, loving couples are at odds with one another when they fail to find the right words to transform love and lust into erotic realisation – the barriers of shame gagging communications between the most committed of partners.


Alongside lovers failing to connect are lovers who have found equilibrium. The elation of this kind of union ranges from teenage fondling on the beach in Randa Jarrar’s A Map of Home, to moments of realisation in Naomi Shihab Nye’s San Antonio: ‘It was then I knew / like a woman looking backward / I could not leave you / or find anyone I loved more.’ Then there is the ecstasy in the poem Contemplation by Hiba Moustafa, where a woman watches her naked lover sleeping in the morning, drinking in his beauty and their love. There is much peace in reading these alongside the primal poem written almost a millennium earlier by Nazhun al-Gharnatiyya, ‘If you had been there, you’d have seen us locked together under the chaperone’s sleepful eyes like the sun in the arms of the moon, or a panting gazelle in the clasp of a lion.’


This kind of equilibrium is rare and sacred. Many of the relationships described show an imbalance in the power dynamic and disconnection in the lust and communication felt by a couple for one other. The question, ‘What if a couple are suited to each other in all respects except when it comes to lust and the erotic?’ generates a central tragedy and anguish in several of these prose pieces. This is painfully captured in Ahdaf Soueif’s excerpt from in The Eye of the Sun, which describes the impasse that can develop in marriage where communication about the physical fails. It bewilders a committed wife in Hanan al-Shaykh’s story Cupid Complaining to Venus, which describes her attempts, encouraged by her friend, to excite her unimpressed husband with a Japanese film. In both these and other pieces, shame and notions of chastity imprison husbands and wives in the privacy of their own bedrooms.


*


The love of women by women has been described in both coded and celebratory terms throughout history. Ulayya bint al-Mahdi, the sister of Hurun al-Rashid, loved men, women and a court eunuch, to whom the poem We Wrote in Symbols, is addressed, according to Dr Marlé Hammond. To put these works into context it should be noted that, during early periods of Islam and pre-Islam in the Arab world, sexuality did not have the heteronormative assumptions that existed elsewhere at the time. It was not until the Western imperial legacy, including the works of Sigmund Freud, crossed the Mediterranean into the Arabic language, that categorisations began ‘erasing the more extensive and flexible medieval Arabic model of sexuality, declaring it “deviant” [imposing] instead a binary view of sexuality onto the Arab world’.1


In most Arab countries today, same-sex relations are banned by law, and sexual minorities live and love under threat from persecution. Regardless of what Arab women writers may do or say in the real world, even to write fictively of these relationships is a risk. There is great vulnerability here.


Eloquent veneration of other women can be found throughout this collection, including in Mariam Bazeed’s triumphant poem the most expensive mushroom, where a girlfriend finds her lover to be some ‘Provence purple / postcard / lavender running all along my snatch’. The elation and despair of such love is also prevalent, for example in lisa luxx’s Arachnophobia, where flirtation is carried out over a pint of cider, and in khulud khamis’s short story At Last, where whisky is drunk, art is discussed and records are played. A high-stakes woman-on-woman crush takes place in a Dubai airport lounge for the crime writer Fadwa Al Taweel.


Male beauty and vulnerability is also venerated and explored. One of the great liberations of fictive writing is the fluid, ageless androgyny its narrators are permitted to assume. Several writers here are freed up by adopting the male points of view.


 Some of the classical writers explore polygamous practices, a hotbed for both jealousy and hypocrisy. Nuzhun al-Gharnatiyya reassures her jealous lover, ‘Abu Bakr you landed in a place / Just for you and I denied the rest / Who but my lover would have my breast? / If I have more than one lover / Those who are fair know / Abu Bakr’s love comes first.’ But she also points out that he had ‘a thousand intimate ones’ – asking therefore, why shouldn’t she have others? ‘Enjoy this girl,’ Qabiha Jariyat al-Mutawakkil magnanimously states, while encouraging her man to return to her afterwards. The concubine musician Zad-Mihr is less dignified in her approach when her master banishes her to Basra so that he can enjoy lovers of different sexes in Baghdad.


*


Many contemporary writers have chosen to set their work in another place or era. In A Free Girl’s Tale, Saeida Rouass travels back in time to rewrite the classic myth of Psyche and Cupid. Her young heroine is a character from The Golden Ass by Apuleius (124–170 CE), which is the oldest surviving novel in Latin, and which contains the first version of the myth of Psyche and Cupid. Noor Mohanna’s story Tangled Roots is based on the story of a Bedouin’s encounter with a naked female djinn at the turn of the last century. Isabella Hammad’s novel The Parisian opens in 1914, and the extract included here from Samia Issa’s novel Fig Milk is set after the Palestinian expulsion (the ‘nakba’ / catastrophe) of 1948. Here, Issa manages to write scenes of sexual longing, sensuality and beauty against a backdrop of dire poverty where the protagonists, confined to a watchful, cramped Palestinian refugee camp, simultaneously masturbate in the latrines, surrounded by excrement. Place and time are suspended altogether in Colette Fellous’s bewitching story Mahdia, where the sense of the loss of a lover is intertwined with the loss of a land and a home. An association between returning to a homeland and love-making is one that occurs more than once in these works.


The pieces in We Wrote in Symbols also move geographically. Not all of them are set in the Arab world – far from it. Love and lust know no borders. Farah Barqawi’s narrator in Four Days to Fall In and Out of Love can only find the freedom she craves by travelling to Europe, reversing the voyages of nineteenth-century writers like Gustave Flaubert who fled bourgeoise provincialism to seek sensuality in the East. Abbas’s heroine is in an unnamed European city. Salomé’s is set in a field in the West Country of England.


The reader is encouraged to find connections between the works and the times in which these women wrote, for the human heart never grows up, nor have the body’s desires changed through the ages. Recurring themes include the idea of innocence, as symbolised by virginity in the extract from The Almond by the pseudonymous Nedjma, as well as in the poetry of Shurooq Amin and in Rita El Khayat’s Skin. For Amin and Nedjma, sex and love, ‘re-virginises’ them, to paraphrase a line of Amin’s poem Hymen Secrets: Girl with a Box. Hand in hand with virginity comes the idea of the wedding night, the focus of the excerpt from Isabella Hammad’s The Parisian, where politeness both separates and bonds the newlyweds, and Suad Amiry’s Yummy as Kibbeh, where the bride does not share the taste, or experience, of her relatives when it comes to the joys of sex, which has been sold to her in culinary terms. It is rewarding to look for patterns in theme, content, language, voice and approach in these texts from across the centuries. Much has changed. Much has not.


Some of the most explicit sexual writing in this volume is also the most romantic. The graphic – rather grotesque – backdrop to Joumana Haddad’s Lovers Should Only Wear Moccasins serves to reveal the deep connection between the headstrong narrator and her casual lover. In this and other pieces, female characters strive to surmount a sense of shame and awkwardness in navigating sexual situations when intoxicated. The outcome of this is mixed. Earlier poets, such as Umm al-Ala bint Yusuf, counsel against combining drinking and sex: too much wine prevents her from making love or singing in the way she’d like.


Given the restrictions on the women writers and the lives of the characters they depict, it is not surprising that ‘judgement’ is also a theme that runs through much of the work contained in this volume. It takes the form of outrage at the condemnation by a lover, a family member or society. Ulayya bint al-Mahdi’s cry, ‘Lord it’s not a Crime!’ echoes through the centuries with as much resonance as it surely carried when it was first written. Those who defy judgement, such as the woman in Rita El Khayat’s poem Messalina Unbound (where the ‘whore’ trope appears, inspired by an infamous wife of a Roman Emperor), do not just transgress societal expectations but are also able to disconnect emotional engagement and sexual pleasure. This is surprisingly rare in this collection, where even narrators who work in the sex trade are at risk of falling in love. This includes the narrator Tali in TALI: one day when I worked at the bakery by Sabrina Mahfouz, along with the voices of many of the classical poets.


*


Many of the women whose writing is contained here are bold and forthright. They write against the grain of what society deems ‘acceptable’, and their psychological insight and confidence is palpable. Wisdom and self-knowledge come through in the voice in Zeina B. Ghandour’s You Cunt, where the speaker reclaims her body from transposed values, desires and rhapsodies of the male gaze. Her self-assured manner is similar to that of Aisha al-Qurtubiyya’s defiant assertion of independence over 500 years previously, when she declared, ‘I am a lioness: never will I let / my being be the break / in another’s journey.’


Most of the prose pieces are funny, such as Malika Moustadraf’s Housefly, where the narrator imagines the man she’s flirting with on the internet to be wearing ‘orange knee-length underwear full of holes’. In the midst of the Lebanese civil war, Najwa Barakat’s narrator Luqman watches the devoted Salaam, and tries to find her attractive: ‘Salaam was cleaning the dishes, and her butt was talking vigorously. Luqman was sweating. His partner stood straight up to reply to Salaam’s butt.’ The tenor of Abbas’s lover is heightened, hyper-vigilant. Shibli’s tender and torn. Haddad’s overblown and mock-heroic. The writers have fun getting their characters into fixes and sharing their asides with the reader.


For all the variety in this collection, the pieces here share a belief, which can most eloquently be expressed by the words of Goliarda Sapienza, a writer from an island between East and West, in the midst of the Mediterranean. ‘But isn’t sex, love? Love and sex are two sides of the same coin. What is love without sex? The veneration of a statue, of a Madonna. What is sex without love? Nothing more than a clash of genital organs.’1


The voices of these writers show how the words of lust and the erotic can remove the barriers between sex and love and illustrate how respect is as essential a component of love, as shamelessness can be to sex. These writings provide an eloquent vocabulary to cross from the known to the unknown, exploring infinite possibilities in the way people forge intimate connections, both physically and mentally. If the erotic is partly a mind game, then these writers invite the reader to experience it with some of the most sophisticated of players – living, dead or completely imaginary.





 


___________________


1 The Poetry of Arab Women from the Pre-Islamic Age to Andalusia by Wessam Elmeligi (Routledge, 2019). Location 2786 of the Kindle Edition.


1 Classical Poems by Arab Women: A Bilingual Anthology edited by Abdullah al-Udhari (Saqi Books, 2017), pp. 19–21.


2 Ibid, p. 21.


1 Sexuality in Islam by Abdelwaheb Bouhdiba (Saqi Books, 2012), p.14.


1 Translation from Arabic by Frédérik Lagrange and Claire Savina. Reproduced with permission of the translators and Hiba Farid of the Na‘ima Masriyya project.
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We Wrote
in Symbols




Hafsa bint al-Hajj Arrakuniyya


Shall I Call?


Shall I call on you or will you come to me?


I’m always yours whenever you want me.


When you break at noon you’ll need a drink and you’ll find my mouth a bubbling spring and my hair a refugeeshade.


So be quick with your reply, as it’s not nice of Jamil to keep Buthaina waiting.


Translated from Arabic by Abdullah al-Udhari




Mouna Ouafik


Eloquent Tongue


But


No


He


Does


Not lick


His tongue


Over your


Thighs


He


Fishes for


The fishes


Small


Caught there between


The waves


And shore


Translated from Arabic by Robin Moger




Saieda Rouass


A Free Girl’s Tale


As I look back on my life’s trajectory, I see it as nothing more than the articulation of love as shown to us by the gods, in both its beauty and most sullied form.


Each unique form of love has revealed itself through my life.


The gods have taken hold of my body and very being and made of it an eternal story.


I am a woman possessed by the divine immortal in my fate.


My love is a manifestation of all loves, my life nothing but an agent of the heavens. There to demonstrate to the people the violence that comes with passion.


I could be bitter like the citrus that grows in these parts. Love can often leave a woman bitter. But I am not.


My life has not been my own. I am merely a reflection of you, a myth to be deconstructed for the instruction of man. For I am not seen as being real, not made from flesh that quivers from a touch, blood that rushes from a kiss or bones that open and fold in the convulsions of passion.


And now I sit here eternal, a testimony to former selves. A statue to be marvelled at. Placed in a museum for others to view from intrusive angles. A tale to be pondered and retold. Lessons of caution that cross time and space. A painting to be enjoyed. My moment of love and loss immortalised in its detail.


A didactic metaphor.


I am not and never have been, myself.


I was the third girl from an insignificant communion. My childhood no less or more remarkable than any girl of my station. I was not born with a mark that foretold my fate. But as I transformed into womanhood my beauty rose with me. News of my beauty travelled through our Numidian kingdom, at first like a whisper that bounces on the wind and then like a sandstorm that enters into every crevice, leaving invisible but annoying traces in its wake. I first became aware of it when I walked through the market one day with my sisters.


Traders stopped their demands and clients stopped their haggling.


Ripe melons sat on stalls un-prodded.


Tomatoes burst their red juice from the pressure of being squeezed by hands in shock.


My later strolls through the city’s gardens and markets caused pandemonium. The citizens acted peculiarly. Florists waited every morning at our door for my appearance to throw their most precious flowers before me. As I crushed petals beneath my feet, they would release a collective sigh of desire. Women would thrust their new-born daughters into my arms, begging I plant a blessing on their foreheads, and men would stand back with their mouths gaping and their hands travelling towards their groin, rubbing and pulling and doing such things that beggar belief. It was as though I had become a mist that casts a spell over everything it passed. As I wondered in my naivety, I had no inclination that my simple existence shook the very foundations of power. News of my beauty reached the Queen herself. Known as a vain woman, she saw me as competitor and usurper of the people’s love. I had, through no action of my own, angered the powerful.


My father, aware of the trouble that followed me, confined me to our home insisting I was not to leave. He locked himself away with his oracle. After three nights he emerged, announcing that my beauty was a heavenly curse that would only be lifted if I were to wed a beast. The only solution was to surrender me to the evil of others. I was to be sacrificed because the beauty I held revealed the ugliness they carried. They made me the cause of the monsters within them.


And so it came to pass. I was led in the most macabre of wedding processions, myself a walking corpse to the edge of a mountain crag and abandoned.


As I sat in the darkness of the forest, I understood; there is a love that is temporary, born out of novelty. It is a love of aesthetics, of whom we imagine the beloved to be. It is love for the virgin. It burns from a desire to possess and destroy, rooted in entitlement and fear. I was worshipped by all and loved by no one, looked at and yet not truly seen. Their love was predicated on a lifeless and static version of me that I myself did not recognise. And when it went unfulfilled that love was turned on me as a punishment. I became the object they could not have.


I waited, broken by the betrayal of my father, too grief stricken to see that there were more menacing enemies surrounding me. My crime, to be young, beautiful and female, yet still standing at the precipice of my mortal destiny, with the inherent capacity to direct it, was unforgivable to others. It was not enough for them that I be broken once. I must be broken into a thousand pieces, in a way that only a merciful god could reassemble.


Lost in my melancholy in the woods, a whisper reached me and lured me in a daze to a palace built by angels. I stood at the gates shivering from the cold, mesmerised. As they opened before me, the whisperer guided me through desolate hallways into a warm chamber with a bed that could sleep a dozen. My gilded cell.


Platters of the most exquisite foods appeared on the table, enticing me with scents and colours. Once I had my fill, invisible hands lifted me removed my ruined clothes and placed me in a luxurious bath. I was scrubbed and rubbed, my hair washed and combed. I was placed in the expansive bed, the silk sheets layered over my tired and naked frame.


Night descended and shadows moved in the corner of the room. A light breeze entered through the window, fluttering the curtains in a liquid dance. My mind wondered into its own realm. I closed my tired eyes and succumbed to the night’s serenity.


A voice, with no bodily form, entered into my dreams. Between sweet words of seduction, it whispered warnings of danger. My new husband would soon make his presence known and when he did I was to not cast a glance at him, not even a fleeting one. To do so would render me ruined. I succumbed, stretching and opening my body to its tune, desperate for the passion it promised, trying to construe the foreboding in my stomach for anticipation.


‘You are my wife and I am your husband.’ My husband instructed, his voice holding out authority, yet teasing me with it too. His scent as he lent into me, was that of citrus leaves and the light sweat of youth on summer days. My eyes flickered. Placing a kiss on each of them he warned me once more to keep them closed. I nodded my agreement. Impatient for our union. That first night exists in my memory like a blind vision.
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