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Introduction


Each person I’ve told about this book has had a similar reaction: a polite smile, a head tilt and a noise (‘ahhh’ or ‘oooh’, sometimes, ‘mmmm’). Because they are, of course, assuming that this is another collection of stories about romantic love. They’re expecting candles and chocolates, roses and star-crossed lovers; stolen kisses, maybe, and acts of fate. I can’t say that I blame them. The word ‘love’ comes loaded with centuries of discourse, which for the most part has focussed on a binary (lover/beloved), romantic concept.


But look further back and you’ll find that the Ancient Greeks, especially, had different words for love, referring to a different aspect of the idea: from storge (familial love), to agape (charitable, expansive love); philautia (love of the self), and eros (sexual passion and desire). I felt that these different types of love were ripe for exploration, and what better medium than that which bucks all attempts to make it conform: the short story.


When I approached the seven, brilliant, authors of the stories within, I gave them a choice of different types of love, along with a vague line on what each one meant (incidentally, I should note here that I am no expert on Ancient Greek, so any mistakes regarding the types of love are entirely my own. I hope you can forgive an overenthusiastic fiction editor and her dictionary all errors). Other than that, I didn’t give a steer on what the story should address, or how the love they’d chosen should be represented. When all the stories came back, the thing that struck me most – the uniting feature of each tale – was that the love they chose was always characterised by action, and resulted in transformation. Love in these stories is rarely static, but constantly changing and developing. It is, universally, an active force.


After reading the stories, as I had hoped, I thought more about love as a plural concept; but more than this, I was led to think about love as a tool for change. I hope that these seven wonderful stories will leave you with the same conviction.


Emma Herdman, Sceptre


Summer 2016




La Douleur Exquise
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From French


douleur – pain; exquise – exquisite


Exquisite pain of unrequited love; feeling, not a state.


La Douleur Exquise is a French term for which there is no direct English translation. Whilst it is sometimes construed simply as unrequited love, it is instead the (exquisite) feeling of your love not being reciprocated, rather than an objective description of a relationship between two people. It describes the ache, specifically of the one whose love is unrequited, associated with a love that is unattainable whether through circumstance or choice.




Before It Disappears


Rowan Hisayo Buchanan


Richard swirls shampoo into Joy’s scalp. His hands emerge netted in hair. It has only just grown back and is already coming out. Ever since leaving the hospital, she has returned to her strictures of starvation. He wonders if she remembers their honeymoon five years ago. They’d shared this same cottage, this same bath, and her hair had hung to her soft hips.


Naked, Joy’s body seems like a mechanical device. It is something about the way her veins are wired in green and blue. Each pivot of her bones is visible. Richard runs the sponge over the grill of her ribs. He can’t see her expression, but she doesn’t pull away. For the moment she is allowing him to do this small thing for her.


Steam pours up from the hot water. The air is thick with it. Richard begins to feel woozy. This excess of heat cannot be good for Joy. He stands, and undoes the latch on the small window. Outside, the rain mizzles and mumbles. Wind snatches the frame, pulling the window open. Too cold. Too hot. Where is just right?


The cottage in the Highlands is a last resort. He tries not to think of it as a hospice, but the hospital says the treatment isn’t taking. Her doctors have shrugged and abdicated from the loop of remission and relapse.


‘Do you remember when I lifted you over the threshold?’ He is speaking to the top of her head. She does not look up. They married at twenty-four, the first of their friends. He would not have guessed that at thirty-one he would have to carry her all the way from the car. ‘And then you wanted to lift me? I didn’t believe you could do it. But you did.’ She’d wrapped herself around his knees and lifted his feet two inches from the ground, but Remember, he is trying to say, remember you used to be strong.


Richard leaves the window open, and sinks back down around his wife.


Joy leans backwards, tilting her face upwards and whispers; ‘I saw a unicorn, on the roadside.’


Quips and fears tangle in Richard’s throat. He knows that her refusal to eat is its own insanity, but he is not prepared for unicorns. The wind shifts and sweeps inside through the open window, wafting the steam back in. Pine needles pelt them. Gold and brown slivers. Evergreens are not always green it seems. She closes her eyes as pine-pins flick her face. Does she too feel them like tiny fingernails? They catch in her hair and float across the bathtub. One bobs against the freckle on her knee and others stick to the peaks of her hipbones. She twists her head, skin contorting around bone, and opens her mouth. In the centre of her tongue is one of the needles. She lisps, careful not to let her tongue curl, removing all the angles of her speech. Each s softened to a soupy th, each r to a digestible w.


‘If I thwallow i- will I gwow a twee inthide o- me?’


Richard thinks that if she swallows it, it would be the first thing in forty-eight hours. He replies, ‘A forest.’


Her mouth curves up as if to smile, but then swerves away from the expression. She spits the needle into the water. It hangs suspended in yellow saliva. Joy turns away. These past weeks, there have been many moments when she seemed on the cusp of forgetting her fury, but she always remembers.


Submerged in bathwater, Joy’s feet look close to normal. The rippling liquid disguises the jagged bones. Under a regime of force-feeding, the nails have grown back short and pink. You could develop a fetish just from looking so long, but he has learned to take these tiny pleasures. He wonders if this is punishment for the fact that when he met her, he enjoyed how small she was, how she could be hoisted, rigged, lifted and dropped, how her body on his was an easy weight, how when they fucked, she seemed deliciously snappable. And now she is. The doctors said her bones are brittle. Lack of calcium was ageing her skeleton. As if impaired cardiac function and the risk of seizures were not enough, her very structure is failing. He presses his face against her neck, careful not to crush her. In the steam, he can’t smell her, only the choke of lavender. If he doesn’t fix this, he will lose even his wife’s smell.


Richard carries her out of the bath and into bed. It is warm but he bundles Joy under two comforters. He likes to see her wrapped in this simulacrum of flesh. He sits on the edge of the bed until Joy’s eyes slide shut. He reaches into his suitcase, where he had hidden a pot of honey and a brush inside a pair of white athletic socks. He moves slowly, tiptoeing back. Joy mumbles. Her face is so lovely in the half-light. He should be disgusted by her. At this stage of starvation, women aren’t supposed to be beautiful. But she is exquisite.


His ex-girlfriend said he picked flawed women to distract himself from his own inadequacies – but ex-girlfriends always become psychologists. Still, it can’t entirely be his fault could it?


Somewhere in there is a brain that has chosen to leave him gram by gram. She has to bear some responsibility. He doesn’t want her to leave. He has never wanted that. He wants to shout. But he has shouted. Her mother has shouted in English and Shanghainese and a terrifying blend of the two, from which even Richard cowered. Shouting has not worked, and now it would only wake her.


The tiny jar of honey is stuck. His hand tenses. He bites his lip. The air bursts from his nostrils in stiff grunts. He forces himself to breathe silently. Finally the honey creaks open. He dips the brush inside. The golden meniscus resists, and then gives way. He eases the brush between her sunken lips. The face is stiff. The nostrils inflate. They are scabbed where the feeding tube used to go. The side of the nose is brown and clotted. He moves slowly, but carefully. He doesn’t want to risk tickling her. The honey is a new idea and it was actually Joy who accidentally gave him the key. She wouldn’t even taste the organic peaches that he’d bought from Waitrose. He’d put one in her favourite blue bowl, so the gold of the peach and the indigo glaze sang to one another. One of the things he’s loved about her was how she’d cared about making each thing just right. But she’d refused to even put one slice of perfect peach on her tongue. Apparently, the mouth itself digests. Invisible enzymes pull sugars straight into the blood stream.


His brush becomes more confident. His movements speed. He strokes honey onto her lower lip, her gums, her teeth. It probably isn’t good for her enamel but teeth only matter if you use them. The brush kisses her mouth again and again, and the last light of the day puddles in her honey-painted lips.


He wants her, but Joy is unfuckable. Her body cannot be jangled. It cannot be grasped. And even if it could, she is dry inside, or so he assumes. Hair loss there too, the curtains will soon match the carpet, both gone.


In the silent kitchen, Richard unbuckles his pants. Tomorrow, he will try again to save his wife. But he needs a moment to give in – to relax into desire. On his laptop, he pulls up Japanese comics. He has lost all his taste for videos, amateur or professional. Relishing the curve of fleshy thighs reminds him of what Joy doesn’t have. So instead, he turns to these line drawings of women. They lack even colour.


Inky women never eat or drink. They weigh nothing at all. Tonight’s girls have blank eyes. He thinks it signifies that pleasure has rolled their irises back in their heads. To Richard, they have the stare of Grecian statues: Blind Justice and her Sisters.


It isn’t fair that even the porn is judging him. He made a mistake, yes, but cheating is normal. It is. Everyone cheats. Everyone.


He is a private client lawyer, he should know. His work is all prenuptials, trusts that give money without giving power, and of course wills. There’s nothing like a last will and testament to show the dirty laundry. There are mistresses all over London, and little bastards in the most elite preparatory schools. It didn’t even mean anything. It was just a drunk fuck with a colleague. How was he to know the woman who’d so eagerly lapped at his lips would feel the need to confess to her husband – a reckless moralist who decided Richard’s wife deserved to know. And now, Joy is leaving him.


He would undo it if he could. He would. But the punishment is too vast. Illustrated semen spills over the inked lips of the girl, and all Richard can think of is hospital gruel pouring over Joy’s mouth as he and the nurse beg and beg her to just swallow. The way it dripped down her neck. With a tissue, he wipes his tears first and then his dick.


He will fix this. Somehow.


Joy finds that time has gotten unreliable. It shows up and then vanishes. Long moments of white light. Conversations skip forwards like damaged cassettes. She expects that soon time will fall off the spool and tumble around her in long, brown ribbons. But what will that mean? She has no idea. She’s cold. She’s always cold. The air feels wet. This is a strange bed. Not the hospital bed. Slowly, she moves her hand to her face. Her face still hurts, but it is free. The tube is gone. It hurt, oh god it hurt, and as she thinks hurt, pain smashes her face. She shakes off the ghost tubes. Scotland, she is in Scotland. It smells of wet stone. It smells of old wood. There is a sticky sweetness in her mouth, but she does not trust her tongue any more.


Out the window, the pines cut the sky. Joy grew up in Canary Wharf and she thought the countryside would be mute. Instead, each noise is underlined by the quiet around it. A car on the road. Birds talking. Something heavy on gravel. Hooves. She is sure they are hooves. She can’t explain why she thinks this, but her heart clops.


Joy moves her head to the sound. The window is small. It has to be hooves, what else would beat out that steady clink? Outside is dark; she fumbles for the lamp. And then there is a reflected lamp hanging in the glass of the window. But then she sees it. The animal is right below the window. It takes her a moment to understand scale. It is too big to be a sheep, or a goat, the flanks too smooth. The head turns and it is yes, a horse. Pale ears, twitching, black eyes. But then the shape, long and pointed. The horn is grey as a chicken bone. Unicorn. She was wishing when she told Richard she’d seen a unicorn. It was only a white smudge in the trees that had made her think unicorn. This animal is so close that its flanks must be pressing against the side of the house. Maybe this is what happens when time falls off the loop. The creature is bigger than the Kia Richard hired.


For a minute, she thinks of calling out to her husband, as she once did when she saw something beautiful or alarming – a double-rainbow or a spider, or just a sale on the kind of juice he liked. But she doesn’t do that now.


She woke up and it was all a dream, Joy had a teacher who failed you if you wrote that in one of your stories. She wondered what the teacher would have done if you’d written, She woke up and it was all a dream and she remembered there was nothing worthwhile in this hamster wheel of life. That people would keep asking her what was so terrible and all she’d be able to say was all of this. All, all, all of this.


She watches and tries to remember what she knows about unicorns. On her eleventh birthday, the glass unicorn arrived in the mail, addressed to her. Her father sent it. She’d asked for a new watch, the kind with a gummy strap that came in colours like cotton candy, marzipan and lemon drop. All the other girls had one. After unwrapping the unicorn, Joy refused to eat her cake. The unicorn was childish and stupid. How old did her father think she was? Her mother, growing frustrated, shouted, ‘If you don’t want it, give it to your sister.’


An overdose of disappointment and fury had kept her awake all night. In the morning, she was allowed to stay home sick. Bored of daytime talk shows, she’d snuck into her sister’s room. The unicorn stood at the head of a herd of plastic ponies. Joy held its flank up to her eye. The world viewed through the glassy haunches was blurred and beautiful, as the world is when seen through tears. She pressed the horn into the plush nub of her little finger. It was sharp as a spinning needle. The glass magnified the weft of her fingerprints. She pinched a hoof in her left hand, the body in her right. She let the smashability, crushability, powderability thrum between her fingers.


She let it live. Only once more did she think to smash it. Fifteen-year-old Joy was grounded for cutting. At night, her mum locked the kitchen knives in her own bedroom. During the day, the knives were kept in her handbag. Joy slipped into her sister’s room – broken glass works as well as any knife. But her sister was also a teenager and the horses had joined the Salvation Army. The shelf was a galaxy of plastic earrings.


Joy blinks and the unicorn is gone. Richard is snoring next to her. The green clock glows five a.m. Sleep smothers her mind again.


The next day the rain has ended. August is back on, at least for now. Richard takes her to a castle. There are lots around here. On their honeymoon, they visited the most impressive and to Richard it just looked like a big house warted with turrets. This second time, even in the bee-confettied summer air, it still looks like that.


Last time, Joy had liked the castle. They’d taken their picture with this guy who had bagpipes.


Richard pushes Joy’s wheelchair into the cafeteria. ‘Two teas with milk please. And a shortbread. Do you take cards?’ The wheelchair pings as he bumps metal chair legs. ‘Excuse me, excuse me.’


He removes the honey jar from his bag. In the light, he sees that at the mouth of the glass, sugar diamonds have formed. The spoon scrapes them away as he plunges it in for the golden honey. Then he spins the spoon in her tea, careful not to hit the sides of the china. He wants even the sound of the tea to soothe.


‘Just a sip, Joy. Just a sip. You love honey. We bought this together, at the farmers’ market. You remember. You said it was the best sort. It’s organic.’


Perhaps he should have seen this coming. But he didn’t. This was supposed to be over before they ever met. The couples’ therapist said that fault was not a useful construct – the doling out of guilt and blame would hurt them both. But he’d known. He’d known from the beginning. Early on, Joy told him that she once struggled with an eating disorder. It seemed sweet then. They were lying in bed together her forehead pressing against his, her lips confessing the secrets of her teenage-life right into the cavity of his mouth as if he would swallow them.


So was it his fault for not predicting this? Or hers for implying it was over? Or his for fucking that girl? Or Joy’s for overreacting? Or his for not being able to put this back together? Or?


‘No. Not thirsty.’ Joy shakes her head.


‘You can’t do this to me,’ he says. ‘Please.’


Her hands sit still on her lap like they are already dead. He eats the shortbread, barely feeling it in his throat. Summer light catches on the fine hairs that now grow on her arms. His mother was upset that he was dating a Chinese girl, but now Joy doesn’t look Chinese so much as alien. How is it that he still thinks she’s beautiful? But he does. That other girl, she was just a break, a slip up.


‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Sorry,’ he says. His dad used to say Sorry means you won’t do it again. And he won’t. He has said it so many times that now all he hears is Sorrow. I am sorrow. Sorrow. Blunt-toothed sorrow that is grinding them both down. ‘Why Joy?’ he asks. ‘Why?’ Another word he has said too many times. Joy shrugs. He has raised his voice. At the next table, the French tourists are looking over. He doesn’t know how to say fuck off and mind your own business in French. He hasn’t studied the language since he was fifteen and even then he could barely order a croissant. But of course, he is a spectacle. He is yelling at a wheelchair-bound woman. Even when he’s trying to fix this, somehow he’s the bastard.


‘I didn’t mean to. I mean obviously. But you were just. I was just. It was tiring you know. All the time.’ Joy had always looked at him with eyes that were a little too wide, as if he had all the answers. He went out and took on the world for her, and she loved him. That was the deal. She clung to his hand at night. When she listened to his day at work, she really listened, the muscles under her eyes flexing with each victory and defeat. If he got a paper cut, Joy’s hand hurt. And yet it had been good to feel that other girl’s teeth crash against his mouth, her body trip and clang against his to ugly fuck. It was wrong. He’d known it was wrong. But he’d been so, so tired of being the hero. He hadn’t realised that being the villain would be just as crushing.


‘You can’t leave me.’


She doesn’t even bother looking up. Is it a lack of muscular or emotional strength that keeps her from meeting his eye?


‘You know you aren’t fat. This is ridiculous. You’re too intelligent for this.’ He has said all of these things before.


Joy is aware that Richard is telling her she isn’t fat. At the hospital, people kept telling her she wasn’t fat. The problem is more complicated than that. All flesh disgusts her. The way it peels and flakes. The way if you cut it, it scabs in amber creases. The very fleshness of it. She feels about her flesh the way that other people feel about vomit. A bucket of sick might be worse than a teaspoon of it, but how would you feel if you were stuck carrying a spoon of vomit everywhere? And food too. Looking at the way grease rises on steak makes her think of nothing more than sweaty buttocks. Even vegetables are veined and gross with life.


Richard is drinking his tea. Each time he pours, the pot drools brown liquid onto the table.


As a kid, she didn’t mind her body. She’d gobbled Milky Way Stars and popcorn at the Odeon without even thinking. It started at secondary school, got worse through GCSEs – she’d fucked those up royally. For A levels, she made herself eat. She wanted to go to university. People in the university brochures always looked so happy, tucked into one another. Uni turned out not to be that great though, just slides, and reading lists, and a cafeteria with halogen lighting and tuna fish salad. But she’d met Richard there, and he’d put his arm around her and folded her inside. And she’d smiled, and he’d sat in on her lectures just to be there, holding her hand. It had felt so good.


‘Joy, stop punishing me, please.’ Is it the therapist who teaches him to say such banal things?


‘I’m not,’ she says. ‘Don’t be—’ The word she wants is ridiculous, but her tongue flops exhausted to the floor of her mouth. She had this really expensive blue silk dress once – chosen because it was the same colour as the sky in her dreams. But oil spotted the sleeve and then she couldn’t wear it any more. It didn’t matter if she covered the stain with a cardigan; she still knew it was there. This is what Richard looks like to her now. He just isn’t special any more. She can finally stop. There is nothing worth eating for.


‘I want to go home.’


He drives her home. She sleeps on and off in the car. Joy’s waking hours are decreasing. Each day gets shorter as her personal planet tilts into winter.


He carries her to the bed, princess style. She thinks, I don’t love you any more. ‘Go away.’ He pulls the lip of the sheets up to her neck.


‘No,’ he says, ‘I’m going to save you.’


Who does he think he is?


As he stands by the door about to flick off the light, the bulk of him makes her sick. She liked it once. Richard is heavy. Not fat, but heavy. It made her feel small and seagull-boned. But now, it is just a rind around his centre. Even with her eyes shut, she can see it. Stupid creature sewn of fat, sweat and skin. Why had she expected something better? She has stopped believing in magic wardrobes, and wizard schools; so why persist in believing their love is somehow blessed?

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
How Much the
Heart Can Hold

Seven Stories on Love

Carys Bray
Rowan Hisayo Buchanan
Bernardine Eoaristo
Grace McCleen
Donal Ryan
Nikesh Shukla
D W Wilson





OEBPS/images/img001.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
How Much the
,Heart Can Hold

’
’

/ Seven Stories On Love

S ‘arys Bray
\ Rowan Hisayo Buchanan
Bernardine Evaristo
¢ Grace McCleen
> Donal Ryan
. Nikesh Shukla
. D.W Wilson





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
SCEPTRE





