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MY LOVES, I’M BURNING!


MY LOVES, I AM ON FIRE!


AND THEN THE SKY FOLDED, AND DAWN SHATTERED THE NIGHT LIKE GLASS.


SUNLIGHT SWALLOWED THE DARK AND SPAT OUT THE STARS LIKE OLIVE PITS.


AND THE FLAMES LEFT MY BODY AND RETURNED HOME TO THE LIGHT.


OH, IT BURNS TO BECOME.
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FOR KATE









someone will remember us


I say


even in another time.


Sappho


If Not, Winter, translated by Anne Carson










PREFACE



I feel so lucky to be trans and Cretan. While sitting down to write this foreword, the only note I have on my desk is, ‘Transness and nature are inseparable, Crete and nature are inseparable.’ There are parallels and intersections of this place and this body that have only made sense to me in the writing of this book. I feel so fortunate to know the old stories of my people, both Cretan and trans. I always knew there’d be some overlap between them, but what I didn’t expect to find, staring back at me in plain sight, was the story of a trans person in ancient Crete.


To understand the origins of this myth, it is helpful to understand a bit about Crete’s history.


My family is from Fourni, a tiny village in the mountains outside Heraklion. Crete, the island of myth, floats between the Aegean and Libyan seas. In ancient times, it was home to the Minoans or, as the Egyptians called them, Keftiu: the people of the islands. Then, for almost two thousand years, Crete was passed around between the Romans, Venetians and Ottomans – at one time, it was even given as a gift to Cleopatra from Mark Antony – before becoming an independent state in 1898, and a part of Greece in 1913. Both Crete’s location and its complex cultural history mean our ancestry is rich and complicated. Egyptian gods and artefacts have been found in the Cretan mountains. Meanwhile, ancient Minoan wall paintings have been discovered in Syria, Egypt and Palestine. The oldest Ottoman building in Crete is a mosque built in 1645, when Türkiye captured Chania. Whether we’d like to admit it or not, our cultures have been kneaded and shared, handed down to us in coffee, desserts and stories that all taste more similar than they do different.


When researching this book, I came across Ovid’s telling of ‘Iphis and Ianthe’ in his Metamorphoses. As cloaked in shame and dated as it is, I was amazed to find a trans story buried in the ancient shores of Crete. Iphis, a trans boy, with a heart as big as his body, and a mother and a lover who show him the way home. I also found Isis’s presence both fascinating and telling; how revealing, that the only gods or goddesses who appear in the myth are Egyptian.


It is unsurprising then, given my culture and my gender, that I depend so heavily on nature. All these characters do.


In a world that grows darker and more violent toward trans people each day, I find myself more and more reliant on nature. We can see ourselves more clearly there. There is transness in water, weeds, fruit, trees and rock. There are species of fish that are born female and become male later in life. There are green frogs that reverse their sex in response to their environment. Sandpipers have four genders, one of which is known as a ‘female mimic’, blending in with other females. Male seahorses give birth. Female hyenas have penises.


Nature is enormous. Nature welcomes change, welcomes transformation. Nature loves sex. Nature doesn’t need to know who you were yesterday, or who you will be tomorrow. Nature understands that the survival and liberation of one must mean the survival and liberation of all. If we have not learned this lesson yet, we need to. Quickly.


I was in Crete when I was writing this book, and was struck by the generosity of the land. Crete is a rock, and yet, everything grows. Olive trees line narrow dirt roads up and down the mountains. Branches of figs reach over abandoned houses, half-built brick walls, and churches. Sometimes the sun dries the figs out on the tree and turns them to caramel. And the sea is warm. Full of fish and only the occasional monster.


The reason these characters depend on nature so urgently is because, as queer people and as ethnic people, we always have. In a world that sees ugliness in our difference, nature sees only creation. I do not have the words to describe the feeling of being in the ocean in a trans body other than to say it is right. It is absolutely right.


Queer and trans love has always existed. But our stories have been minimised, folded down by male historians into smaller and smaller pieces until they disappeared entirely. These men have twisted our love into friendship, our desire into shame, our fluidity into binary. The stories I have written are stories that exist; all can be found in Ovid’s Metamorphoses by their Roman names. I have taken creative licence, of course, filling in gaps and playing with time, but the bones remain the same. The only difference is that, unlike Ovid, I have made the queerness and transness explicit. The judgemental, arguably disgusted perspective of the male historian is exchanged for one of wonder and celebration.


Because we have been erased, we must mine for our past. It falls on us to dig for our own stories. And we find them like floodlights staring back at us, illuminating the way forward. These stories are our stories. These stories belong to us. When they tell us that we do not exist or that we are a contemporary problem to be solved, please return to these stories. We are ancient. A world without us has never existed, and it never will.


These are for you.


A Note on Language


The word ‘wog’ appears often in this book, and I want to acknowledge that it carries very different meanings in different places. In the UK, it has been used predominantly as an anti-Black slur. In so-called ‘Australia’, it has most often targeted Greeks, Arabs, Italians and other ethnic migrant communities across the Mediterranean and SWANA region. This slur has been used against us by white nationalists on this continent for decades – during the White Australia Policy, in school playgrounds and, more violently, in the advertising of a ‘wog bashing day’ during the devastating Cronulla race riots. Only in recent years have some of us reclaimed the word ‘wog’, using it as a term of endearment among ethnic friends and family. To exclude it from this book would be to erase the racism experienced by my family, and by many immigrant families on this Land. I keep it here with care, and extend my solidarity to racialised communities across the pond.













IPHIS AND IANTHE



Let me tell you the story of my becoming.


Let me tell you the story of my boyhood.


Let me tell you the story of how I got my dick.


This is a love story.


I know everything now. I know the pieces that have been sewn together. I know the tapestry of my childhood; the stories we are told as children that we only uncover as adults. The million ways people tried to protect us, and did the very opposite. I understand that love is all there is.


Love is our only means to get free. Love is the act of freeing one another. Love promises freedom and runs headlong toward it. It doesn’t draw breath. Love, at its best, beats like wings beneath you, taking root in your body and connecting you to something so much larger.


I am so lucky to have known this love.


I am alive because I have known this love.


This love is everywhere. It’s in our mothers, our lovers, our children, our friends, our teachers, our trees, our water, our land, our air, our stars, our sun, our moon, our gods. This love is everywhere. If our hearts are listening, they will hear it.


I was born in love. My birth was an act of love. My first breaths were because of love.


•


My mother felt my feet press the edges of her insides. She tells me that if she really listened, she could hear my heartbeat. Always a loud heart, she says.


My father, Ligdus, was not a generous man, in silver or in spirit. He loved my mother, his Telethusa, like a soldier loves his country – theoretically and with entitlement. He cared for her aimlessly and without intention. His hands were cold, his touch thoughtless. He didn’t care to learn her, to study her body or the pattern of her breath. But he needed her all the same.


I wasn’t supposed to happen. I spent the better part of my youth living in the shadow of what was supposed to happen. How I was supposed to exist.


When my mother was pregnant with me, my dad told her of his two wishes:




	For her birth to be painless.


	For the baby to be killed if it was a girl.





She pleaded with him. She screamed at him. She cried. He cried too. Or at least, that’s what she told me.


They could not afford a girl, he said. Girls were expensive. Girls required a dowry and were no help working the field. Their hands were too small, their arms too weak.


So, if I was born a girl, I would be killed. Though devastating, this is common. This is not a unique tragedy, nor one specific to my family. This is Crete.


I continued growing in my mother’s belly like the rolling of a dice. She held me within her, knowing it might be the only chance she got. She wrapped her arms around me. Placed her hands on my feet when I pressed them to the walls of her womb. She sang to me. She prayed for me. Oh man, she prayed for me. She prayed like a storm. She prayed on her knees with her hands beating against her chest. She prayed like it was the only thing left for her to do.


She begged the Fates for answers. Heads, he lives; tails, she dies.


I could feel her love even then. I swear, I remember it in my body. I could feel the love she gave me even before I was born. Before I drew breath. That’s how strong her love was.


My mother went into labour while my father was out working in the field. It was just her and a midwife in a small, ramshackle room. My mother was laid down on a low, hard bed lined with sea sponges and wool bandages. The midwife lay cloths soaked in warm olive oil over her stomach and hips. She kept fragrant herbs around her neck in case my mother fainted.


Sweat stung my mother’s eyes. She could not find her breath. She was a woman of her body, but panic was ripping her away from it.


Blackness.


That was all she saw.


Just blackness. This is the bottom of the ocean, she thought.


Only the bottom of the ocean could be this dark.


There was no midwife. No olive oil or wool.


She wondered if she had died. If even death could be as dark as this.


She began to see colours in the distance. Like splodges. Like when you press against your eyes too hard for too long and strange grainy puddles of colour begin to move in the darkness.


Blue and brown and gold. Moving toward her. Brighter and brighter, the closer they got.


Isis, Osiris, Anubis, Bastet and Apis came to her bedside.


My mum. A poor lady from Phaistos with a wicked sense of humour, whose greatest wealth was the feeling of saltwater on her skin. My mother. In the company of gods.


She sat upright as her tears fell, and didn’t stop falling. She wept. Not in sadness or pain, just in witness. ‘Very beautiful things can make you cry, Iphis,’ she tells me still.


All children on this island obsess over the passage of the afterlife. They stay up late, until the stars have pushed their kisses through the darkness and the sky is lit up with their loving. To a sky full of gods, the children tell the story of the soul.


They whisper of the forty-two divine judges who wait at the mouth of the afterlife, ready to determine the fate of the dead. They act out the confessions of innocence, pleading desperately against their unlived sins. Little boys bite their nails and ruffle their hair while they wait for their hearts to be weighed by the gods. The purer the heart, the lighter it would be. It is quite the performance.


Each night the children give the stars a different show. Sometimes their hearts are lighter than the feather of truth and they pass the trial, floating and blissful on their passage to the afterlife. Other nights, they drop to their knees and shake their fists at the sky as their heavy hearts are devoured by Amit – the beast with the head of a crocodile, the torso of a lion and the hind legs of a hippo. Little girls clap their hands together as he snaps his jaws and licks his lips. At the end of their shows, they bow to the stars, twinkling in their applause. Thank you for coming, you’ve been a wonderful audience, goodnight.


These gods – the ones who weighed hearts and dispensed eternal life and threw your soul to the crocodile, the celebrities of my childhood – these were the very gods who stood before my mother.


They looked like a painting, she tells me, a painting made from light. They emitted a glow that was alien to her, and also the most natural thing she had ever seen. It was as if the full moon and the midday sun were shining on their skin. Or from their skin. They eclipsed.


Through tears, her eyes adjusted to their brightness in the dark and finally, she could see them with visceral clarity. Anubis’s eyes were the first she found. They glowed pure white, and exhaled a kind of mist that caught the light streaming from his pupils. He had the head of a jackal, with pointed ears that betrayed the seriousness of his jowl. She could feel the heat of his breath from his long, wet nose. She took in the hardness of his body, all lean muscle draped in gold. Upon seeing Anubis, my mother knew she was dead.


I must have died in labour, she thought. Anubis has come to walk me to the afterlife and embalm what remains.


She tells me she wasn’t afraid. She tells me the only terror that struck her cold was the possibility that I had met the same fate.


‘Is my child dead too?’ she sputtered, wiping the snot dripping over her lips. She was surprised to find that she didn’t feel embarrassed.


Isis moved toward her.


My mother had prayed at the temple of Isis with more faith and loyalty than any other. She had sometimes fretted that the other gods might feel jealous of her devotion. She had knelt before Isis’s statue a hundred times, whispering secrets to her at dawn, at dusk. She shared more with the goddess than she did with my father, with her sister, or with me, for that matter.


My mother recalled the surrealness of seeing a face she knew so intimately, yet inanimately, in motion. Isis was larger than her statue and even more impossibly beautiful. Her skin was slick with oil and flecked with gold. Mum had to stop herself from reaching out and touching her. She was captured by Isis’s shoulders: how muscular they were; how perfectly they framed her thick, black braids; the strength with which they held up her wings.


Her wings.


Lapis blue feathers folded into each other like hands in prayer. They looked both soft and impenetrable, the way that kites can look like shields.


‘You are not dead, Telethusa, nor is your child.’ Isis’s voice had the softness of a shoreline and the power of an earthquake. My mother felt the vibration of Isis’s words in her chest.


She clambered up and sat on her shins, her huge belly resting on her thighs, and bowed her head before the gods.


‘If I am not dead, why are you here?’ she murmured with a crack in her voice, unsure how to address the host of gods.


Isis placed three fingers beneath my mother’s chin and lifted it, raising her face to meet her gaze. It was like staring into direct sunlight. It was too beautiful. Isis was too beautiful. Her eyes were so large, so blue, so knowing, they orbited like two planets in their own solar system.


‘Do not obey your husband, Telethusa.’


Shock stole my mother’s face. Shock at the intimacy of the instruction, shock that she had never considered defiance an option.


‘Whatever the sex, you will raise this child a boy. Even if a beautiful baby girl takes breath from between your hips, you will raise this child a boy. Should there be troubles in the future, you will have my aid. I will protect him. You have my word.’


Before my mother could answer her, Isis thundered,


‘NOW PUSH.’


And she did.


‘PUSH.’


Osiris joined in.


‘PUSH.’


Then Anubis.


‘PUSH!’


To a chorus of chanting gods, my mother pushed, and heaved, and screamed. On all fours, she pushed, gripping the bed until her hands bled the stone.


And at last, from between her thighs, I emerged.


When my mother opened her eyes, the gods had left. Only the midwife stood beside her, with sage in one hand, and me in the other. My mother snatched me from the midwife. Like a wild beast, she tells me.


‘This is my son,’ my mother said quickly.


‘Telethusa, she –’


‘My son. Breathe a word otherwise and I fear what tragedy may befall you.’ It was both a threat and a warning – my mother genuinely feared what lengths the goddess would go to in order to protect her child.


The midwife stared blankly back at her, then nodded with the solemnity of an oath.


Together, they worked quickly, snipping and drying, wiping the blood from my body, wrapping me in wool, concealing all but my head. Word was sent to my father that Telethusa had delivered for him a son.


A son.


What greatness that title holds. What promise, what power, what possibility. My father held me as such. As if I had already accomplished so much just by virtue of being born. A son.


His pride temporarily relieved my mother. He wasn’t suspicious of my long, dark eyelashes. He didn’t try to remove the garments so tightly wrapped around my tiny body. So far, so good.


A colour redder than rage climbed the length of my mother’s neck and mottled her face as it dawned on her that the ‘burden’ of my girlhood would have seen me killed. That the worth he had ascribed to me was solely down to luck, was solely because of my assumed cock. The realisation made her wild. It made her hate him.


‘Iphis, we will call him. After my brave grandfather,’ Ligdus announced.


‘Iphis,’ Mum repeated.


‘Iphis,’ she whispered to me, like my name was the answer to her prayer.


A feeling of wholeness struck her in the chest the first time she heard my name. She realised she hadn’t breathed deeply since the gods had left her. Where we come from, Iphis is a genderless name, and Mum felt it captured the whole of me. The name protected me, and quietly kept my secret. Iphis would become my armour. Iphis would become my home.


Ligdus aimed a kiss at my mother’s cheek, and she flinched like she was dodging a spear. She loved me and felt more loved by me, she said, in the minutes she had known me than she had in a whole lifetime with my father. Their love seemed so fickle now, thin. Before her very eyes, a lion had shed his skin; she watched it pile around the ankles of this wiry, cruel, annoying man. With this unravelling, she saw how controlled his love was, how he dosed her up with feeling only when he needed comfort, or a quick fuck.


She tells me she didn’t know if she could ever forgive him for what he would have done to me. When she tells me this, she grows to twice her size. She becomes a mountain.


‘Tired, my sweet? Let’s get you and the boy to bed.’ For all her bigness, my father always found a way to make an ant out of her.


Both weary and coursing with adrenaline, she feigned a smile and carried me to bed.


And so, my life began.


•


I really liked being a kid. I was good at it. Early childhood felt like an open field, marked by stone fruit and olives, saltwater, a graze on the knee, constant sun, and learning. I loved people. I moved with a trust that cracked through my chest and led me forward, always forward, always toward people, always toward connection. Before I could talk, all I did was wave at people. ‘Anyone,’ my mother told me. ‘You’d wave at anyone. And they’d feel special because this beautiful baby had waved at them. Big beaming smile with no teeth. Little did they know you’d wave at a tree if we passed one.’


By the time I could walk – just – Mum said she would find me sitting on the lap of any of the blokes who worked the field with my father. I couldn’t string words together yet, so I’d just sit with them and shoot the shit, gibberish about this, gibberish about that. They always pretended to nod along and understand.


‘Theethap fith baabaa.’


‘Absolutely.’


Mum did all the heavy lifting back then. She made sure I was always dressed from the waist down; she put up with the tantrums when the cloth around my hips was too tight; she slept with one eye open so I could sleep with two closed.


She knew I loved the ocean; my eyes would double in size each time I saw it. Regularly, Mum would carry me all the way to the beach, holding me close to her chest as we entered the water, always making sure to mask the wet, see-through loincloth clinging to my little legs. She was always a step ahead, ready to protect me here, shield me there, knowing how to keep my joy unmarred by my secret. I was blissfully unaware of myself, as all kids should be.


That changed when I learned to speak for myself.


I wanted to swim naked, like the other kids we saw at the beach. I couldn’t see any other children with fabric around their hips. Fabric that got heavy with saltwater and chafed my legs. Fabric that made me so aware of my own body, and got tangled around my knees when I raced the other boys to the water. They moved like wild birds, agile, with all the grace and ease of being little. I felt left out of a game I wasn’t even sure they were playing. And I longed to feel what they felt, what I could only assume was freedom.


I couldn’t understand why Mum watched me so closely, so differently to the way the other kids’ parents watched them. Why she gripped me so tightly. Why I wasn’t allowed to play in the rock pool hidden behind the sand dunes with the other boys and girls.


Like any good kid who knows their mind, I pushed back, hard. I had no reason to believe I deserved any different. I had no reason to see her hardness for the armour that it was.


One blistering summer day, Mum and I walked down to the water. It was a cruel kind of heat. It pushed us down by the shoulders, down, down, down into the earth. Sweaty linen rubbed rough between my thighs, scraping at my skin with every step. It was a very particular kind of unbearable. There was a special place in hell for this chafing.


I begged Mum to remove the loincloth. I wailed and wailed and pelted her with fistfuls of sand. It was quite the tantrum, as it often was. But she was as steadfast as I was wild.


And so, I waited. I feigned a calm that I knew would disarm her. I let her relax, and then I ran.


I ran headlong for the water. I was fast, even as I tripped over my own little legs. Shells crunched between my toes as sand whipped my torso. The water was coming. The water was coming. As soon as my feet met the shoreline, I ripped the linen from my body and hurled myself into the sea.


It was like being kissed, all over my body. A cold rush absorbed into me, or I into it; we were seamless, at last. My body felt slippery in the hands of the ocean, yet held, completely held. Like I was the perfect size. The perfect shape. Like there was a space that had been waiting for me to fill it, that had been made just for my hands, for my belly button, for my vagina.


I surfaced and the sun welcomed me back. Turning back to the beach, I grabbed my loincloth and raised it like a flag to my mother. It was a marking of my own liberation. It was also a big fuck you.


My mother twisted to face me and, even from a distance, I could see the colour drain from her face. For a moment, she was stone.


Then she leaped from the sand and ran for me. There was something animal in her movement – the pace of it, the focus. I watched her sprint through the shallow water before pouncing on me like prey. She grabbed my wrist so tightly that the shock knocked the air out of my chest, and a small yelp escaped me.


‘Put it back on.’


She was terrifying.


‘Put it back on. Now, Iphis.’


Her voice had dropped an octave and it cracked like branches. It calcified the air between us and stopped me dead. I tried to move, but I couldn’t. Fear had hardened me.


She ripped the linen from my hand and tied it around me, pulling the knots so tight they cut into my skin. Swallowed cries slipped out in squeaks. Once I was covered, she pulled me out of the water, her hand still lockjaw clamped around my wrist.


We walked home in total silence.


The afternoon sun was still high; my father would not return from the field for hours. Mum circled our home first, to be sure, then sat me down hard on the floor.


With her hands in fists, she stood over me. Rage warped her face and whitened her knuckles. I winced and closed my eyes in preparation for the blow I was sure would come. I saw her shadow move closer.


She sat on the floor.


She did not hit me.


She sat on the floor. With me.


And then she told me.


•


At first, it was the part about the gods and goddesses that struck me. Pretty exciting thing to hear as a kid, that the gods, in all their gold and magic, had singled me out and chosen to save my life. I felt like a big deal. I felt pretty fucking special.


Mum sat patiently with me until the novelty wore off, and the truth of her words began to set in.


‘So, I’m a girl?’


‘You were born one, honey. Yes.’


A lump rose hot in my throat. My head felt like a furnace, red and stinging to touch. I now know this feeling as shame, the first of our many meetings.


‘Sometimes I think it was selfish, making you live a lie just because I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you.’


‘It’s not a lie. I’m not a liar,’ I said, hot tears pooling in my eyes, trying to defend an innocence I didn’t know I was losing. ‘I’m a boy, Mumma.’


Those words were my undoing. My body went limp and the sharp pain in my throat unleashed into heaving sobs. I curled up on the floor, clutching my stomach and my chest. The pain was physical, an ache I didn’t have language for.


‘That’s right. That’s right, darling. You are. You must be.’


Mum scooped me into her lap, stroking my forehead until my breath was mine again.


‘You must never, under any circumstances, show yourself to anyone. You must protect this knowledge like your life depends on it, for it very well could, Iphis.’


In that moment, my childhood turned on its axis and cracked. Ripped from its tree and sliced open like young fruit.


The innocence was peeled from my body like the spine of a fish, with one delicate, heartbreaking tug. I was rudderless, adrift.


•


I mourn the boyhood I deserved. One without hiding, without shame.


I have long swallowed that mourning with gratitude. I’m lucky to be alive.


I should be grateful. I guilted myself.


I am grateful. To be alive. I also grieve a childhood spent largely in shame and loneliness. I have learned that these two things can – no, have to – exist at once.


After my mother told me everything, I became most comfortable on my own. Solitude was my greatest and safest accomplice, and nature, my best friend. I climbed the trees and told them of my secrets. I did not fear the flowers, nor the birds. They did not judge me. Where I saw abnormality and, at my darkest, deformity, nature saw invention.


I worked with my father in the field. It was hard work. My body ached with it. And although Mum was always careful to explain that he didn’t want to have to kill a daughter, a part of me couldn’t look at him without remembering that my imaginary cock was all that kept me alive. Mum was trying to sell me a lie, and I let her. My dad was so proud of his son. And it felt good. And it felt empty.


Nighttime sheltered me in a way the day never could. Daylight brought a sense of exposure, a constant looking over my shoulder. Even in my most present moments, eating peaches fresh from the tree, feeling the sun hot on my face, there was always one part of me standing just outside myself, keeping watch.


Until I met Ianthe.


•


We shared a teacher, Alkaios, an old man from our village whose face held whole lifetimes. He was curious. That’s what I liked about him. I think that was what kept the youth in his eyes despite the leathery skin that drooped over them. We were a small group of students, maybe eight or nine of us, with the occasional extra brother or sister. Ianthe’s brother, Otus, was in my class, and Ianthe would join us only during our lessons on the gods.


They were my favourite. I put it down to Alkaios’s storytelling. He was mesmerising, almost possessed by the gods he spoke of. To this day, I still swear I saw his face morph when he talked about them. Once, he took on Aphrodite’s youth and beauty; another time, his jowl widened to house Anubis’s grin. He was magical, and I loved him.


But it wasn’t him alone that made a bell of my chest, that made these lessons ring and ring through my body. It was Ianthe. Ianthe, who I always found myself sitting next to. Ianthe, with the long hair and quick jokes. Ianthe, whose name means violet, means fire.


Many lessons came and went before we ever spoke to each other. I was devastatingly shy, and just the sight of her skin made me sweaty, so it sure as shit wasn’t going to be me who spoke first. I laughed at her jokes, at the faces she made behind her brother’s back. She was brave and effortless, and sometimes I thought I felt her eyes on me. I assured myself they weren’t.


‘Do you want to play chase?’ she said to me one afternoon as Alkaios sent us home for lunch.


‘What?’ I swung my head around, but she was, in fact, talking to me.


‘Do you want to play chase?’ she said again, a little louder. Her voice was deep for a ten-year-old. It made me feel like climbing a tree and screaming.


‘Okay,’ I stammered.


This was the start of the greatest friendship of my life.


•


Ianthe and I instantly became joined at the hip. We hated being away from each other. Alkaios told us off in lessons for laughing, which of course made us laugh harder. Before Ianthe, I hadn’t ever really laughed with someone. I regularly found myself splayed out on the floor, tears rolling down my cheeks, gasping for air. It was total, stupid joy.


We were at each other’s homes as much as was allowed. Her family treated me as their second son, which I loved. But while my mum adored Ianthe, she was also terrified of her, despite her young age. She could see me set on fire before I could, as mums so often can. But above all else, she was just happy that I wasn’t so alone anymore.


Ianthe was forward, and it thrilled me. She had a blunt, cutting tone that sliced through me in the most delicious way. We played rough. We pushed each other. She told me when I had hurt her feelings or her body, and always got me back twice as good. She was honest and naughty, the best combination. And she cared about me. Like wildfire. Her care would burn through villages if it had to. She was visceral and immediate.


Like offerings, we exchanged the things that were most beautiful to us. I showed her the trees I grew up with (having warned them that they weren’t to breathe a word about my secret). She showed me her favourite forest. It was near her home, a circle of trees that bowed their heads, giving way to grass in the centre. That circle of grass was our stage, and the trees were our audience. They were also our props, our set, and anything else we needed them to be. We created whole worlds together. Tree boats, tree beasts, tree castles. Cerberus would roar at Ianthe – three branches for his three heads – and I would slay him with my sword of bark, diving across the jaws of hell to protect Ianthe. I felt big. She made me feel so big without ever making herself smaller. Together, we were giants.


Giants who had to be home before dark. That was the only rule. We’d return home scuffed up and exhilarated. We did everything we could to slow time. We collected rocks as offerings to Apollo, begging him to hang in the sky just a little while longer. I told the moon to fuck off once. Night came very quickly after.


One afternoon we chased each other home from Alkaios’s lesson. It was a hot day, the kind that feels like it might never end, that makes you want to live it over and over. We ran into the forest on all fours, sticks and rocks scratching the shit out of our hands and knees. We didn’t care. We were wolves. I was bigger than Ianthe, and faster, but she was an amazing climber. She could pull herself up onto anything. I loved watching all the tiny muscles in her shoulders tense and release.


She raced up a tree while I circled our arena, scuffing the earth with my paws, daring Ianthe to fight. Still high up in the branches, she didn’t take her eyes off me. I loved living under her gaze. There, wherever Ianthe looked – that’s where I lived.


She pounced on me, catching me off guard. Growling, she bowled me over and we wrestled to hold each other down. She kicked me in the guts and pushed me onto my back, pinning my arms into the dirt. It fucking hurt. I didn’t want it to stop. Ianthe collapsed her body on top of mine like a dead weight and we buried into each other, still panting, still barking, still shrouded in our game. We were only small, our bodies were yet to change, and we moved them against each other, following the feeling. She pushed her leg between my thighs. I licked her neck. We pressed our noses into each other. We were wolves. We were kids. It felt new, and good. It was before language, before understanding. It was only feeling.


This became our game. We found reasons to hide between our trees and roll around on top of each other. We played lions, jackals, snakes – whatever animal could get us closer to one another’s skin. This was how we grew up: side by side, within a world we never talked about but hungered for insatiably. We played until our bodies changed, until we were too old for it, and even then, we kept pushing it.


I had been wrapping bandages around my chest for a long time, since I’d started my lessons with Alkaios. I didn’t want anything to get bigger, so Mum sewed strips of linen together that I bound around my ribs each morning. As my chest inevitably grew, it became harder to breathe. It was uncomfortable, but it was better than the alternative. I stole wool from one of Dad’s sheep and stuffed it into a linen pocket, fastening it beneath my loincloth. It wasn’t a dick, but it’d do. Grabbing it made my blood pump fast. I imagined my hands were Ianthe’s.


We started sneaking out at night. Only to the forest, where we could hear our parents shouting if we were busted. The still of night always made me feel bigger, and safer. Our play was more intense in the dark. More serious. I felt braver to touch her, as myself and with more force. Her hands reached for me more insistently. I protected myself still, moving her hands from where they couldn’t wander, keeping my clothing on even when she tried to take it off. Slowly, we ventured from the innocence of our games. We knew what it was we wanted.


•


It was dead summer, and my body had fully matured. My chest pushed against tight linen, soaked through with sweat. I hated the smell almost as much as I hated the feeling; it was like my skin didn’t have enough stretch for my insides. I pretended to have a fever whenever I bled, and Mum corroborated my story. It was disgusting, blood leaking on my fabric cock, sticking to my legs. I hated it. Nature was playing a sick game with my body, and I wanted it to stop.


Ianthe looked like a woman. It had happened suddenly, over the winter just gone. Her wiry frame gave way to hips and breasts, her boisterous spirit clashing so beautifully with the body it was housed in. She was an explosion of boy and woman, all tits and spread legs, long eyelashes and a foul mouth.


She knew I loved the water; I’d told her I loved the water.


I hadn’t swum much since my body changed. Wet linen stole the mystery from my shape, hugged it in a way that left no room for guessing. Ianthe asked me to swim with her often. Eventually, I told her that my mum had a brother who had drowned, and I couldn’t bear to see her so afraid again. Lying to Ianthe felt like spitting in her face.


‘You shouldn’t let your mum’s fear become your own, Iphis. Swim with me tonight.’


To this day, I do not know why I said yes. Trust, maybe. Or hope. Naked, shivering hope.


We made a plan.


We would sneak out once we heard our parents’ snores, and then we would meet at the beach. The walk was long, longer from my house than hers. What if one of us got caught and the other was left waiting alone on the sand? What if some leering old Cretan captured her and I never saw her again? How would I forgive myself?


‘Iphis, you worry worse than my yiayia. Grow up. I’ll see you tonight.’ With that, she pushed me in the face then hugged me close. She waved as I watched her walk away.


•


I ran most of the way, then, overcome with embarrassment, slowed to a casual stroll. Then I ran again, adrenaline thumping in my ears. There was nothing casual about that night; even my body wouldn’t let me pretend.


Dirt gave way to sand, cool between my toes. I could taste the salt breeze on my lips. I was afraid to look up. If she wasn’t there, she may as well have broken my ribs and ripped my heart right from my chest. I wouldn’t care if she got caught. I wouldn’t care if she got stolen. She would have killed me first.


Then there she was in front of me, her shoulders drenched in moonlight. The terror melted from my torso. She took my hand, and we ran.


Our feet pounded dry sand that turned to wet. Seafoam began to lick our ankles, then our knees, as small waves reached for our thighs.


We hurled ourselves into the sea.


The rush of cold and wet and salt made thunder of my blood, reminded me that I was alive, that this was what the living did. We came up for air giddy and bumbling, with an ecstasy that had taken hold of our senses. The moonlight was so bright I felt high. It flashed and glittered on the water like it was dancing for us.


‘It’s dancing for us,’ I said, feeling like a fucking idiot, but I didn’t care. It was. Then Ianthe kissed me. And my body filled with light. She had opened the curtains and let the sun stream in. Our lips were wet. Our tongues mashed together like poems. This is what lips are for, I thought. This is what they were made to do.
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