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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



















































































































Pragma
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From Ancient Greek

prag- do or practise; ma-, Greek noun; also Hellenistic Greek adjective ‘relating to fact’

A longstanding love; a deeper, mature understanding; love that endures and is logical. Literal translation also means what is done: a deed, or a fact.

Pragma is love that is linked to time, that stands still and endures. There’s no falling in love here; rather, it is about a lack of movement. Though it can refer to a practical, rational love, it is also tied up in a love that is simply constant.


Philautia

[image: Image Missing]

From Hellenistic Greek

phil- love; aut- directed from within, or self

Self-love; a certain regard for oneself; loving yourself; self-obsession

The Greeks divided Philautia into two subsections: narcissism, and an enhancing love for oneself which increased your capacity to love others. This second attitude was favoured most by Aristotle and indicates a self-love that is an achievement; a noble understanding of the self that allows us to form more meaningful friendships with others.


Mania
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From Ancient Greek

man- crazy

From the term manic; a love that is possessive and obsessive; a frenzied love.

Mania is a love that is entirely devoid of rational thinking. It’s obsessive and single-minded, addictive and turbulent, leaving no room for question or reflection. Often it’s more about the person doing the loving, rather than the object of their affections.


Storge
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From Ancient Greek

stor- spread; ge- earth

Love for family; instinctive affection; natural attachment, especially to a child.

Though storge is similar to agape, it is reserved especially for familial bonds, and more particularly for the bond between parent and child (especially maternal).


Eros
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From Ancient Greek

erot- (sexual) love

Love linked to desire; sexual love; romantic love.

Eros is possibly one of the most easily recognised types of love. It’s a sexual passion and desire that can come from within or be outwardly directed at a specific person or object. Eros doesn’t require emotional fulfilment, but is a physical craving.


Agape

[image: Image Missing]

From Hellenistic Greek

agap- love

The highest form of love; love equated with charity; unconditional love; altruistic.

Agape love is unconditional and unspecific. It neither wavers, nor falters; it is a transcendental love that is constant and charitable. Replete with forgiveness and patience, it’s often associated with religious connotations of love as it’s linked to love for humanity as a whole.
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You can find out more @SceptreBooks #SceptreLove

Terms & Conditions for the competition can be found at http://bit.ly/2aJrSnC

OPS/images/img003.jpg
SCIrTRE





OPS/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





OPS/images/img001.jpg





OPS/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





OPS/images/img002.jpg





OPS/images/logo.jpg
SCEPTRE





