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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.
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