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For my parents,
Leila and Oussama,
who’ve loved me through all seasons.
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Introduction

The years during which I wrote the stories and poems in this collection overlapped significantly with the years I spent studying British literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. A common feature of these periods’ works is the Author’s Preface. Taken at face value, the preface is often an apology, a humble obeisance made for the affront of taking up space—between covers, on a shelf, in the public eye. But the preface can also be wry and arch, or it can be a stiff, resentful performance—a dogged assertion of having earned the right to the audacity of authorship.*

As of this paragraph, I haven’t entirely settled on which this will be.†

With all love and respect to the traditional front matter of the past, if I were to wax apologetic here it would be for not taking up more space—this introduction is the only thing I’ve written specifically for this collection. What I do take up is time: everything gathered here was first published in a magazine or anthology or on the public internet more generally between 2008 and 2023.

Fifteen years is a lot of time to be generous towards. I was twenty-three in 2008; I’m forty now. There are stories here that grew out of relationships that have since ended: with friends, with magazines, with universities. There are stories that I re-read with a telescoping memory: recalling where I was and what I was doing while clothing incidents from my earliest childhood in the confident wisdom of my mid-twenties. Threaded through all of them is a secret history of internets: the internet of LiveJournal and blog posts and desktop computers (2006–2014), and later the internet of Twitter and mobile phones (2014–2022). Some stories have had surprising afterlives: reprints, awards, getting translated into other languages, or, most notably to me, performed by LeVar Burton, one of my childhood heroes. Every story has a story, and I find myself resisting the urge to treat the collection like a photo album, pointing to each snapshot to say this is from when I was living in Cornwall and listening to a lot of Patrick Wolf, or this is from when I first learned about settler-colonialism.

A fellow author once told me they thought a short story collection should make “a coherent aesthetic argument,” which impressed me enough that I’ve repeated it to students over the years. But of the eighteen pieces here, eleven were commissioned for specific projects, usually with some core thematic (witches, steampunk, fairy tales) or demographic (Arab, women, queer) concern. I wasn’t sure what argument, coherent or otherwise, would emerge from gathering my favourites, and I was curious to see if they’d make a pattern, surface something deep about myself.

Mostly, what emerged is that I love women.

I love women talking to each other. I love women reading each other, through letters and journals and flowers, offering up the stories of themselves to each other’s tender scrutiny. I love women being friends and being lovers, in all of their shapes, across the breadth and depth of their lives. Over and over, in these stories, I find myself returning to what Emily Yoshida called “the terrifying magic of two women in a room, talking,” and agreeing that “there’s still so much of it we haven’t explored yet.”*

This in and of itself doesn’t come as a surprise to me—several of these pieces emerged from conversations with dear friends, and were often the result of very deliberately wanting to centre and honour them, as an assertion of the truth of my own life against the narratives I most commonly received. But the sheer consistency of it, the insistence on it, was reassuring to encounter—to find myself, year on year, recommitting to my love for women even as every generation upcycles new, more fashionable ways to hate them.*

Writing an introduction for another author’s work is an honour, a pleasure, an invitation to run one’s fingers over the topography of their oeuvre and admire its hills and valleys. Writing an introduction to one’s own is a matter of choosing a stance. Ultimately I love these stories and poems, these earnest time capsules of my younger selves striving out in pursuit of friendship and belonging, certain that a better world would be just over the horizon if they could only find the words to shape it into being—if they could read this world we live in hard enough against its grain to carve from it some fundamental truths.

I’m grateful for the opportunity to collect them here, to offer you this small banquet of years, these seasons of glass and iron.
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