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Against Her Will
He had watched her for a while, lingering behind the thin walls of cracked bark, always from a distance. His long black coat felt like fire in the sun, which was uncomfortable for a man acclimatised to a world for the dead, but she was worth it- she was worth this insufferable burning. His eyes never once left her as she sowed seeds, tugged weeds and sprinkled the lands with water as the sun lowered and his coat cooled in the evening air. 
When he first started watching her, he wondered whether she could feel his cold gaze. It didn’t appear so. The few times she did lift her head from her labours, she breathed in her radiant surroundings of golden corn and wheat, before smiling at the flowers and once again grasping the heads of the weeds or digging her trowel once more into the rich soil.
She was exactly what he’d been looking for. He’d known it since he first laid his eyes upon her smooth skin, blushed by the sun’s narcissus-touch. 
The girl’s mother, the owner of the village grocery and flower shop, came out to visit her a few times a day. She gathered vegetables and delicate arrangements of violets and crocuses, which her daughter had secured with a stem of wheat. She brought refreshments and patted her child’s shoulder gratefully. At noon, the two ate lunch together, safely cocooned in their world of wildflowers. 
In the evenings, however, the man noted that the girl was always alone as she watered the crops and flowers. She did this for no more than an hour. Then, once the paintbrush of the skies had streaked its canvas with copper and golden clouds, and daubed a little darkness at the top, the girl’s mother called to her from the back door of their home, which was conjoined with their shop, and, breathing in the skies one last time, she made her way through the fields which ran behind their house, through their garden and inside. 
How his heart burned when the door closed behind her each night! His insides ravished to feel her glorious presence; his eyes hungered with the need to see her. The first night he felt this torment, he reasoned that he was surely not in love with the girl. He must’ve been struck by the arrow of Cupid himself, for the passion inside him was a wildfire his coldness wasn’t used to. If Cupid had indeed designed this match, he’d want him to be with his divinely matched counterpart. Yes, he must heed the archer’s desire. 
Thus, the third afternoon he watched the girl, he felt compelled to act. If he didn’t, he would dishonour a divinely decided union after all, and worse, he felt he might implode. He waited for her mother to gather their lunch plates before returning inside to re-open the shop for the afternoon. Once his love was left alone for him to claim, he slowly revealed himself, his legs like thin spindly branches emerging from the trunk of the tree he’d been hiding behind. 
He traversed the meadow towards his unassuming prey, whose young face was wrinkled in concentration as she stabbed the trowel into the soil. She felt the air cool as his shadow stretched over her, smothering the sun’s reach of her. Frowning, she looked up to find a man she had never seen before. It was only a small village, and she thought she’d met everyone, but this man was not included. He was tall and wrinkled, like a crumbling tower. His corpse-like face framed his lost and searching eyes.
‘Apologies, I didn’t mean to startle you.’ He uttered.
‘Can I help you with something?’ She asked uneasily. She felt guilty for judging him. What if he was lost? He was certainly old.
His eyes rested on her. In the closeness of her youth and beauty, he was ever aware that he towered over her. She was more beautiful than he’d endeavoured. Her cheeks the soft pink of rose petals, her hair the colour of chestnuts and honey spun together. Her skin was freckled with specks like sown seeds and his favourite of her features- her lips- the shade of pomegranate seeds. 
‘I think you can.’ He said.
‘Oh?’ She said.
‘Yes. I would like to grow something, and you seem like the girl to do it.’
She smiled politely. 
‘What is it you would like to grow?’
‘My favourite fruit. It is rare and delicious. Oh, I have not had one in such a while.’
‘Well, what is it?’ She said, rubbing her muddy hands upon her dungarees.
‘Why, it is pomegranate.’
‘Pomegranate?’ She repeated. ‘I’ve never grown them before… I’m not sure I’ve ever seen one.’
‘You wouldn’t have, child. They glisten like rubies.’
‘They sound beautiful,’ She said earnestly. ‘But I don’t have any seeds, so I can’t help you.’
‘Why, I believe I have some. Come with me and I’ll give them to you.’
‘Oh, I’m not sure… I have a lot to do here.’
‘It’s just a small walk. It would be good for you to rest those hands of yours.’
She eyed the man. He seemed incapable of walking on his own. His spindly legs seemed not do him well for stability. Besides, she shared her mother’s kind heart and helped people where she could.
‘Okay… but I can't be long.’ She said.
The man smiled, his dark eyes sparkling.
‘What is your name?’ He asked.
‘Persephone.’ She responded.
‘I am Hades, and I promise you Persephone, this won’t take long.’
She followed the man through the meadow and down the quiet stone backroads, where the cold grasped at her arms. Thousands of deadly red bloodshot eyes of yews lined the path, hanging over them. Each time the cold air brushed down the sloping path, it looked like they moved, watching after them as they descended to the lower and quieter part of the town. She folded her arms, rubbing them for warmth. He turned around every so often, as if to make sure she was still following him.
‘You are cold,’ he said, stopping. ‘Take this.’
He started to slowly unbutton his black coat, his long slender fingers looked so thin and frail they might snap if he pulled too hard.
‘Oh, no, there’s no need-’
With a thud, the last button was released, and he removed his coat.
Persephone felt awkward; she didn't want him to be cold. He looked unwell to her, and that was part of the reason she wanted to help him. He was peculiar, indeed, but everyone deserved some compassion. Trying not to offend him, she unhooked the coat from his spindly fingers and put it on. It swamped her, both in size and with its suffocating musty smell. This coat was not a coat which saw the sunlight often. 
‘Button it,’ he said. ‘It will keep you warmer.’
Persephone mustered a smile, and though she wanted to show him compassion, it was painful to do it. Her own fingers, still spattered with flecks of soil, one by one, completed the buttons. As they did, the feeling of the damp soil faded away and they felt rough and dry against the wool.
‘Better?’ He said, turning away.
She muttered forced gratitude, and they continued their descent. Their walk ended down a silent path where only one building stood. 
The undertakers. 
She had heard of the undertaker. He worked alone, never leaving the confines of his underworld. The deceased were taken to his door, and from there he took them to be prepared for burial. Persephone had never seen the undertakers before now, but she had heard that the place groaned like the struggling bones of the dead, and that it was no place for the living. The idea of a void for all the things she loved had always horrified her and here it was.
The stone walls looked like they had been smeared with tar. The windows were dark with dirt and an old sign screeched in the wind. The door’s wood was worn at the corners, as though it had been scratched away by severed souls.
It made sense that Mr Hades was the undertaker. It explained how she’d never seen him before and why he was so odd. Spending all that time in solitude and darkness had caused an infliction of his mind. 
‘The seeds are inside.’ He said, without pulling a key from his pocket, his trembling hand pushing the door open.
‘I’ll wait here.’ She said, shivering in the shadowed entryway. 
He hesitated, as if worried she’d leave. Persephone smiled faintly.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll wait for the seeds.’ She said.
He nodded and entered the dark-ridden threshold. The floorboards groaned as he treaded upon them. She hoped this wouldn’t take long. Her mother would worry if she noticed she wasn’t there. 
‘They’re in the basement.’ He said, hovering at the top of a stairwell which descended into a misty darkness. She nodded faintly.
He crept down the dark stairs, his footing unsteady. She could barely see him as his dark hair became one with the gloom. She could’ve been imagining it, but the air inside seemed colder than what it was outside. 
There was an eerie pause, as the creaking stairs ceased their droning tune. Then a slow, stuttering snarl sounded, followed by a low guttural growl before a thick thud and an ululation. 
‘Mr Hades, are you alright?’ She called into the darkness, panicked.
‘Persephone… here… quick… help!’ The man called, his voice sharp with pain. The girl didn’t hesitate to run to his aid, hastening to the stairwell.
She was halfway down, and unable to see when she felt the grip of two large thin hands at her waist. They clawed at her as she struggled to be released, her shrill cry piercing the air and ringing around the stairwell. She wailed, kicking and trying to reach around her, but her hands grasped thin stale air. No one could hear her. Her heartbeat stabbed her chest as salted tears ran into her mouth and the hands pulled her down into the darkness.
Critical Commentary
For my creative response, I created a contemporary retelling of the Hades and Persephone myth, reimagining the original characters as mortals. Exploring the Homeric Hymn to Demeter during this module, where Persephone is abducted by Hades and Persephone’s mother, Demeter, is left aggrieved (creating a famine almost eradicating humans), I liked how emotively the Hymn explored Demeter’s maternal grief.[footnoteRef:1] I chose the short story form because this best allowed me to switch narrative and focalisation, allowing exploration of Hades and Persephone’s plot engagement and of Demeter’s grief in a contemporary setting as a mortal. Owing to word-count limitations, I cut Demeter’s narrative and the ending. However, following workshopping, I received feedback that the extract ending effectively portrays Persephone’s harrowing experience, which I aimed to achieve. [1:  Apostolos N. Athanassakis, The Homeric Hymns (London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), pp. 1-15.] 

Noting that the Homeric Hymn sees Persephone as a passive victim of abduction, with Demeter’s grief predominant, I wanted to engage with Persephone’s character and explore her plot interaction. In the original Hymn, Hades abducts Persephone instantaneously. I changed this aspect, delaying it in my retelling so I could express Persephone’s naivety and the predatory nature of Hades’ actions whilst creating suspense for the reader. In mortal form, he embodies a clearly more predatory and paedophilic guise as an older man taking a young girl against her will- further stressing Persephone’s struggle.
As part of my creative practice, I used a mind map to reimagine the gods as mortal characters with regular lives whilst maintaining their godly purposes. Demeter, Goddess of the Harvest is a grocery and flower store owner, providing sustenance for the village;  Hades, God of the underworld, is an undertaker- still in a role dealing with the dead, and working in the basement (metaphorically representing the Underworld); Persephone gathers and arranges flowers, similar to the original myth, but they are sold in her mother’s shop. 
I engaged with the myth by weaving in locution and diction from the original Hymn. I added to my ‘compost heap’ through creative reading of additional materials describing the Underworld. In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Juno walks the ‘dropping path (…) | Of deadly yews; it leads through silent slopes| Down to the Underworld’.[footnoteRef:2] I metaphorically recreated this with the descending slope to the lower town and describing the yews as bloody eyes. In the Hymn to Demeter, Persephone is taken into the Underworld’s ‘misty darkness’ which I emulated when Hades descends into the basement. Additionally, I reworked the flowers from the Hymn into my retelling. [2:  Ovid, Metamorphoses (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 87.] 

Overall, I engaged emotively with this myth, aiming to create a response which demonstrated this. I enhanced the Hymnic Persephone’s emotive ‘shrill cry’ with physical struggle.[footnoteRef:3] I think I successfully reworked concepts such as the consumption of the pomegranate seeds determining Persephone’s residence in the Underworld for a portion of the year. Pomegranate seeds are responsible for her abduction in my response, luring her to follow the undertaker home.  [3:  Athanassakis, The Homeric Hymns, p. 2.] 
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