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Looking back to my time as a little girl, growing up in a tiny village in the foothills leading to the Mont St Victoire, I realise that the darkness keeping me such imaginative company in the present was no less vibrant in my unformed past; a darkness, I firmly believe, brought about by the advanced reading age that led me (when I could access them at such an age) to those titles of a more adult nature. 

Not pornographic, I hasten to add as, without being judgmental, such material is of little or no interest to me.

No, my adolescent interest was piqued by titles from writers as diverse as Dumas and Hugo to Rachilde and Pierre Louys; each of whom could be guaranteed – if only in miniature in the case of the former duo – to populate their tales with a strong female character – characters such as “Milady” in the case of Dumas Pere and his Three Musketeers, together with La Marquise de Sade from the pen of the precocious Rachilde.

Thus was my interest in reading stories with a strong commanding heroine born and, those stories being few and far between, my re-imagining of many such tales from a female-led, so to speak, perspective. A tinkering for my own pleasure that has led to the pleasure of friends (yes, I do have them and this darkness I give air to is but a necessary correlative to the decency I find imperative in my day-to-day life) and, now, and hopefully, to the pleasure of a wider range of readers with a passion for stories of strong, commanding and dominating, women who enjoy nothing more than to rule the lives of those men who fall into their toils.

Women whose shoes, you may be assured, I have fancied wearing on many an occasion while my fantasies pictured me exerting just such an irresistible power over my male subjects.

Hence my revisiting of these classic tales from the masters of antiquity from that period between the nineteenth-century and the early part of the twentieth.

When we domesticate the imagination we lose the joy of life.

But, sometimes, our more private thoughts must not be acted upon and should remain either written or perceived.

But always as imagination.

Sandrine Bessancort

Honfleur

2012
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About half-past five one afternoon at the end of June when the sun was shining warm and bright into the large courtyard, a very elegant Victoria with two immaculately groomed black horses drew up in front of a mansion almost at that exact moment the Comtesse de Mascaret came down the steps and her husband, who was coming home, appeared from the opposite direction. 

The Comte, who remained a handsome man for whom romantic dalliances outside of his alliance with the Comtesse were not difficult to arrange, stopped for a few moments to look at his wife and turned rather pale, for the Comtesse, though he had raised her by marriage from relatively humble beginnings, was very beautiful, graceful and distinguished looking and again, after a period of some neglect on his part, seemed to be exerting an old fascination for him once again. 

With her long oval face, her complexion like yellow ivory, her large gray eyes and her black hair once again seeming to entrance him, she got into her carriage without sparing him so much as a glance and appeared not to have noticed the presence of her husband. Not in the slightest. Thus, without effort, she produced in him those same violently sexual thoughts that had been constant until the necessary familiarity of marriage had taken the edge from his passion and the subsequent degree of control it gave her over him and provoked an interregnum during which he felt free to indulge in other diversions. 

An interregnum that had ended, it seemed, almost from the moment she stopped questioning him on the subject of his reduced passion in respect of her and began to treat him with the same matter-of-fact and dismissive nonchalance – though, for her sake, his somewhat dark and vengeful nature prayed; thoughts running to the actresses of the Folies Bergere and others of their sex with whom he had made recent acquaintance; not exactly the same.

Thoughts of recent conquests fresh and of a mind to make another of a more familiar and long-standing acquaintance, his eyes narrowed as his prey appeared ready to make off somewhere.

“You are going for a drive?” he asked with that furious jealousy of old to which his own actions had given him no right in the present and which had been re-animated the moment her dismissal of him as a sexual force in her life had ensured his former passion for her had resumed once again.

She merely replied disdainfully, barely inclining her head towards him: 

“On this occasion you may believe what your eyes tell you.”

He swallowed back the somewhat heated reply that had risen to his lips and wondered what the devil she could mean by such a remark, the latest of many such cryptic and inscrutable utterances she had taken to directing his way recently.

“In the Bois de Boulogne?”

“Most probably.”

“May I come with you?” he heard himself ask, to his own incredulity, pointless trips made with no end in mind of a kind not to his taste.

“The carriage belongs to you,” she answered simply, his uncharacteristic request not seeming to throw her out of step.

Bristling at her indifference and not trusting himself to say more at that point, he got in and sat down by his wife's side and gruffly ordered: 

“Bois de Boulogne.” 

The footman jumped up beside the coachman, and the horses as usual pranced and tossed their heads until they were in the street and husband and wife were sat side by side without speaking. 

He thinking how to begin a conversation.

She maintaining such an obstinately hard look that he did not venture to make the attempt. 

At last, however, he cunningly and accidentally, as it were, touched the Comtesse's gloved hand with his own.

The alacrity with which she drew her arm away; along with a movement that could not have expressed her disgust more certainly; left him thoughtful and, in spite of his usual authoritative and despotic character, he said: 

“Gabrielle?”

“What do you want?”

“I think you are looking adorable.”

She did not reply, but remained lying back in the carriage, looking like an irritated queen. 

It struck him suddenly that never had she seemed so alluring and erotic to him as she did at that moment. Not even in the early days of their acquaintance before she had yielded herself to him and lost her mystique in the process. Now though, now that she gave the impression of being... unattainable ...his sexual longing for her seemed to be restoring itself.

And with a vengeance.

By the time his thoughts had run their course, they were driving up the Champs Elysees, toward the Arc de Triomphe and that immense monument, at the end of the long avenue, raised its colossal arch against the red sky, the sun seemed to be descending directly onto the structure itself to shower fiery dust on it from the sky. The stream of carriages, with dashes of sunlight reflected in the silver trappings of the harness and the glass of the lamps, flowed on in a double current toward the town and toward the Bois. The whole of life, it seemed, was reflected in the scene. 

A scene, in short, fit to stage the most fiery, tragic or... perverse... romance - and one that went virtually unacknowledged by the principals whose story we follow.

The Comte de Mascaret continued: 

“My dear Gabrielle!”

Unable to control herself any longer, she replied in an exasperated voice: 

“Oh! Do leave me in peace, pray!” she half-cried, still not deigning him with a look, even in temper. “Am I not even allowed to have my carriage to myself now?” 

He pretended not to hear her and continued: 

“You must believe me when I tell you, that never have you looked so pretty as you do to-day.”

Her patience had come to an end, and she turned her face to his for the first time to reply with irrepressible anger: 

“And I tell you, that you do not have the right to notice it. Far less feel empowered to actually offer comment upon a subject of such an intimate kind.”

Her outrage, which, had he looked carefully - very carefully, for the Comte was not renowned for his powers of observation – may well have led him to suspect there was at least some female subterfuge at work, was on the rise once again as she finished.

Then, as he looked upon her with amusement and something else she could not quite describe at that moment:

“And to me! Of all people!”

“Gabrielle, you are acting wilfully. We remain man and wife still and I try only to...”

“I know exactly what it is for which you ‘try only’,” she almost spat over his attempt to placate her, stilling his attempted protestation in its infancy. “It is entirely typical of your nature that once you have discarded something or someone you no longer... want... that your desire for whatever that object may be is restored the very moment it no longer wants you.”
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