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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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“I really must congratulate you, my dear Lorraine,” said the older lady. “I truly was beginning to despair of our younger generation until having the good fortune to make your acquaintance.”

The younger woman fairly beamed under the praise of the Baltimore socialite she could once only have dreamed of meeting, let alone entertaining her. In fact, it had taken her some time to quite adjust to being on such cordial terms with her. Coming from the small and less than enlightened confines of such a claustrophobic village down the Seaboard as she did – despite the influence of an old and formerly seductive female member of her family – being on familiar, even intimate, terms with a personage of such illustrious stature was a source of wonder to her.

Especially as she was so inferior on the social scale and had only met her during a fundraiser for the Republican candidate at which the older woman had been the female speaker of honour.

Her surprise off the charts when the great lady not only deigned to speak to her, but actually seemed to enjoy her company.

As well as being a source of massive pride to her..

It truly seemed to her as if the fates were telling her she was one of the chosen and the path she was on was natural as well as totally excusable.

To find another female mentor of so great a standing after having lost one was too coincidental for her too think otherwise.  

The older woman, whose name was Elizabeth Sheridan-Aronson had been born in Baltimore during a particularly bitter winter in 1852. The cherished and utterly indulged daughter of General Charles Sheridan, the great-grandson of Senator Charles Sheridan of Georgetown. Birgit Aronson, her somewhat pretentious and high-tone mother, having been the only Catholic and female signatory to the Declaration of Independence. 

An historic as well as illustrious background which had proved informative in the superior, if undeserved, sense of self-entitlement prevalent in the now widowed and never in mourning Elizabeth.

And certainly not for the former Republican Senator whose wealth was now hers and had given lustre to the faded fortunes of her own line. 

A looker of the erotic rather than the beauteous kind, Elizabeth had always taken flattery and adulation as no more than her due and had come to look upon the male of the species as an easily manipulated tool, rather than the object of either romance or lust.

Unless, that is, certain decadent and wholly unfavourable terms were accepted by the male who happened to take her fancy.

“You really have trained your domestic to be most attentive,” she observed in a tone that was patronising even when she truly intended it to congratulatory. 

Lorraine acknowledged the compliment with a smile that revealed the slight overbite of her teeth she had been told that, far from being detracting, was somewhat... sensuous. 

“So many young women these days,” the older and more buxom woman continued, “attach no importance to how vital it is to maintain the gap between both class and gender.”

Lorraine Anderson fairly flourished under the praise from such a society ikon, the high and haughty cheekbones she owed to great-aunt’s side of the family reddening with pride as she was complimented for the control she maintained over the attractive man Elizabeth Sheridan Aronson knew only as her servant.

Though the next words from the libidinous, if necessarily, discreet society matron were something of a shock.

“I take it your admirable control of him and his ready obedience to your every wish extends further than simply domestic matters?”

Haughty cheekbones flushed an even deeper scarlet.

“Do not be embarrassed, my love,” Sheridan Aronson assured her. “We are both women of the world, after all – with, if you will forgive me, more knowledge of that world invested in me, given my rather advanced years when compared to those of yours.”

Her smile, on features more strict governess these days than strict lover, was meant to reassure Lorraine rather than gloat.

“You are, I am certain, a woman after my own heart and see men for exactly  the useful tools they are to our superior sex and no more.”

It was the first time Lorraine Anderson had ever spoken of such things in front of another living soul other than her great-aunt and, initially, she felt uncomfortable.

Until, that is, a feeling of calm and great relief flooded her senses as the certainty she was in the presence of a kindred spirit made her bold:

“I certainly have no intention of being used by such base creatures,” she replied.

“Bravo!” applauded the socialite. “We are of exactly the same mind and were my unmissed husband alive today he would assure you of my sincerity.”  

“You do not miss him?”

Elizabeth Sheridan Aronson barely took a breath before replying:

“Oh, he had his uses. Namely an obedient tongue.”

Lorraine’s shock to hear such a thing from the lips of so great a lady was almost the equal of her delight as her guest continued:

“When, that is, I had... educated ...his needy little cock into accepting it had no place in my superior cunt.”

Delighted as she was, and as much as it bought into her own thoughts and desires, the younger woman could not prevent her jaw dropping.

“Do not pretend I have offended you, my darling Lorraine. I am too long in the tooth  not to know a likemind when I speak to one.”

Lorraine could not meet her eye.

“It was totally obvious from the first instant we met at that tiresome fundraiser that you were a woman who lived for the pleasure of gazing upon a lowered male head as it paid fealty to the polished toes of your boots.”

Silence greeted her observation.

“Tell me I am wrong and I shall leave and never trouble you again,” Sheridan-Aronson offered.

“There... There is no need for that,” offered Lorraine Anderson in return, as loathe to be a hypocrite as she was to lose the friendship of the kind of friend whose name was an intro into the higher altitudes of society her materialistic and pretentious soul craved.

“I was in no doubt such would be the case,” the socialite who recognised a pole-climber, even if they had much in common, observe. “But tell me how you contrived to bring your rather attractive manservant to such a point of obedience. He gives the impression, after all, of being educated and more than a little elevated from the necessity of selling himself for domestic service.”

Lorraine Anderson nodded, reassured by her older friend’s matter-of-fact assessment of her somewhat... outlandish ...personal situation.

“Your impression is not wrong, Elizabeth,” she told her. “In fact, I owe his service in great part to a relative of mine who saw something... useful ...in him and referred him to me. It was...”

She broke off as a delightful idea occurred to her, knowing it would appeal to her friend and do no harm when it came to her own appeal in the socialite’s eyes.

“But,” she began, “my servant has something of a way with words and, rather than have me explain it to you, I am sure you would prefer to hear it from the... creature’s ...mouth, so to speak.”

Receiving no discouragement from the flushed and anticipatory expression on the older woman’s face, Lorraine Anderson took up a little bell from the table at her side and ...  

.
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It was around that time when a national resurgence of interest in the stories of Mr Edgar Allen Poe had seen the long deceased scribe catch the vogue and whet the public appetite with his superior tales of terror – enough anyway to ensure the ensuing demand had to outstrip supply of such an elevated quality - that my editor on the Baltimore Globe decided to do a weekly feature on tales from the local area that, as well as being purportedly true, possessed at least a hint of the strange about them.

Terror itself being a real bonus and guaranteeing a surge in circulation for the paper and a boost to the pay-packet of the reporter lucky enough to have uncovered or – in a few notorious cases – invented the true story in question.

My name is Samuel Copland and, being just such a reporter at the time, it was with a bulging pay-packet in mind that I found myself in the Fell’s Point area to check out a story I was hoping would prove the charm for the Globe’s circulation and my finances.

What I would find would exceed all my expectations and would supply, along with the strangeness and the terror that would indeed see my “pay-packet” swell, an element of what the propriety of the day refused me to entrust to print and what I can only describe now as sex of the most unholy kind.

The above being the kindest of the descriptions available to me. 

Even if, later, I would avail myself of the opportunity to experience sex of such a nature and, in the so doing, consign my fate irrevocably to treacherous and controlling female hands that would change the course of my life forever and ensure I...

Forgive me. Though my life is a ruin and I am nothing like the man I thought I should become; a man worthy of commanding the respect of his fellow men and the admiration of women; I surely recall enough of my journalistic training to tell  my story in a structured and considered way without blurting it out in one huge breath guaranteed to kill its impact in its infancy. She is away from the home to see friends in Baltimore and the list of chores she left for my attention have been completed in an attentive – and fearful - way I feel sure will meet her approval. So there is, therefore, no need for haste in imparting to you my tale – even if much of it, in Bowdlerized form, will be familiar to many readers. 

Allow me to continue: 

Fells Point itself, back then, was a hive of shipbuilding and other maritime activity and it was not far from the harbour and close to the village street where the one-storey house in which Luella Miller had once dwelt - a woman from the village with a reputation for evil I truly hoped, for the sake of my editor and his paper’s sensation-seeking circulation, not to mention my future prospects, would prove warranted. 

She had been dead for years, yet there were those in the village who, in spite of that clearer light which falls to a vantage-point from a long-past danger and informs the less credulous and more analytical, half believed in the tale which they had heard from their childhood. 

In their hearts, although they scarcely would have owned it, remained a survival of the wild horror and frenzied fear of their ancestors who had dwelt in the same age with Luella Miller. Young people even would stare with a shudder at the old house as they passed, and children never played around it as was their wont around an untenanted building. There was, in point of fact, something so tangibly threatening about the homestead that fear of some metaphysical retribution on the parts of those coming across it – whether they knew of its history or not – prevented the abuse usual in the case of buildings that had remained derelict for too great a length of time.

Not one window in the old Miller house was broken and the un-cracked panes reflected the morning sunlight in patches of emerald and blue.

Since the events about to be described, the latch of the sagging front door had not been  lifted again.

Not even once!

And this although no bolt ever secured it. 

If the locals were to be believed, and since the day Luella Miller had been carried out of it, and save for one notable occasion, the house had seen neither tenant nor visitor.

None, that is, save for one friendless and impoverished old soul who had no choice between dubious hospitality of the empty dwelling and the far-off shelter of the indifferent sky. 

This old woman, who had survived her kindred and friends, lived in the house one week. Then one morning no smoke came out of the chimney, and a body of neighbours, a score strong, entered and found her dead in her bed. There were dark whispers as to the cause of her death, and there were those who testified to an expression of fear so exalted that it showed forth the state of the departing soul upon the dead face. 

The woman, despite the itinerant condition and impoverishment of her advanced years, had been as sound in mind and body as one of her situation could be when she entered the house. Yet, and in seven days. she was dead. Having fallen – or so the superstitious and credulous locals believed - a victim to some uncanny power beyond the capacity of simple folk to comprehend. 

Of course, the minister had talked in the pulpit with covert severity against the sin of superstition, and yet...

The belief had prevailed still. 

Not one soul in the village; not even the hardy ex-seamen who now found their livelihoods on dry-land; would have taken its shelter over the alms-house and would probably have entrusted their carcasses to the open air rather than that dwelling. 

No vagrant, no matter how hardy or desperate, would seek shelter beneath that old roof, unhallowed by nearly half a century of superstitious fear.

And no Mayor either.

Not one of the “Point’s” elected blowhards since the events being described had possessed the courage necessary to put in place an order by which it might be demolished and replaced. Too afraid, no matter how dismissive of such “foolishness” he might profess himself before his electorate. Unwilling to risk bringing himself to the forefront of the dwellings demonic and vengeful attention.

Of all the souls gathered without the confines of the house there was only one person in the village who had actually known Luella Miller herself and it was to this source that I directed my, self-confessedly, mercenary inquiries.

The person in the know was a woman well over eighty; though still a marvel of vitality and extant youth - at least in the acuity and sprightliness of her thoughts. Straight as an arrow, with the spring of one recently let loose from the bow of creation into the maelstrom of life itself, she moved about the streets daily and she always went to church, rain or shine. She had never married, and had lived alone for years in a house across the road from Luella Miller's.

Though, marvel of geriatric youth and vitality or not, she had not so much as placed a foot on the paving stones outside the Miller residence since Luella’s passing.

Nor did she intend to – even if, as it turned out, that it was the memory of the female resident of the house and not any latent malignancy possessed by the residence itself that prevented such a trespass on her part.

This woman had neither the garrulousness of her age nor its sourness. But, that having been said, never in all her life, from what I came to learn, had she ever held her tongue for any will save her own. She was known far and wide as a plain-speaker who never spared veracity when she was pressed to present it.  

However, and unlike many of such a kind who are perfectly comfortable in the remarking of uncomfortable truths pertaining to others, whilst taking mortal offence when in receipt of the same in regard of their own flaws, she was as easy in the acceptance of criticism as she was in the giving. 

Above the mantel in her parlor was a study in charcoal that could only have been her as a young woman, and I could do no more than confess to myself that she had once been a handsome and – very – desirable example of the female form.

She it was who bore testimony to the evil life, unwittingly or designedly so, of Luella Miller. 

More than this, she was a witness to the woman’s personal appearance. 

When this old woman spoke - and she had the gift of description, although her thoughts were clothed in the rude vernacular of her native village - one began to feel he or she was seeing Luella Miller as she had really looked. 

According to this woman, Lydia Anderson by name, Luella Miller had been a beauty of a type rather unusual in New England. A slight, pliant sort of creature, as ready with a strong yielding to fate as she was as unbreakable as a willow. She had glimmering lengths of straight, fair hair, which she wore softly looped round a long, lovely face and blue eyes full of soft pleading and, at the same time, if you can imagine such a duality, an inflexible will.

To see her move, this spiky and spirited old lady told me, was to gaze upon the most wonderful grace of motion and attitude.

“Luella Miller used to sit in a way nobody else could if they sat up and studied a week of Sundays,” Lydia Anderson would often say when quizzed, as she often was she told me, on the subject that still exercised such a fascination over the people of the region. 

“And to watch her walk was a sight to see. If one of them willows over there on the edge of the brook could start up and get its roots free of the ground, and move off, it would go just the way Luella Miller used to. She had a green shot silk she used to wear below a hat with green ribbon streamers and a lace veil blowing across her face and out sideways. Sometimes a green ribbon could be seen flyin' from her waist. 

“That was what she came out as a bride in when she finally gave her assent and married Erastus Miller.”

This old lady, who even now exerted a powerful hold of my senses – though the difference in our ages cut the usual thoughts of a young man in his prime from the equation – answered my question, so sharp was she still, before I even had a chance to voice it:

“Her name before she was married was Hill,” she told me. “There was always a sight of “l's” in her name, married or single. Erastus Miller was older than her by a good eight years or so but he was handsome lookin', too. Better lookin' than Luella even. Sometimes when they were together I used to think that Luella wasn't so handsome after all. But then...”

She seemed to lose herself in her thoughts for a moment and it struck me that the mental sharpness I had complimented her for shared its acuity with the usual forgetfulness and inability to focus, along with other incapacities, I usually associated with age of such an advanced stage.

Then:

“...But then, she was always more... compelling.”

Lydia Anderson’s eyes held my own unblinkingly and I had to confess, earlier suspicion as to the incapacities of age banished, with no small compelling quality of their own.

“There was a depth to Luella not to be seen in Erastus and when she gave someone – man or woman – her full attention there was something... uncomfortable... in it.”

“Not enough to stop Erastus wooing and courting her though,” I reminded her, realising my language had slipped back to a time and a kind she would recognise and be familiar with.

Enough, anyway, to make her smile.  

“Erastus? Woo, Luella?”

She was laughing out loud now and I couldn’t be sure if it was my antique wording and phrasing or the proposition it described that drew her merriment.

Both, it would turn out.

“When it came to men ‘wooing’ her, as you quaintly put it,” she began, “that weren’t ever likely to happen. Any man thinking he could turn the charm on Luella to get his head under her skirts would only...”

My face must have expressed my shock that a woman – and one of such an age – could use such language because she broke off and shook her head.

“Mr Copland, don’t tell me you, a reporter from the big city and familiar with all its ways, are shocked because a lady three times your age mentions a woman’s skirts and what lies under them?”

“Well, I...”

“You’re a handsome one, though,” she went on, my shock obviously neither here nor there to her, even though she had been the one to remark upon it; though the disbelief her next observation would etch upon my features would surely not be missed by even her. “Reckon I’d have sure let your head up under those o’ mine had you been around at the time.”

I could do no more than stare back at her, as trapped by her amused and, it can be described no other way, lustful expression as the small rodent is trapped and made immobile by the stare of the reptile intent upon devouring it.

A feeling of helplessness and fear I would experience again not long after my welcome return to that “big city” of which she spoke.

Fear that, this time would be...

Again I beg your indulgence for my unseemly haste and pray you will forgive my impatience and allow me to continue my narrative... 

...Suffice it to say, that this was no reptile!

This was a woman of over four-score years!

A woman of eighty and more who had just vouchsafed the pleasure she would have taken at having my head and its obliging tongue placed next to her...

Worse, I got the distinct impression it was a pleasure she’d not have forsworn had it been offered to her now.

Would have  bitten my hand off to experience such sensations again, in fact.

You can well understand that, marvel of youth and vitality or not, it was not the kind of imagery in respect of a lady of her years likely to stir the passions of a young man still to reach the milestone of thirty and still firm of both flesh and muscle. 

The mere fact a woman of her age could still harbour such lewd thoughts, let alone be prepared to voice them in the presence of a stranger – and one who was a man into the bargain – put this city-boy on the back-foot and left him lost for words.

“Lewd” thoughts that appeared to be giving her too much pleasure for her to let up on me yet.

“Puttin’ that young tongue where an old lady makes her water don’t make any appeal to you now,” she told me as the colour her previous words had brought to my cheeks left them in a hurry upon hearing those she was using now.

“I was your age now, though,” she went on, “I’d have you performing tricks like you were my pet pooch so you could be granted the favour.”

“Mrs Anderson!” I expostulated, suddenly finding my voice. “This... This is an outrageous way for any woman to speak. Let alone one of your...”

“Oh, save the posturin’,” she sneered. “I only tell things as they are – or at least mighta been. And don’t you go takin’ no high moral tone with me, boy. You’re here cos you know I got a story your boss back in the city going to love and you know it’ll be putting plenty o’ greenbacks your way. You so upset by my plain speaking you had better leave now, cos there be plenty more like it coming your way if you stay.”

She was right on a number of things. I was a reporter, and one from the city at that, so I wasn’t quite as outraged as my manner professed me to be. And you know already that I saw this story as a path to a little fame and fortune. So the fact I remained exactly where I was and made not even the slightest attempt to leave was all the proof she needed to tell her she was right about my intentions. 

But, even had I been as morally disgusted as she thought, my reporters nose was twitching and I knew there was a story here that could well turn out to be sensational.

Had twenty of those local ex-sailors roped me up and tried to haul me from Lydia Andersons sitting-room they’d have had a fight on their hands.  

Thankfully, the lady in question took my continued presence as a cue to continue the story I had come to hear rather than an opportunity to try and shock more youthful sensibilities with her freewheeling sexual appetites.

“Erastus just about worshiped her, though,” she went on. “I used to know him pretty well. He lived next door to me, and we went to school together. Folks used to say he was waitin' on me, but he weren't.”

She became thoughtful and her eyes took on a faraway glaze as they stared straight through her surroundings and went back to that time of which she spoke; expression wistful and angry at one and the same time.

This before she shook off her past meanderings and returned her attention to the recounting to hand.

Mind, I never thought he was except once or twice when he said things that some girls might have suspected meant somethin'.” 

I didn’t need to be a reporter, and the student of human-nature that profession required from those that followed it, to recognise the wistful look flitting over Lydia’s aged but still somehow youthful cheeks as love thwarted.

Wistful that could not hide the pain over which it was drawn.

“Lust”, I told myself, given the way she had already spoken to me on the subject, going hand-in-hand with the more wholesome disappointment; though I couldn’t be sure if she hadn’t known some success in the physical sense with Erastus to compensate for the absence of his finer feelings towards her.

If she had, she didn’t appear willing to share the knowledge of it out.

Not yet, anyways.

Though, and in not doing so, she showed me there were indeed limits to her “plain-speaking”.

“Anyhow,” she continued, and if there was any malice for either Erastus or the woman he chose over her she now hid it well, “that was before Luella came here to teach the district school.”

She became thoughtful, as if at some minor puzzle she had been unable to resolve in the past and for which an answer was proving just as elusive now.

“Was funny how she came to get it, mind, for folks said she hadn't any education and that one of the smarter big girls, Lottie Henderson, used to do all the teachin' for her while she sat back and did embroidery work on a cambric pocket-handkerchief or read from a book of her own choosing she didn’t care to share with her class. Lottie was a real smart girl, sweet too. A splendid scholar who set her eyes by Luella - as all the girls did. Lottie would have made a real capable woman, but she died when Luella had been here about a year.”

Again the thoughtful look.

More pronounced this time, as if at a puzzle of greater magnitude.

“Just faded away and died, she did. Nobody knew what ailed her. She dragged herself to that schoolhouse and helped Luella teach till the very last minute. Yet the committee who all knew how Luella didn't do much of the work herself just winked at it.”

“When did she marry Erastus?” I piped up as a means of asserting myself, not wanting her to think I was still shocked by her earlier... indiscretions.

“Not long after Lottie passed. I always thought he hurried it up because Luella weren’t fit to teach. Lance Whitlock, one of the big boys, used to help her after Lottie died.”

She shook her head and I knew a criticism of some kind would not be far behind.

Sure enough:

“Poor Lance though had none of Lottie’s quality. No government. With Lottie not around to take up the slack, the school didn't do very well and Luella might have had to give it up, for the committee couldn't have shut their eyes to things much longer – all of them being men and as taken with her as they were.”

“What happened to him?” I asked.

She looked at me questioningly, almost as if she only just realised I was in the room with her.

I waited.

“The boy who helped her, you mean? Lance Whitlock?”

I nodded and a look of what I took as genuine regret passed over Lydia Anderson’s strangely youthful features. In the short time we would spend with each other I would regard her temperament as an odd mix of the nurturing and the mercenary, the prim and the lustful, and the sadistic and the sensitive. She was a whole bundle of paradoxes. 

This regret for the fate of Luella’s “boy” being but one example of her multitudinous dualities.

“He was a real honest and innocent sort of fellow. An’ a good scholar, too – even if, as I said, he weren’t to Lottie’s standards. Folks said he overstudied, and that was the reason he was took crazy the year after Luella married.”

Her head shook from side-to-side and I could tell it was something she hadn’t bought then and wasn’t of a mind to be persuaded in regard of the assertions validity now.

“Was never so sure myself,” she finished, looking thoughtful still and vindicating my suspicions as she did so. 

“Though Luella never let on to me about any other cause and she was always mighty fond of boasting to me on the subject of her... triumphs.”

Already, as she spoke, I could see a pattern emerging and I smacked metaphorical lips at the story of a female demon who brought doom to all who crossed her path. True, or a myth born of the gossip of fishwives, it made no difference to me – though, of course, I was one-hundred-percent unimpressed by the former. Fame and reward were enough in themselves without worrying too much on the score of veracity.

“Luella, you see, had a way of... demanding... devotion from those who wanted to be a part of her life... No matter in how small a way.”

It was my turn to nod thoughtfully at her words and I could see she was curious to hear my next question.

I made her wait, enjoying having the feisty old-bat on the back foot for the first time.

“And what about you, Lydia?” I asked.

She looked genuinely puzzled:

“What about me?”

“Didn’t you ever want to be a part of her life?... You know, like the Lottie Henderson girl?”

Her curiosity was belonged instantly to the past and her expression was plainly teasing:

“That the kind of stuff you want to write about, is it?” she replied with a question of her own that, by misinterpreting my meaning put me onto the wrong-foot immediately and reinstated her position as the driver of our discussion. For, though it hadn’t been on my mind, I knew exactly what it was she was accusing me of referring to and, hard-bitten reporter I believed myself to be or not, I felt my cheeks colour.”

“No need to blush like a virgin on her wedding night,” she laughed. “You ain’t the first of your sex to have his juices flushed by the picturing o’ two handsome fillies pleasuring each other.”

The truth was, I hadn’t been “picturing” it at all until she took the wrong end of the stick and mentioned it.

I was now though.

“I, hmm, simply meant that... that...” with such ease had this eighty-year-old lady with her lack of self-restraint and filthy mind gotten behind my mental defences I realised I had forgotten the question I had asked – or at least its original import.

Fortunately, she hadn’t, and in realising she hadn’t I also had to come to terms with the uncomfortable knowledge that I, the so-called worldly-wise ‘city-slicker’, was being teased and tormented by an old lady who, I happened to know, had not stepped foot outside of her small village since the day of her birth.

“For some reason,” she went on, “whatever the effect Luella had on most people she came across it didn’t work with me.”

Relieved to be back on the surer ground of facts and placing the less news-worthy, or at least printable,  imagery her words had inspired in me to one side – though even as I did I knew I’d be returning to them at some time in the not too distant future – I pressed on:

“Must have made her wary of you.”

The question I had seen as a perfectly straightforward one seemed to puzzle the old lady with the lewd turn of mind and a light of puzzlement stilled the dancing of her still bright and alert eyes.

“How’d you mean?” she asked.

Not having expected to supply an answer of my own to such an obvious question, I spluttered at such a length that, before coherent speech could pass my lips and I could frame a reply, Lydia Anderson had already satisfied her own puzzlement.

“I s’pose being pretty much the only one in these parts who weren’t affected by her enough to lose what I had of my own will did make her a bit cautious round me.” 

She had said this with a nod before raising her eyes to mine by way of verification:

“That is what you were meaning, weren’t it?”

This time it was my turn to nod.

“Erastus though,” she was continuing without any prompting from her youthful big city interlocutor, “didn’t have my immunity to her... charms.” 

Her head shook from side-to-side, accompanied by an expression of the deepest regret, and my earlier suspicion as to the nature of her feelings for the man Luella Miller had taken from her and made her own were confirmed.

“None at all.”

“He wouldn’t be the first to lose his head over a beautiful woman in such a way,” I reminded her. “Nothing new in that.”

“That’s nothing but the honest truth,” she agreed. “But you have to try and fix in your head the Erastus as he was back then to get some idea of just how marked was the change his marriage to Luella wrought in him.”

“You said he was a good-looking man,” I chimed in, more to keep her on the subject than from any sense of pertinence, though it turned out my simple desire for continuity provoked a great deal more.

“Good looking?” she almost exploded at my description, despite my echoing of the very words she herself had used to describe him, her whole being about as animated as it was possible to imagine anyone of such an age possessing the energy to be and again confirming my suspicions in regard of the feelings she must have harboured for him.

Unreciprocated or not.

I waited as she shook her head at me as if I were the dullest piece of livestock on the holding and knew from the touch of colour staining her once fresh and magnificent cheekbones that I had touched a nerve.

“Calling Erastus good looking’s no more accurate than calling the sun yellow and contenting yourself you’ve provided a fair description.”

I sat in rebuked silence as she mulled a more ‘accurate’ description over.

Finally:

“There was so much more to him than just pleasing looks.”

Knowing the silence that followed the sentence was no more than a means of collecting her thoughts, that she may spew them my way with greater power, and pleased with myself for having led her to that condition from which indiscretions are unavoidable and young reporters fortunes are made, I was content to give her just as much time as she needed.

“He was the physical match of most any man – and I don’t refer only to his striking features and manly posture. Even those sailors, hardened from years before the mast who fetched up here looking for work of a different kind, thought twice, and then again for luck, if it came to a point of conflict with him. Erastus was as well-served by physical prowess as he was by mental agility.

Her description pleased her and she smiled with satisfaction before going on:

“Just don’t go running away with the idea he was some kind of simpleton whose strength had outgrown his wits, just cos he could beat the tar out of any man for miles around. Erastus was as smart as a whip and had been away to study law at the Maryland University before returning to take care o’ family matters after his parents passed. ‘Fore he met Luella he was ready to return to the city and start his own practice. Rumours had it there was a woman waiting there for him too, but Erastus never mentioned her and I can’t be sure.”

Again, a look of what I could only take as sadness turned her eyes downwards reflectively.

“What I am sure of is the fact this woman, if she existed, never so much as heard from Erastus again, let alone laid eyes upon him.”

Her eyes hardened:

“Not once his own set on Luella Miller.

“Were the family from money?” I asked.

“As much as what constitutes being so ‘round these parts,” she answered. “Erastus’s father owned the boat-yard and most o’ the property round the harbour, so he was never going to do without.”

“Must have made him even more attractive in Luella’s eyes,” I observed, back to my prompting.

Lydia Anderson was already shaking her head.

“Luella Miller never wanted for anything her whole life. To this day I can’t say where it came from, but the money that kept her in the fine clothes she always wore and the finest city furnishings she purchased for her house never came from no schoolteacher’s salary.

I was about to interject when:

“An’ she had all of that before what belonged to Erastus became hers by marriage and...”

“And, what?” I urged as, in the maddening way people do when on the verge of letting slip a revelation, she stopped herself in mid-stream.

Her answer did not begin where I might have expected it to start up again, but was no less compelling for not doing so:   

“Erastus Miller was a strong man, mental and physical, yet when he tied himself to Luella he became... something...”

Pain had returned to her eyes and it became self-evident that she had loved to distraction this man who had not returned her finest feelings.

“...Something... else,” she finished.

“Was Luella a nag?” I asked, already knowing the answer to my own question and wishing only to provoke the old lady to greater revelations.

“Don’t be an ass, young man,” she chided me in a voice more weary than exasperated. “I’ve decided to tell you my story, even though it’ll benefit you more than it ever will me, so you’ve no need to try and pry it from me with stupid questions.”

The eyes she turned upon my own reduced me to the condition of schoolboy again and I knew silence was my only option if I wished her to continue. 

“Luella – as you know full well from what I’ve already told you of her,” she said, finally satisfying herself of my compliance and continuing; “did not ‘nag’.”

Her still vivacious eyes held me captive as she added: 

“She commanded.”

It was, I told myself, seated opposite Luella Miller’s one-time friend, a capacity not lacking to any marked degree in Lydia Anderson herself.

“Apart from me and one other – and I’ve no clue why so don’t bother to ask – I never saw the person who wasn’t anything but totally obedient to her.”

“Obedient?” I asked, earlier vow of silence eschewed immediately at what I could only regard as an old lady’s hyperbole, so intrigued was I by her assertion I overlooked her mention of this ‘one other’.

She would, however, get to this in due course and no “prompting” from me would urge her to greater haste.

“That’s what I said,” Lydia Anderson sniffed. “Even those who didn’t like her felt compelled to do her bidding – seemed to be a gift with her.”

“Sounds a dangerous gift to me,” I said, unable to help myself. “The penalties for being accused of witchcraft are not so far in our past that...”

“And you want to know something else?” she overrode my observation in this regard – though to my relief there came no following castigation as there had before.

She stopped and it wasn’t until I realised she had ignored my observation completely, but was waiting for a response I swiftly supplied with a nod, that she continued:

“She enjoyed making ‘em do things for her. ‘Specially when she knew it was the last thing they wanted to do and found doing it hateful and shameful. Told me as much herself when she finally got used to the fact her... wiles... weren’t going to work on me and got used to the idea of having someone as an equal and a kind of friend rather than another flunkey.”
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