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As he had been taught, he sucked each of her brown toes in turn that his saliva might supply her nails with an extra lustre. He was a long way past any feeble and futile demur he knew would only win him her displeasure. Knowing also that, if she were displeased his wife would be sure to follow suit.

And, given the history he had shared with the former love of his life, punishment at her hands seemed even more excruciating and humbling than the considerable shame he felt at being chastised by a younger woman.

And a woman of colour, to add to his sense of personal and manly disgrace.

The sing-song, almost Welsh in nature, English in which she addressed him also a matter of some personal angst and debasement.

Angst and debasement he felt now as her words drifted down to him as he sucked upon the big-toe of her left-foot from a kneeling position on the kitchen floor below her.

“You must consider yourself favoured,” she told him, pomposity all the more outrageous for its certainty it would not be taken to task by the wretch at whom it was aimed. “It is not all servants who are favoured by their Malkin enough to be allowed to serve in such a way.”

The delightful prospect of serving her in sections to the wildlife in the zoo at Regents Park presented itself to him once again and, also again, he wondered just how it was she managed to keep him not just at her feet without any possibility of retaliation, but deferential to all women he met. His own wife most of all.

“There are many theories about where and when nail polishing actually began,” she told him in that hatefully accented English, this as his thoughts bemoaned the onslaught of yet another of the low-caste and hatchet-featured woman’s educational reveries. “It would appear, however, India was where the practice first originated. When you suck upon my superior Indian toes that they may be bright and vivid before I allow you to colour them, you are privileged to be playing your part in a custom thought to date back well over 5,000 years.”

He made no reply, conversation necessarily limited by the presence of the toe around which his tongue was currently wrapped; though his thoughts bridled at the knowledge this low-born and evil woman truly considered herself his superior.

The suggestion offered by a more realistic inner voice that she would be hard-pressed to feel any other way, given the deal of almost total control she exercised over him, he allowed to be swamped by the more immediate concerns of his eviscerated male pride and the various scenarios of vengeance forever writ large across his inner diary.

“Soon,” she continued, the magnificent eyes which were so out of keeping with the rest of her features fair dazzling with the vitality lent them by her complete and utter control over the demoralised and abjectly beaten Englishman at her feet, “if your progress warrants it, you will have earned the honour of serving Miss Christina in such a fashion. Perhaps even Miss Cora, should she find the time and be receptive to having her feet attended by you.”

He felt himself begin to tear up at the prospect of having the woman he had married watch him perform such an emasculating and repulsive chore and fought the urge back. 

It was enough for his tormentor to degrade him, without aiding and abetting her in what she seemed to consider her life’s work.

But then why, if he felt as degraded as he did, and hated the woman with an impotent passion, a passion he could not act upon and felt must end in his insanity, was his cock tenting out the black-trousers that served as a part of his working “uniform”?

The silky smooth skin of the shapely calf-muscles he could see above his mouth and the nail shining tongue within it; calf-muscles upon legs that shared nothing in common with his preconceptions of Indian women with thin, rickety lower limbs; going some way to answering his question.

As did the nipped in waist over which flowed her vivid pink sari and the magnificent breasts contained within it.

But that face...?

And the cess-pit of a mind contained behind it...?

Never a man of a particularly fertile imagination, his situation and how he had come to be reduced to it was a constant source of torment and puzzlement to him.

As was the fact the predatory featured houri above him need only to fix him with her piercing and unnaturally bright eyes for him to become nothing more than her servile thrall.
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And a thrall who lived in terror of his conqueror at that.

It would have been a mercy, he told himself often, if he had no cognizance of his submission to this abomination. 

But that was not the case.

Even as he performed the debasing acts she insisted upon and his manhood retreated further and further into nothing more tangible than imagined revenge scenarios and the memory of what he had once been, he was aware of performing the tasks expected of them; though his inner self raged at his weakness for submitting in such a way.

He had heard it said of mesmerists that they could not hypnotise a person to perform acts that went against their core beliefs. This, he prayed, was not true. For, if it was, then his shame was multiplied beyond calculation. 

As if sensing his thoughts, and confident in her complete power, she wiggled the toe still inside his mouth to underline her control of him, utterly and completely certain there could be no possibility of the merest rebellion from him.

When, as expected, no response was forthcoming, and wishing to play with her pet more playfully, she placed the sole of her free foot over his trousers and against the erection raging inside of them; an action that drew a gasp from her victim despite the presence of her toe in his warm mouth.

“There,” she said as if to an infant rewarded for having learned a lesson; or, perhaps more pertinently, a household animal who had just voided itself for the first time in the place expected of it. “Obedience will always find itself rewarded by a just master.”

Instantly, he felt himself falling further into the subservient mindset both words and actions were designed to provoke; the usual contradictions doing nothing to lessen his debasing desire as contrived to keep her toe in his mouth and thrust against the sole of her foot at one and the same time.

As he erupted into his own undergarments after only a matter of seconds, the beaten man asked himself yet again how it was possible for him to have been brought so low.

And so quickly...
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​​The Gift
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On the first morning of October, in the year of our Lord 1913, Edwin Covington awoke from a disturbing dream.

It had consisted of an ancient wood, and of a clear well rising into a grey, almost blue, film and vapour beneath a glimmering heat; but it had not been the landscape accompanying his nocturnal thoughts that had disturbed him.

Opening his eyes, he saw the sunlight bright in the room, sparkling on the varnish of the new furniture, and for a reason beyond him at this point, was grateful to find his wife's side of the bed vacant. His gratitude, he knew, and with some confusion and wonder of the dream still lingering in his mind, could be traced directly to the presence in his slumbers of their new Indian housekeeper and...

Unwilling to revisit a dream he found as unseemly as it was troubling, he left the bed also, and began hurriedly to set about his dressing, for he had overslept a little, and the 'bus passed the corner at 9.15. He was a tall man, dark-haired and dark-eyed, and in spite of the routine of the City and all the mechanical drudgery that had lasted for seventeen years, he had until recently carried about him the curious hint of a wild grace, as if he had been born a creature of the antique wood of his dream and had seen the fountain rising from the green moss and the grey rocks.

A curious hint more and more submerged beneath the crushing and relentless drudgery of a life spent in finance until, over the past few weeks or so, it had taken the route of a river that only existed beneath the earth; a river so subterranean, in fact, there was no longer anything of it that even hinted at its once wild existence above ground. 

Though, since the arrival of their new housekeeper, a new and troubled inner life – witness his nightly slumbering and his resting mind’s indecipherable and nightmarish depiction of his new domestic.

At first, he had shrugged his nightly ramblings off as no more than a by-product of the vivid imagination he had always allowed to counterpoint a life that even he conceded was dull and, if those vivid imaginings had decreased over the weeks since her arrival, he would have happily accepted such an explanation.

But they had not.

If anything, she was growing stronger within his subconscious and – despite laughing at himself for the fancy – seemed to be wielding more and more of an influence there.

An influence, he had noted, that was not restricted to the world of dreams when it came to his wife; who seemed so taken with her that she looked desolate when he informed her he was thinking of letting the woman go.

So desolate, in fact, that he reconsidered the intention before she had managed to even broach the subject of his reasoning.

It would be a soft-hearted moment that would return to haunt him.

Amongst other torments.  

This morning, the breakfast was laid in the room on the ground floor, the back room with the French windows looking on the garden, and before he sat down to his fried bacon he kissed his wife seriously and dutifully. Christina had brown hair and brown eyes, and though her lovely face was grave and quiet, one would have said that she might have awaited her husband under the old trees, and bathed in the pool hollowed out of the rocks; although, if one looked closely these days, there appeared to be an almost perpetual curl at one corner of her lips one might have considered sardonic had it not been so sinister and out of place with her previous character – almost as if she knew his nightly fantasies and was waiting only until she knew how best to use them to her own ends before confronting him with her knowledge.

They had a good deal to talk over while the coffee was poured out and the bacon eaten, this after Covington's egg was brought in by the plump Indian woman herself and he found himself colouring red as he recalled his only recently truncated dream. That the woman herself, dressed in the costume of her own country still and lending a throwback to more elegant and colonial days of yore to the breakfast-room, seemed to hold his eyes with a quiet insolence that seemed to be telling him she knew of his shameful dream did not make him any more at ease – even if he did scold himself for being childishly fanciful.

He and Christine had been married for the past twelve years and remained childless, in fact, until the advent of Isha into their household and daily life, they had got on excellently, rarely sitting silent for more than an hour and in accord on most things. But for the past few weeks Aunt Cora’s present to them of a household servant had afforded a subject for conversation which seemed inexhaustible. At least when that servant herself was not around. Mrs. Covington had been Miss Christina Reynolds, the daughter of an auctioneer and estate agent in Notting Hill, and Aunt Cora was her mother's sister, who was supposed rather to have lowered herself by marrying a coal merchant from Turnham Green. 

Cora, an imposing woman in her late forties who, from what Edwin Covington had seen of her relationship with the man, ruled him with such iron control he himself had described the man to Christina as: “a disgrace to the male species”, had felt the family attitude a good deal for having “married down” and lowered the family standing so carelessly. A superior attitude that soon underwent a sea-change and ensured the Reynolds’s were sorry for many things that had been said when the coal merchant saved money and took up land on building leases in the neighbourhood of Crouch End. 

Greatly to his advantage, as it appeared. 

Nobody, it transpired, had thought that Nixon could ever do very much; but he and his wife had been lived for years in a beautiful house at Barnet, with bow-windows, shrubs, and a paddock, and the two families saw but little of each other. Widowed now, Cora made but few attempts to see her favourite niece, though, on the few occasions she had, she’d made it plain that, upon her own passing, her estate would be left entirely to Christina.

Plainness that had not sat too well with the rest of the family deprived of their share of the derided former coal-merchant’s fortune and ensured he and Christina, along with Cora, saw very little of them from that point on.

Of course, before the news her niece would be inheriting her estate, Aunt Cora and her husband had been asked to Christina's wedding. But they had sent excuses with a nice little set of silver apostle spoons, and it was feared by his wife at this time that nothing more was to be looked for. That had been twelve years before and their sole contact had been through birthday and greeting cards since.

Until a month ago. 
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Upon Christina's 35th birthday, Isha had turned up at their door with a letter of introduction from Aunt Cora explaining that she had purchased her housekeeping services as a gift and would be paying her salary for as long as she remained with them.

It had been a most affectionate letter, enclosing also a cheque for one-thousand-pounds for them to “use wisely”.

The Covington’s, as may have been expected, had discussed the question of this gifts judicious disposal – as well as the necessity of having to dispense with the services of their part-time domestic and get used to the idea of having another person in the house; even if the tiny attic room at the top of the house was perfect, what with its bed and wash-stand, for the housing of their new housekeeper. 

But when it came to the money, Mrs. Covington had wished to invest the whole sum in Government securities until Mr. Covington had pointed out that the rate of interest was absurdly low. It was only after a good deal of talk that he had persuaded his wife to use the bulk of the thousand to clear the existing debt of just over five-hundred-pounds on their home, and put four of the remaining five in a safe mine, which was paying out at five per cent. This was very well, but the remaining one-hundred-pounds, which Mrs. Covington had insisted on reserving, gave rise to other frictions as to its use.

At first Mr. Covington had proposed that they should furnish the 'spare' room. There were four bedrooms in the house, excluding the aforementioned attic-room serving as servant-quarters. But he soon had a change of heart. £100 invested wisely in more volatile, but hopefully more rewarding, stock, he considered, could soon turn from acorn to oak.

Again, being the head of the household and a man, it was the husband’s view that was followed – though he noted that, since the arrival of the Indian domestic, his wife no longer followed his lead with quite the same... willingness.

With this in mind and determined to nip any wifely rebellion in the bud, he stopped off on his way home to consult his closest friend.

Greville Hanson lived at Fulham, and had often given him judicious advice as to the laying out of money to the very best advantage – mostly upon the buying of superior French wines, connected with the Bordeaux wine trade - and Covington's only anxiety, given his long-time friend’s fast lifestyle, was lest he should not be at home.

It was, however, all right; Covington took a tram along the Goldhawk Road, and walked the rest of the way, and was delighted to see Greville in the front garden of his house, inspecting his flower-beds with his usual glass of claret to hand.

“Haven’t seen you for an age,” he said cheerily, when he heard Covington’s hand on the gate. “Come in... Oh, I forgot,” he added, as Covington still fumbled with the handle, and vainly attempted to enter. “Of course you can”t get in; I haven’t shown it you.”

It was a hot day in June, and Greville appeared in a costume which he had put on in haste as soon as he arrived from the City. He wore a straw hat with a neat pugaree protecting the back of his neck, and his dress was a Norfolk jacket and knickerbockers in heather mixture.

“See,” he said, indicating the handle as he let Covington in; “see the dodge. You don’t turn the handle at all. First of all, push hard, and then pull. It’s a trick of my own, and I shall have it patented. You see, it keeps undesirable characters at a distance—such a great thing in the suburbs.”

“But how about visitors?” said Covington. “How do they get in?”

“Oh, I put them up to it,” adding with a wink, “if they are on my good side.”

They shared a laugh and Covington followed his friend inside, where he too was soon at a table laden with open and unopened books and sipping a full-bodied Lynch-Bage Greville assured him he would enjoy.

His friend was not wrong and Covington swiftly brought the conversation around to his wife’s “gift” and his desire to invest in a “sure thing”.

“Yes, that’s what everybody wants,” Greville sighed playfully, having heard it all before on countless occasions. He pretended to mull it over, before asking: “How much?”

Covington told him.

“Why not put the whole thousand with me?”

Covington explained this also.

“Sensible to get yourself out from under with the bricks and mortar,” he agreed. “But...?” 

Covington did not respond, having been convinced beforehand of his friend’s reaction to his... caution.
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“Hmmm. Well, it’s your money,” Greville sniffed before going on to sip at his Claret with a thoughtful expression. “Actually, I do have something and it is a good cut. But you needn’t pass it on to everybody.  Understand?”

“You’ve known me long enough not to ask such a fool question,” Covington replied a little testily and his friend held out his hands palm first to mollify him.

“Very well. I got the tip from Jameson - you know him, "Jim-Jams," in the China trade, 39 Eastbrook. He said, for obvious reasons, he didn’t want everybody in the City to know about it.”

Greville scribbled something on a sheet of paper, folded it and passed it over to Covington. Just go to Jennings, in Old Wall. Show him this and mention my name. He’ll see you all right.” 

Covington pocketed the note and, business concluded, set about enjoying both the wine and the company of his bachelor friend he sometimes envied when things, as such personal arrangements often become, were less than harmonious at home.

“A housekeeper?” his friend exclaimed finally, and with some surprise. “The last time we met you were complaining about the prohibitive cost of a cleaning lady three times a week.”

“Christina’s aunt made her a birthday gift of it. The one-thousand of which I mentioned, and the fully paid services of our very own Indian housekeeper.”

“Man or woman?” asked Greville, shifting a little uncomfortably in his wingback.

“A woman, of course. Indian.”

The expression of Covington’s closest – nay: his only – friend became serious to the point of grave.

“Does she speak the lingo?”

“I’d say that’s obvious,” Covington snorted; “given neither Christina nor I have Guajarati, Tamil, Bengali, or any kind of tongue used upon the Subcontinent.” 

Adding quickly:

“And, before you start, neither do we have any intention of either learning our servant’s native tongue nor paying for an interpreter to make simple household instructions plain to her.”

Covington shook his head with mock disgust, though he remained somewhat perplexed by the troubled look that had occupied his friend’s face since he had mention his new housekeeper and, more relevantly it seemed, her nationality.
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