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​​​​“THE MISTRESS OF HIS SOUL”
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Dominique Verlaine
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When he came back to the bedroom from his shower, Suzy was already on his bed with legs spread. They had been with each other for over a month now and it was something of a record for him lately. Since his divorce he just couldn’t seem to make an emotional connection with any of the many women he dated. Though, according to his ex, he apparently hadn’t been a master of sensitivity during his marriage.

It was lack that both worried and troubled him.

Why was such perfectly normal human commerce so beyond him?

After all, he was intelligent, wealthy and well-born, and, if his admirers were to be believed, extremely handsome.

So why did he seem so... lacking ...emotionally?

Or were the above, so-described virtues, the very reason he seemed unable to make, let alone sustain, connections of a more sensitive and lasting kind? 

“Come here, you,” ordered his latest girlfriend since the divorce, pulling him into her arms, her energy surprising him as they kissed. To this point, their sex-play hadn’t included much of the touchy-feely stuff but, tonight she ravished decided to ravish his mouth with her lips and tongue. Her hands were all over him. Aggressively. Rubbing them over his chest and running them through his chest hair before pinching his nipples teasingly.

As he slid his own hands up under her teddy she groaned into his mouth and pushed her full breasts against him; dragging them back and forth against the nipples and chest hair she had just been teasing; her nipples through the teddy hard and erect.

As turned on, in fact, as she had been since they first met.

Their foreplay continued with Suzy being more aggressive than usual, pulling off her teddy and gliding up and down his body, making sure to rub her belly against his erect cock then enveloping it in the valley of her breasts. Sliding her body around his with the sinuous effortlessness of a cat and making noises of pleasure in her throat, she planted her lips upon his once again and used her tongue to mark his mouth as her territory. And, as she did this, he stroked her back, her breasts, her thighs, and whatever was within his reach while continuing to enjoying her heretofore unheard-of licentiousness.

When she slid down lower, it was clear where her lips were headed and his already hard cock twitched with anticipation.

Up to now, she had shied from giving him a blow-job, but now she seemed as if it were important to her – as if not giving it to him lessened her chances of making into the kind of long-term relationship with him she was seeking. He was, after all, a handsome and solvent man and would not be on the market for long if she allowed her game to slip – at least that was his own description of her thought-processes in his regard. Knowing as he did that her chances of achieving any kind of commitment other than an agreement to fuck each other when both were at a loose end were slim to non-existent.

But why?

She was, when it came down to it, kind and warm-hearted, intelligent and able to articulate and argument, well-educated, and highly desirable on the physical level.

So why, given he was aware of all these factors and even acknowledged his attraction to their owner, could he not even attempt to commit to the building of something... deeper ...between them?

Had this been the reason his ex-wife had suddenly become so disillusioned with their relationship after everything had gone so swimmingly before and after they had married and entered into what had seemed to them both a final commitment?”

It was a lack in him he realised she had picked up on and was doing her best to stimulate, making it clear that this would be an all-out attempt to make him see and appreciate both what she had, what she could do for him, and, more importantly to her, what she could become to him.

Explaining why she was taking her time with his cock and balls and attempting to heighten his arousal via the use of anticipation: teasing him with her tongue before taking him deep in her mouth and then backing off as she licked his balls and stoked up the intensity, stroking his cock and cooing little affectionate words to the mushroom-head between licks and then sliding him back in her mouth again.

Again and again she made as if to take that bulging head into her mouth, and again and again she retreated back down its length to suckle upon his balls and then begin the whole process again; heightening his arousal and his anticipation by reaching underneath him and working a finger into his butt-hole that he might be stimulated there also.

Both girlfriend and boyfriend surprised that this most masculine of men allowed such an... unmanly ...invasion.

A testimony, at least, to her successful attempts to take his lust for her to new heights.  

By the time she deigned to take him in her mouth, and he finally exploded past her thick scarlet lipstick to fill her warm mouth with the cream of his desire, he had to confess to himself it was one of the best blow-jobs he could recall receiving.

Ditto the mutual explosion that came soon after.

Some ten minutes removed, in fact, after he had used the time necessary for his thirty-something cock to recover its vigour by using his tongue to take her to the female equivalent of oral heaven.

Explosion made, after he slammed his recuperated manhood into the morass his tongue had made of her pussy and fucked them both towards a shared and reciprocal detonation.

It was, all in all, he considered as he lay sleepless with her curled around him and her head resting upon his shoulder, some of the best sex he could recall having had.

So why was he left feeling both disengaged and, more pertinently... dissatisfied?
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The man surveying the crowds milling at the entrance to his gallery of choice, was handsome and, though his clothing spoke of affluence, wore his good genetic and financial fortune with an easy and non-exclusive grace.

Crowds or not, he was always at his happiest when surrounded by either artists or the work defining them and today was no different. In fact, given the unsatisfactory nature of his personal life and his inability to connect with that... certain ...someone, it was a positive relief to be away from his latest near relationship and be able to focus his thoughts upon something with which he had a very real connection.

A true and abiding love for the arts in most of its forms. 

His name was Paul Garrett and he had come to the Royal Academy to see a special showing of Turner’s preparatory drawings. The opportunity to see the rarely displayed sketches - sketches that led to many of the Master’s most breathtaking and advanced works - ensuring he put aside his distaste for large gatherings and braved the crowds of Piccadilly; many of whom were headed in exactly the same direction. An unhappy coincidence, for Garrett at least, ensuring that the gallery housing the rarely seen treasures was so popular entry was impossible. And, even if he had made it past the mass of art-lovers and curious tourists jostling for admission, there was nil chance of his getting to see or scrutinise anything for longer than a few seconds at a time before being forced by the press of the crowd to move on.

The above explaining, despite his genuine desire to witness these treasures, why he immediately moved away and began to wander through the other wings with their rows and rows of oils and intermittent sculptures, co-existing with redundant and forbidding examples of medieval armours, Oriental porcelains, ornate fans, and bronzed Egyptian gods specimens of creative output. 

At length, though, he blundered to the head of a certain rear stairway and realised he had reached that part of the Academy where certain, more lurid and shocking, art-works – normally by artists not considered of the first-rank, hung on the landing wall. 

Amongst them Joachim Riesdaal’s, infamous and unsettling, “Hungry Goddess”.

Quite alone for once, in a museum not renowned for deserted rooms and corridors, he instantly descended the stairs to where the painting awaited him, relishing seeing once again Riesdaal’s beautiful if antiquated demoness, in her bedroom rich with the primary colours that so perfectly accompanied the impression of something foul implied by the hands of the imploring lover as they reached out from his position on the floor to clutch at her alabaster feet beseechingly.

A study that never failed to stir something... strange ...in his own breast.

And elsewhere!

But, as he descended, he saw that the Riesdaal no longer hung in its usual spot. Instead, there hung a painting with a heavy gilt-frame. A painting he had neither seen nor heard tell of in all his years of visits to the museum.

All the way down to the landing where it hung, he could not take his eyes from it, and his instant, if dark, enthralment went deeper still when he was finally before it. 

He was, he realised, barely breathing in its presence.

And now he racked his thoughts for some mention of it ever having been in the museum’s catalogue and came up wanting. 

There was no accompanying plaque denoting artist and time, but Garrett had enough of an eye about him, in tandem with his copious, if dilettante, reading on the subject of both art and artists, to know that he was looking at a superior rendition of what was a most... disturbing ...subject.  

Disturbing and ...he could do no more than confess as an erection tented his trousers at the groin beneath the three-quarter leather coat concealing it... thrilling!

But why?

Why would a centuries old depiction of such an... unwholesome ...theme react upon him in such a way?

And - if the manhood attempting take-off in his trousers spoke truly, in a way far more advanced than the Riesdaal?

Mind wandering from the scene before him for a few moments, he wondered if this sexual... aberrance ...of his went some way to explaining his inability to sustain the marriage to Joanna that had so recently turned to dust after four years of a relatively happy, if childless, union.

Not to mention countless other relationships that had, for reasons he had been unable to quite put a finger on, been consigned to the scrap-yard.

Many of which had started with so much promise.

Had his inexplicable reaction to scenes of depravity, such as the one found in the Riesdaal and the unknown creation currently filling his senses, been the factor holding back both the women and himself on some subconsciously acknowledged level?

Far too engaged in the subject matter before him, he made a mental note to analyse the phenomenon when he was less... preoccupied ...and contented himself to concentrate more fully upon the painting in oil before him.   

What he was looking at was a dungeon. Deep in the bowels of what he imagined as a medieval castle whose country of provenance escaped him – though the school it most resembled, he thought, was a concordance similar to the Dutch from which had sprung the Riesdaal he had first expected to see hanging there. Neither the finish nor the brushwork, however, he realised the instant he took the work in, was as sophisticated as that to be found in the “Hungry Goddess”. From the same school or not, this was painted by a far less gifted and technically proficient hand than that of his well-known colleague.

And yet...

As compelling as the Riesdaal was, this held Garrett’s attention with a hold that seemed almost unbreakable; this as he drank in the scene and wondered why, on a deserted landing of the Academy, some four centuries from the period in which he guessed the picture had been conceived, its dark and terrifying scene held him motionless before it.

And, worse...

Held him there in a state-of-rut.

Unwilling to leave it, he drank in the scene again, as if willing an answer from the canvas for his inexplicable and quite deplorable reaction. 

Unlike the somewhat airy and bright space of the “Goddess’s” bedroom depicted in the Riesdaal, the visual that stared back at him supplied no such accompanying balm to counterpoint its theme of ownership and tyrannical possession that belonged in both the physical and the metaphysical realms.

What faced him instead, was a dungeon that was dark and dank and seemed lit only by the incandescent barbarity of the fully dressed woman at its centre and the candle resting on a holder affixed to the dark rock, illuminating a naked and shackled man.

A man whose back was a veritable crossroads of vicious and angry looking welts. 

Of the sky there was no sign save for the merest hint of its existence beyond a tiny aperture set high in the dungeon’s forbidding walls, but there was light enough from the woman and candle to reveal the various implements of torture and horror that hung upon those same walls and those resting threateningly and unyieldingly upon the stone-floor. 

Despite the absent sophistication of both brushwork and technique, the artist had contrived to make everything about the painting speak of power. 

And, in speaking of it, made the woman its focal point.

There could be no question that the wretch grovelling before her, hands turned up imploringly, had none of that power and was nothing more than the woman’s prisoner – though why, and by what means he had been reduced to such a condition, was not addressed in any way by the artists depiction.

And why, when he came to think about it, was there any for such an underpinning.

Especially when the crucial relationship between the two was right before the eyes.

That of owner and owned.

With this thought in mind, Paul Garrett found himself compelled to move in closer to the painting that he might study the woman more closely; noting how her fiery red-hair, loose about her shoulders and flowing almost to the bodice revealed wondrously conical and full breasts that commanded his attention despite the absence of any great gift in the artist that he could discern.

An absence that begged the question of him: why, if even he could see the work was not fit to be included amongst even those of the second-rank, the curators of the gallery had not only seen fit to procure it but held it in high enough regard to hang in the museum itself – albeit on an obscure landing removed from the more luminous glories of the galleries themselves?

At that moment, however, he was far too preoccupied with the picture itself – and his baffling and disturbing reaction to its subject – to consider the anomaly for too long.

The setting about the flame-haired woman and the black bodice and floor-length dress that seemed to heighten its allure, was worked up in various shades of monochrome with, here and there, mostly on her captive’s back but also in splashes upon the cold stone floor, varying hues of crimson pigment.

But it was her eyes that caught the attention of his own and arrested them to an almost breathless scrutiny.

They were of such a green as he had not beheld before.

Not in book.

Not in gallery.

And certainly not on any living soul he had ever come across.

They were the most knowing, the most sensuous, and the most... promising ...eyes he had seen – on canvas or otherwise.

And he had no doubt that their owner was every bit as evil as the subject matter chosen by this unknown artist insisted her to be.

Suddenly, an image of her in contemporary dress, skirt raised to reveal powerful legs in sheer black nylon, transfixed his thoughts. 

His arousal heightening as his thoughts showed her from the point-of-view of a man lying beneath her as she exposed herself. 

Him!

He stood unmoving, transfixed by his own imagination as the nylon-clad derriere of the woman lowered itself towards his face and settled its gusset over his unresisting lips, allowing him to take in her scent through his nose and take his arousal even further off the scale.

With an effort of self-control consisting of a violent shaking of the head, he manged to rescue himself from his sexual reverie and returned his attention to the painting and its model prompting it.

Again it was the woman’s eyes that compelled his attention.

They were eyes that somehow managed to convey the certainty that the woman behind them was as patently sadistic and malevolent as any meditations of Satan as he contemplated his next burst of worldly carnage.

And yet, when Paul Garret managed to tear himself away from the twin green poles of the unliving eyes that held him in a condition of awe to match his sexual arousal, he noted that the artist , for all his missing gift, had managed to instil upon the features of the whipped and beaten cur at her feet – a former gentleman, if the quality of the shreds of clothing still clinging to his body spoke truly – a look of utter and complete reverence for this female monster who had reduced him to such a condition.

It was a look of adoration that fetched is schoolboy reading and Masoch’s hero to mind as he attempted to persuade his beloved Wanda to be... severe ...with him...

––––––––
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“...You know I am supersensual. With me everything has its roots in the imagination, and thence it receives its nourishment. I was already pre-maturely developed and highly sensitive, when at about the age of ten the legends of the martyrs fell into my hands. I remember reading with a kind of horror, which really was rapture, of how they pined in prisons, were laid on the gridiron, pierced with arrows, boiled in pitch, thrown to wild animals, nailed to the cross, and suffered the most horrible torment with a kind of joy. To suffer and endure cruel torture from then on seemed to me exquisite delight, especially when it was inflicted by a beautiful woman, for ever since I can remember all poetry and everything demonic was for me concentrated in woman. I literally carried the idea into a sort of cult.

“I felt there was something sacred in sex; in fact, it was the only sacred thing. In woman and her beauty I saw something divine, because the most important function of existence—the continuation of the species—is her vocation. To me woman represented a personification of nature, Isis, and man was her priest, her slave. In contrast to him she was cruel like nature herself who tosses aside whatever has served her purposes as soon as she no longer has need for it. To him her cruelties, even death itself, still were sensual raptures.

“I envied King Gunther whom the mighty Brunhilde fettered on the bridal night, and the poor troubadour whom his capricious mistress had sewed in the skins of wolves to have him hunted like game. I envied the Knight Ctirad whom the daring Amazon Scharka craftily ensnared in a forest near Prague, and carried to her castle Divin, where, after having amused herself a while with him, she had him broken on the wheel...”

...In the wretch at the model’s feet, staring up adoringly and supplicatingly at the woman who was in the process of torturing and emasculating him for her own pleasures, Paul Garrett knew he was looking at an early role model for the supersensual Galician who could only take pleasure from the hands and at the feet of a cruel female.

It did not take long after this revelation for it to suggest itself to him that the erection threatening to erupt from his trousers placed him as an even later model for the same sexual malaise and the locomotia inertia that went with it. 

Again:

But why?

Certainly, he had felt... unusual ...stirrings in the presence of the Riesdaal painting and, now, this one. But never until now had the prospect of being tortured and dominated by a woman in such a fashion been even the merest part of his thoughts. Though, obviously, he had to confess, longings of such a perverse kind must always have been kicking around in the lower depths of his subconscious if this was his gut-reaction.

Had his ex-wife and all those former girlfriends sensed something of this in him and taken appropriate action?

Did this explain why he was still a bachelor at the relatively old age of thirty-eight?

Why else would he be gazing at the malevolent redhead in the picture as if he were dehydrated and she a fountain whose permission he needed to be able at last to slake his thirst?

For it also struck him that, though her hair was stunning and her eyes utterly compelling, this was no conventional beauty – despite the hour-glass shape and the conical breasts.

There was a curved and angular severity to her facial particulars that hovered around the zone bordering a look of character and outright ugliness – certainly, she could never be described as a beauty. In fact, there was something distinctly inhuman in the features as captured by the artist and Garrett could only hope the depiction had stemmed from the artists imagination rather than an exact replication of his model. For surely, no human features could reflect the levels of malevolence and the sheer joy of inflicting the mental and physical pain possible when one owned another human being, as the woman in the picture seemed to own the wretch grovelling before her.

Could they?

The form of the almost supine and supplicatory victim, as wretched as he was, was also compelling in itself; despite the aforementioned lack of craft inherent in the creator wielding the brush that gave him life. 

The head was writhed around, as if in mental agonies far greater than the physical pains caused by the lacerations visible upon his back. Lacerations, one did not have to guess too hard, that had been caused by the vicious looking cat and its barbed tails that hung so casually from the woman’s alabaster hand and trailed across the cold stone-flooring. Its barbs leaving a trail of blood upon the stone to denote the nature of its recent activity.

Though he could not see the face or its expression upon the handsome supplicatory, he could tell the man was by some years the woman’s senior and this seemed to give another dimension to his own reaction to the subject matter. 

Was there not something even more... distasteful ...in the sight of a man being emasculated by a member of the weaker sex who was also younger than he?

In the tortured tenseness of the man’s blood smeared muscles visible to him, there seemed to be a proclamation of shame intended for the witness to his incarceration and subsequent torture. 

As if a message were to be divined from the sickly white sheen of the skin and the jagged streaks of gore the whip she wielded had written upon it. 

And yet, the certainty portrayed by his cringing posture and the arms stretched towards his jailor so beseechingly – so imploringly – was of a man who, though undoubtedly broken and no more than a pale shadow of the man he had once been, was not just emasculated and tamed, but doing battle with feelings of adoration for the monstrous refection of nurturing femininity that had stripped him of everything he held dear.

And then came a voice that was as familiar to him in general as it was unknown to him on an individual basis. 

“Hold on, there!” came a sharp and authoritative challenge from the stairs behind and below him. 

Paul Garrett started, his perusal of the painting’s victim interrupted by male-custodian whose sense of authority and superiority over those visiting the Academy who paid for his vigilance had been honed through many years of service and would remain that way for at least another year or two until he either took his retirement or his retirement was forced upon him.  

“What are you doing here? And... what's that picture doing there?”

Garrett almost lost his footing and fell upon the speaker, so startled was he from his guilty and perversely sensuous perusal of the painting. The Museum guard was a slight old fellow with a completely hairless scalp that could be seen covered in the liver-spots of age. But this did not prevent him from advancing upon the lone visitor with all the righteous self-entitlement of the long-term and uniformed employed.

Recovering his poise a little, and finding himself annoyed with the old man – as he always found himself annoyed with officious little people for whom, sometimes, it took no more than a hat and a uniform to give them a belief in their own authority – Garrett’s manner became more brusque and superior.

“I was going to ask somebody that self-same question,” he told the man in a tetchy tone of voice of his own. “I was expecting to find the Joachim Riesdaal hanging here.”

The guard relaxed his forbidding attitude at first sound of Garret’s well-modulated voice, like most of his class confusing background with intelligence and endowing the good fortune found from birth a respect it, possibly, did not deserve; though, on this occasion, it was just possible he recognised Garret from one of his numerous former visits.

“I beg your pardon, sir. I thought you were a tourist. We don’t like them wandering around as they please without supervision.”

He sniffed disapprovingly:

“No telling what they might try to carry off as a memento of their visit.”

Garrett nodded, willing to indulge the older man now their respective merits had been acknowledged.

“So, what happened to the Riesdaal? It’s hung here for as long as I’ve been coming.”

The guard rubbed his chin, perplexed.

“I can’t rightly say that I know, sir. We’re normally kept in the loop if a painting’s taken away downstairs for restoration or just swapped, but there’s been no mention of it on the bulletin-board.”

He made a face of distaste and aimed a nod at the picture now occupying the Riesdaal’s rightful position, then lifted his shoulders in what might have been a shrug but could just as easily have been a shudder. 

“For what it’s worth, I think their choice to replace it – temporary or not – is... is...”

He seemed at a loss for the right description, the vocabulary in his possession plainly not up to the task.

Either that or the word or words of choice he preferred to use were not a kind for public consumption.

Finally settling for...

“...Nasty!”

Garret nodded again, unable to do anything other than agree – constrained custodian’s vocabulary or not.
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