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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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Hassan came in and began very deliberately to light the four lamps, muttering and smiling in the childish manner which characterizes some Egyptians. He wore a red cap, and a white robe confined at the waist by a red sash and on his brown feet he wore loose slippers, also of red. With good features and strong teeth, despite his closeness to the year of sixty, he made a very picturesque figure as he went slowly about his work.

As he lighted lamp after lamp and soft illumination crept about the big room, the heavy shadows created by the artificial light ensured the place seemed to become mysteriously enlarged; and yet, that it was an Eastern apartment in a house containing more than one, cunningly devised to appeal to the Western eye, a person familiar with Arab households must have seen at once, for it was so much a traditional Oriental interior it had become a stage setting rather than the nondescript and generally uninteresting environment of the modern Egyptian at home.

A setting designed to ensnare and seduce the unwary or gullible whose needs, and the strength of them, ensured they were susceptible to such simulated decadence and the exotic and, more importantly, erotic pleasures it promised.

Should, that is, the wary and susceptible also be in possession of funds enough to purchase the pleasures, ersatz though they may in the main prove, for themselves.

Brightly coloured divans there were and many silken cushions of strange pattern and design. The hanging lamps were of perforated brass with little coloured glass panels. In carved wooden cabinets stood beautiful porcelain jars, trays, and vessels of silver and copper ware. Rich carpets were spread about the floor, and the draperies were elegant and costly, while two deep windows projecting over the court represented the best period of Arab architecture, intricate carven woodwork having once adorned the palace of a Grand Wazir. Madame Aella, the owner of the interior, had bought them in Cairo and had had them fitted to her house in London’s Limehouse and a smaller brass lamp of very delicate workmanship was suspended in each of the recesses.

The whole place, in fact, and far from being authentically oriental, was a deliberate attempt to pander to the somewhat infantile expectations of the more credulous Westerner for whom the region still retained the possibility of an adventure of the... exotic... kind. Those adventures to be found depicted with grinding regularity in the more fanciful fictions of adventure that had become common fare of late and were responsible for more than a few expectations likely to meet only in disappointment along with the diminishment of bank and saving accounts. 

As Hassan, having lighted the four larger lanterns, was proceeding leisurely to light the first of the smaller ones, draperies before a door at the east end of the room were parted and the woman for whom he toiled came in. 

Aella was a short Greek woman whose ink-black hair and olive coloration the careless observer might easily have mistaken for that of a Jewess or, as suited her purposes better, a woman of Cairo itself. 

Though hour-glass of shape with a full and heavy bust, she had much the appearance of a somewhat joyless educator - an appearance that, given a controlling nature, was not so far off the mark even if she could be agreeable enough when it was in her interests to be so. 

The latter, along with possessing an eye for an opportunity, explaining her ownership of both the house and her possession of a male-servant, some years her senior; this despite having settled herself in a land where custom and religion had long since decided man should rule over those of her gender. A male-servant who had once been a vibrant, if lowly example, of the Arab male her younger incarnation had found it ridiculously easy to mould into an attentive and obedient body-servant, and ground her still further in the belief that everything could be had for a price.

The price of the older man’s most times abject service to her being a release from the grinding poverty that had served to inhibit the expression of the vibrant manhood described already and ensured the demands of his stomach were seldom met fully. 

Now, though, she was operating in a more Western environment – even if men still ruled the roost there.

Most times.

Standing in the centre of the place of her own design, she pushed a stray lock of her ink-black hair from a forehead that was remarkably youthful, given her forty and more years, and placed the carefully manicured nail of a forefinger to her lips. 

A diamond ring glittered brilliantly in the coloured rays of the lanterns as it was refracted from the stone currently raised to those same plump and sensuous lips that belied a hard and uncompromising – to the point of female sadism at times – nature; while, with her other hand, she idly rattled the keys that hung from the wide leather belt buckled about her hour-glass waist and gave her the impression of a somewhat decadent and disciplinary jailer.

As her glance roved about the room appraisingly, her male retainer looked on in what could only be described as an anxiety of wretchedness. For, though he be a man of Egypt and unused to such... authority... in a woman – and especially over himself – he had experienced his employer’s temper on a number of occasions since the debt of honour she had taken care of for him that, along with his poverty, had obliged him to commit to her service.

Temper, and the way in which she satisfied it, leaving him with no desire of even the smallest kind to experience it again.

Serving her as she went about her unwholesome business and leaving Egypt and accompanying her to England, to a land he considered full of both the degenerate and the unbelieving, was but a small price, he considered, if it meant the avoidance of her wrath.

Unsurprisingly, given the nature of the religion he followed, his fear of a mere woman was equally as shaming to him as the position he occupied in her household and the acts that same fear ensured he allowed her to force him to...

Shaking himself from a contemplation that pained him and for which his lack of true strength and will offered no power to remedy, Hassan watched as, walking to a beautifully carved Arab cabinet, she rearranged three pieces of Persian copperware which stood upon it before moving several cushions and taking up a leopard skin which lay upon the floor.

This she draped over an ebony chair which was inlaid intricately with ivory before favouring her manservant with a rare smile that told him, at least, that his efforts with the interior had not been entirely displeasing to her..

All too aware of her manservant’s relief and, as usual, gratified that she could have such a commanding effect upon a man, the drooping eyelids of Aella drooped lower as, returning to the centre of the room, she critically surveyed the effect of these master touches. At the moment she resembled a rather formidable window-dresser, or, rather, one of those high-salaried artists who beautify the great establishments of Regent Street, the Rue de la Paix, and Ruination Avenue, New York. A window-dresser, though, who wielded total control within the confines of the world she had designed.

Hassan lighted the sixth lamp, muttering smilingly and obsequiously all the time. 

He was about to depart when Aella addressed him in Arabic:

"There will be a party down from the Savoy tonight, Hassan. No one else is to come unless I am told. That accursed red policeman, Kerry, has been about here of late. Be very careful."

Hassan saluted her gravely and retired through one of the draped openings. In his hand he held the taper with which he had lighted the lamps. In order that the draperies should not be singed he had to hold them widely apart. For it had not occurred to Hassan to extinguish the taper and thus avoid the risk. 

The Egyptian mind of a certain type is complex in its simplicity.

Aella gazed about her after he had left and she was quite alone, feeling energised by the command she exercised over her manservant; even if she pictured a time not too far in the future when she exercised that same power over another of his gender - if not one of the same race and one not so advanced in years. 

A man she knew despised her and would be unwilling to bend his neck to her demands and, in the process, made her all the more determined to place her collar about his smug and superior neck.

Memory of his condescencion towards her provoked thunder clouds over her expression and she longed for that time when she could show him truly that his membership of the benighted race that was the English was not the badge of superiority over those from other lands he believed it to be. The hunger between her legs yearned for that time when she could exercise the same power over the white bastard that she exercised over Hassan. The impatience that had also been as much a part of her nature as the infinite pains she took to achieve her ends, did nothing to disperse the forming clouds as she wondered how far she truly was from attaining the man for herself.

Or, she thought with a scowl, delivering him, at least, to the no less degrading service of another. 

Suddenly, the window-dresser was lost again to her exterior and she had become the autocratic and impossible to please mistress for whom no effort can possibly be enough. 

She was distracted from her thoughts, however, when an outside bell rang from below her and in the distance and Hassan, treading silently, reappeared. 

Crossing the room under her steely gaze, he opened a finely carved door and walked along a corridor it had concealed. 

He still carried the lighted taper.

Presently there entered a man whose well-cut serge suit concealed the figure of a soldier. He wore a soft gray felt hat and carried light gloves and a cane. His dark face, bronzed by recent exposure to the Egyptian sun, was handsome in a saturnine fashion, and a touch of gray at the temples tended to enhance his good looks. He carried himself in that kind of nonchalant manner which is not only insular but almost insolent and a defining characteristic of the English when dealing with the “lower races”, be it at home or abroad.

Just the kind of man, you may be assured, the woman Aella loved to bring down to those depths where she resided as queen.

A lowering of status she was in the process of doing even as he entered – and had been doing so in her thoughts for some time prior to his arrival.

Soon, she promised herself, this handsome and self-deluding man would feel the pressure of her slender foot upon his neck and, by the time he realised it was there, it would be far too late for him to find any possibility – save perhaps for disgrace and imprisonment – of removing it.

Again, it struck her that she would not be too disappointed if the foot pressing his nose to the floor did not belong to her but another.

So long as the woman to whom she delivered his person was as demanding, strict, and unyielding as she herself.

As well as being amenable to allowing her benefactress to observe her debasement and humiliation of her new chattel.

Picturing herself back in Port Said, where she intended he would eventually accompany either her or the sister to whom he was delivered, metaphorically bound and shackled – this time as a the manservant of a woman - Aella inclined her head in his direction and, knowing he hated the performing of it but would be compelled by his English home-counties background to complete the courtesy, held her hand out to him at such a height, diamond ring sparkling in a way that was most opulent and impressive, that her expectation could not be declined without much rudeness on the man’s part.

As the Greek woman passing herself off as Arab had assured herself, he took her hand with as light a grip as possible and allowed his lips to rest upon the back of her hand so fleetingly she might not have been aware he had done so had she not been concentrating with much intent upon the act.

The look of distaste he was quite unable to suppress less hard to miss.

"I greet you, Major Grantham," she said. "Behold" - she waved her hand glitteringly - "all is prepared." Her voice, it must be pointed out, and though unmistakeably female, was neither nurturing nor seductive but, rather, gave the impression of one who did not simply expect to be in control but demanded it. 

"Oh, yes," murmured the man she had addressed as a Major, glancing around without interest. "Good. You are beginning to get straight in your new quarters."

"How many in the party?" inquired the woman with another of her rare smiles that, if one was attentive enough, could be seen to seldom reach the lips.

"Three and myself."

A shadow of a frown appeared upon the face of Aella.

"Only three," she muttered.

Major Grantham laughed.

"The party is small but exclusive, you understand?"

He spoke wearily, as a tired man speaks of distasteful work which he must do. There was contempt in his voice; contempt of Aella, and contempt of himself for needing her... business.

"Will I know any of them?"

"Probably,” he told her with the air of a man wanting a distasteful obligation over and done with as swiftly as possible – though she was sure he would react differently when his fee made contact with his outstretched hand. 

Though she tried to quell her anger for his lack of respect towards her, her gaze was questioning and held more than a hint of warning:

“Do not tempt my patience,” it seemed to say.

Not so contemptuous of the woman he could not find her... unsettling ...the Major took the import of her gaze on board:

“General Sir Francis Payne, Mr. Eddie, and Sir Horace Tipton," he told her baldly, dressing his words with none of the little niceties one would expect from a well brought up Englishman for a woman with whom he was both conversing and doing business.

"An Anglo-American party?"

"Quite. Mr. Eddie is the proprietor of a group of American hotels justly celebrated for their great height and poisonous cuisine.”

No feminine smile of Greek origin was cracked at his attempt at irony – knowing, possibly, that his humour was intended for his own enjoyment rather than hers.

“Sir Horace Tipton is a sportsman, globe-trotter, and soap manufacturer,” he went on. “Characteristically British. Of General Sir Francis Payne I need only say that his home services during the war did incalculable harm to our prestige throughout the Empire."

He spoke with all the cynicism of a man who has made a failure of his life and Aella enjoyed his bitterness for the perceived success of other men he deemed less worthy than himself.

It was, after all, as useful to her as her knowledge of the fraud that would see him committed to a cell for no small period and kept him at her side – even if he dressed their unequal relationship in a more even-footed way.

Deep in thought and nodding to herself, she rattled the keys that dangled from her wide-leather belt and gave her the appearance of some Amazonian jailer.

“So, we will have with us some sportsmen."

Major Grantham dropped into the carven chair upon which she had not moments before his entrance draped the leopard skin and, momentarily, the window-dresser leapt into life as Aella beheld one of her cunning effects destroyed.

"If they are fools enough to play at the usual 5 per cent, on the bank's takings."

Aella did not answer. This, as he well knew, was her province. Whatever the percentage, it would be her decision. 

"I think," continued Grantham, "that it will be the dances. Two of them are over fifty, after all."

"If that is what I decide,” she told him with a tone of rebuke, not for the first time desiring to take a stronger hand with him and only restrained by the knowledge such precipitous behaviour might impact upon the course she had planned for his future life.

As pathetic and ineffectual as she had read his character to be – despite the artful way in which he dressed it for those of a less discerning gaze – he had about him that pride which goes hand in hand with personal frailties of the kind and to provoke that pride too soon would risk losing him.  

Biting back her desire, Madame Aella allowed Major Grantham to look up at her with all the lazy insolence of his upbringing and contented herself instead with a fond anticipation of that time when he would join Hassan in his service to her and such insubordination could be dealt with in a more... physical... way.

"Why prevaricate?" he inquired. "Does Lucullus crave for sausages? Do philosophers play marbles? Their age and their loins dictates."

He laughed, noting the rather blank look of Aella and scored himself a mental victory for having placed the harpy on the back foot.

"You don't know what I'm talking about, do you?" he added. 

No sound passed her lips and her expression remained blank, awaiting only the information that would either enlighten or infuriate.

"I mean to say that these men have been everywhere and done everything. They have drunk wine sweet and sour and have swallowed the dregs. The more physical exploits of their youth are no longer to be had through the imperative of their own virility and strength of will and, consequently, they...”

Tiring suddenly he broke off and, with a dismissive wave of the hand, told her it was too trivial to tire himself with an explanation.

“I am bringing them to... partake,” he told her. “It is enough."

The vivid green eyes beneath that ink-black hair and set in unblemished olive skin, regarded him with a contempt that was the equal of his own. More so, in fact. The knowledge she was in possession of those facts of his life to break and shame him to his own people, and the certainty of what he would accept as a means of preventing her from doing so, allowing her to overlook his assumptions of... 

Superiority. 

"Perhaps it is,” she told him cryptically, tone even and giving nothing of her thoughts in his regard away. "Your instincts in these matters have proved reliable to this point and I will consent to be informed by them.”

A desire to taunt him, convinced as she was of his powerlessness in respect of her, found itself with the better of her:

“Is it not said that a good dragoman is a desirable husband?"

Major John Gordon Grantham resettled himself in his chair, the barb, as she had intended – not to mention the horror that she might be looking upon him as husband material - embedding itself at the heart of his ludicrous English pride and pomposity; existing still despite his reduced circumstances and the fact she provided him with the means by which to live.
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