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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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​​​​​​​​​​​​Prologue
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There are, it would appear, certain wholly unremarkable persons, with none of the characteristics that invite adventure, who yet undergo an experience so strange that the world catches its breath and then...

Looks the other way! 

The world, of course, asks for some plausible basis to which it can attach credence—something it can, at least, pretend to explain. And the adventurous type it can understand: such people carry about with them an adequate explanation of their exciting lives, and their characters obviously drive them into the circumstances which produce the adventures we so envy and would, in the main, be unhappy to experience. We and the world expects nothing else from them and pronounce ourselves satisfied. But dull, ordinary folk have no right to out-of-the-way experiences, and the world having been led to expect otherwise, is disappointed with them, not to say shocked, when such people have the temerity to experience an “adventure”. 

Complacent judgment has been rudely disturbed.

“Such a thing happened to that man!” we cry.” Before asking: “A commonplace person like that?”

It is too absurd! 

There must be something wrong!

Arthur Vezin was just such a man and just such a breathtaking adventure came his way so many years distant from this description of the erotic and horrific avenue down which – despite his natural circumspection – he was led and where, for all we know, he still remains. 

A timid, if not weak, man for whom the opposite sex held the appeal of something exotic and desirable and, in having such an effect, placed itself beyond the wherewithal of poor Vezin to take that necessary forward action that would bring him into contact with the objects of his... dreams.

The wherewithal necessary for that “contact” to be made would be supplied for this most sexually unadventurous and timid of men, it turned out, by someone and something else.

For the unlikely leading man in our tale, the spying of a well-turned ankle below hour-glass hips and the swell of a full and womanly chest above; presided over by a face of character – simple prettiness did not interest him to any extent; was unlikely to lead, as it did with most men, to attempts on his part to make acquaintance with the latest damsel to take his eye. An inability to act in accordance with the time-honoured rituals governing male-female commerce that led, subsequently, and as may be expected, to ingrained bachelorhood. As well as many solitary and wistful imaginings on the subject of the fairer sex.  

Though not lacking in either virility or lustful desires, Arthur Vezin found it easy to persuade himself that nature had decided he was not a kind to partake of marriage and family and looked for compensations elsewhere; a transference of energies ensuring he applied great diligence to his career and rose – if hardly dazzlingly – within the ranks of Foreign Office bureaucracy to a position of respect and responsibility, if not power. 

“An adventure?” those who knew him would scoff on those rare occasions when his name came to the fore. “Vezin? Poor, commonplace, Vezin?” The laughter greeting such a preposterous assertion being, you may be assured, a general reaction. “There is a man, mark my words, who is fore-ordained to live and die according to the scale of his own excessive caution.”

But, whatever his method of death was, or is likely to be, Vezin himself certainly did not “live according to scale”.

Not, at least, so far as this particular event in his otherwise uneventful life was concerned.

To read his account of it, which is about to related to you here from his own journal he entrusted the French and British postal-services to place in my hands, is to have the pale delicate features he describes brought to life and hear his voice grow softer and more hushed as his tale proceeds. The fact, even as he writes, that he is a man under the influence who, despite knowing the nature of his affliction can no more overcome it than he could lop off his own head, is self-evident. For even a stranger to the man when reading his journal would recognise instantly that this was a man in shackles. 

And shackles, moreover, of the most irrevocable kind.

The bondage of either metal or rope providing with it, at least, the hope of deliverance from that which is visible to us; while the chains certain superior creatures can fasten about the thought processes of those poor souls placed upon this earth to service their desires – those same unfortunates whose only hope of deliverance is never to encounter one of their number - are never tangible. And neither are they susceptible to the liberating attentions of either locksmith or saw.

The events described in his journal being made all the more curious – at least to our unlikely hero – by the fact he was already more years beyond forty when it occurred than he felt happy confiding to the less than tight-lipped care of the paper which he confided to your narrator after it had arrived upon the desk of his Foreign Office colleague – and the closest Vezin had to a friend – some time on from Vezin’s non-appearance from his yearly walking trip to northern France and the villages of its borders with Belgium.

Likewise his unfamiliarity – if not in his imagination – with the fair sex was not a lack he would feel comfortable trumpeting to the world at large. Though, it must be said, it was probably the desire for these wondrous beings, the same desire that saw itself thwarted by his natural timidity in such matters of human commerce, that led to his being delivered already in manacles and leg irons to the woman – little more than a child really – who...

Apologies.

The fault is mine and I beg your indulgence that I may compose myself.

I rush away with myself and beg your forgiveness for endangering an un-commonplace tale with commonplace impatience. 

I must steel myself to concentrate on first matters first; lest I murder our story in its infancy after the fashion of those wives, mothers, sisters and girlfriends who kill a tale in its re-telling by interrupting to reveal its ending while it is yet in embryonic form and, thus, kill that enjoyment to which the listener is understandably justified in anticipating and its teller happy to impart.

Suffice it to say for now, that Arthur Vezin, of all men, was surely the least likely to wander into the irrevocable and supernatural situation about to be described and succumb to the perverse and heavy eroticism of whose existence he had, until then, shown himself utterly unaware and, as you may already have gleaned, been completely impervious to its dangerous allure had it been brought to his attention.

Thus we begin again:
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He had been on the way home when it happened. 

Arthur Vezin, that is. 

Crossing back into northern France from Belgium on some hiking trip or other where he buried himself solitary-wise every summer. He had nothing but an unregistered bag in the rack, and the train was jammed to suffocation. Most of the passengers, to his dismay, being unredeemed holiday English rather than the French counterparts he found so infinitely more bearable. 

His dislike of them did not stem from the fact of their being fellow-countrymen but because they were noisy and obtrusive, obliterating with their big limbs, loud observation, and rough tweed clothing all the quieter tints of the day that brought him satisfaction and enabled him to melt into insignificance and forget that he was anybody at all. These crass and unselfconscious English clashed about him like cymbals from an unrehearsed brass band and made him feel vaguely that he ought to be more self-assertive and obstreperous. Leaving him with an unsatisfying feeling also, that he did not claim insistently enough all kinds of things that he didn't want and that were really valueless, such as corner seats, windows up or down, and so forth.

So uncomfortable did he feel in the train that he wished the journey were over and he was back again living with his unmarried sister in the small terraced house in Stockwell that no more than a short journey over the Thames to the heart of London itself.

His discomfort not lessened any when the train stopped for ten panting minutes at the little station in northern France and he got out to stretch his legs on the platform.

To be greeted - and his instant dismay - by a further batch of the British Isles debouching from another train and making toward his.

So great was his disquietude for what must be an inevitable inclusion, it suddenly seemed impossible to him to continue the journey. 

Even his timid and flabby soul revolted.

Which was the exact point that the idea of staying a night in the little town and going on next day by a slower, emptier train, flashed into his mind. 

At no time at this stage did the possibility he could be trusting too much to fate and allowing himself to be moved from his normally inviolable schedule occur to him.

In fact, the guard was already shouting “en voiture” and the corridor of his compartment was already packed when the thought came to him and, for once, he allowed the spirit of spontaneity to move him and rushed to snatch his bag.

Finding the corridor and steps impassable, he tapped at the window (for he had a corner seat) and begged the Frenchman who sat opposite to hand his luggage out to him, explaining in his wretched French that he intended to break the journey there. 

The exact point, according to the journal, at which this elderly Frenchman gave him a look, half of warning, half of reproach that to his dying day Arthur Vezin could never forget and made him think of the aforementioned dangers of “fate” and to the unwanted destinations it could lead one if one were of a mind to allow oneself to be seduced.

As the man handed the bag through the window of the moving train he managed, at the same time to pour into the ears of Vezin a long sentence.

It was spoken rapidly and low and Vezin was able to comprehend only the last few words: 

“à cause du passé et à cause des femmes.”

Far from considering him a crank or jester, the man had impressed Vezin favourably from the beginning, though without his being able to explain why. They had sat facing one another during the four hours of the journey, and though no conversation had passed between them – for Vezin was timid about his stuttering French - he confessed that his eyes were being continually drawn to his face, almost, he felt, to rudeness, and that each, by a dozen nameless little politeness’s evinced the desire to be kind. The men liked each other and their personalities did not clash or would not have clashed had they chanced to come to terms of acquaintance. 

The Frenchman, indeed, seemed to have exercised a silent protective influence over the insignificant little Englishman, and without words or gestures betrayed that he wished him well and would gladly have been of service to him. Which, perhaps, was precisely the intent behind his strange sentence of what Vezin could only take as words of warning.
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