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A tribute to the sensual and supernatural tales of Algernon Blackwood – with thanks to my great friend, the wonderful Sandrine Bessancort
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As he made futile attempts to sleep that night; his fevered thoughts continued to portray images of the indignities he had suffered that day across the backdrop of his eyes.

Hence the futile struggle to be accepted into the soothing embrace of Morpheus.

How could anyone of upstanding character and a sense of self-worth drift off into slumber after the events of his day?

The image of the girl ordering him into the large woven basket at the bottom of her bed filled him with emotions of such gut churning anguish he would surely have taken his own existence had she not expressly forbidden it. 

Ending his life rather than suffer the pain of reflecting back on the destruction of the moral fibre he had always been so secure in.

The perverted gratification his thoughts replayed him taking from her treatment of him – and her monstrous mother before her – had vanished along with the satisfying of his baser needs and had left him feeling almost suicidal with remorse for having lost himself in such a way.

Along with a more... empathetic ...understanding of others of his ilk who had been taken down this path before him.

His own journey, however, made no easier for not knowing which of his capitulations was the worst:

To the feline girl who had captured his heart in the worst possible way?

Or the terrifying mother who simply ruled him through fear of her physical and mental power?

An image of himself upon his haunches before the mother, tongue lapping at the hairless labia of the gargantuan matriarch as she taught him how she preferred to be pleased, was all the more sickening for the response of his own manhood to the recall.

He looked on at his own slideshow with shame as she urged him to greater efforts in the worship of her surprisingly tight shrine as her hateful voice drifted down to him and explained the nature of the canine she intended him to be for her from now on.

Many times she had reached what he knew – prayed - to be orgasm, screeching entreaties to the bedroom ceiling as his aching tongue brought her again and again to the desired crisis.

But only so far.

At least until his sore tongue had its efforts rewarded and the raised volume of her screams pronounced their owner sated.

Which was when she had ordered him to crawl to the end of the landing and the new sleeping quarters awaiting him.

The basket and blanket at the foot of her daughter’s own bed mentioned at the top of this chapter..

The twenty-year-old who could have passed fo far younger had been waiting for him as he entered upon all-fours, the scent of the proprietress and her arousal fresh upon his humiliated cheeks and coating the buds of the tongue.

The same tongue she had insisted he use to show his acceptance of her as his superior and how he intended to worship her from now on.

As denuded as her monstrous mother, the girl pointed to her feet that he may place his lips upon her toes in the gesture of fealty. 

The young girl, he told himself as he took in the magnificence of a body that was both womanly and elfin at one and the same time, was utterly gorgeous.

And equally as evil.

She was also, he could do no more than confess, completely irresistible.

“Tonight,” she had told him, “before you go to the basket in which you will spend your nights from this moment on, your tongue will reacquaint itself with my whole body.”

She had accompanied her words with a stroking of his hair as if he had been a skittish animal she owned who required calming.

“By the time the sun rises in the morning,” she went on, “you will again be familiar with the taste of the sweat that coats my feet and the perspiration that bathes my armpits and my derriere.”

For the poor Englishman - as humiliated as he had been by the girl’s mother and held fast by the enchantment under which the girl had placed him - this was a perversion he could not countenance.

Though, and even as his thought rebelled, he knew he had no say in the matter.

The breath had left his lungs with a whoosh then as the girl had turned her back upon him and lowered herself into a kind of semi crouch before, with both hands, spreading the cheeks of her buttocks to reveal... that... place.

“I can only imagine how you have missed your master’s special place all these years,” she told the horrified eyes staring back at her as her victim convinced himself he must pass out from both the shame of what was being inflicted upon him and, more so, from his eager and repellent anticipation of it.

“Worship the arse of the master you once had the temerity to leave,” she told him, no evidence of the softness and warmth he had come to expect remaining as she awaited the feel of his servile tongue upon the most intimate and revolting part of her anatomy.

Then, in that girlish voice that now sounded to him like nothing so much as nails being driven into the concealing lid of a coffin:

“For tomorrow your life with us begins anew.” 

With no sensation of possessing a will of his own – and unsure that he would have exercised it at that point had he been in command of his own actions anyway – the appalled but mesmerised Englishman buried his head between the parted pillows that were the girl’s buttocks and, with a familiarity born of former practice, inserted his tongue into that place no man’s tongue should ever have been forced to enter and wiggled it to impart the maximum of pleasurable sensations to his young owner as her demeaning words of praise drifted down to him:

“You may rest assured,” she told him, “that there will be no repetition of the leniency of last time on my part towards you that was received with such ingratitude you ran from me.”

The memory caused her to thrust back against him angrily and drew a grunt for him as she continued:

“Not that you will ever have the opportunity to do so again...

.
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The autumn day Jeremy Culshaw’s life began to unravel, he would later come to realise, began not with the arrival in the post of that manuscript; though they were certainly twinned when it came to his demise.

No.

It was another arrival, not thirty minutes after the first, though he could have no way of knowing it,  that signalled the beginning of the end of his life as a man. This one preceded by a furniture removal van pulling into the drive of the home across from his that had been vacant for the past month. The home itself being one of only two – his own being the other – occupying a leafy Poole cul-de-sac whose back end stood on a rise overlooking the harbour and the expanse of English Channel surrounding it.

A little piece of heaven far removed from the intrusiveness going hand in hand with the overpriced Sandbanks properties he would have been unable to afford anyway.

He had come to adore the privacy it afforded him since his divorce some years before, together with the peace it afforded him in which to work on the biographies of those notable for achievements consisting of more than simply being celebrities in an increasingly Styrofoam and throwaway world.

Subjects he was finding it harder and harder to come by.

It was how he made his living – and the father before him who had abandoned him and his mother many years before - and he had grown used to the semi-isolation after his somewhat acrimonious separation from Lisette.

Having just turned forty-five, though he remained trim and fit and in possession of a fine head of hair only slightly salted by the years and his seaside location, a trip to one of the bars lining the harbour to watch the world go by- slightly more if the right woman presented herself on a casual and very temporary basis – was more than enough to satisfy his limited desire for social interaction.

Something a contentious divorce, as many have found, can do to a person.

Even – perhaps especially - if the divorce was not their fault to begin with.

The arrival stepping from the taxi following the removal van, though, was going to blow his carefully constructed new world out of the water – or, given the location, into it.

He had been in the front garden sweeping fallen leaves when she stepped from the taxi and it sped away. To his surprise, however, she did not go immediately into the home he thought she must either have bought or was renting. Instead, she stood across the cul-de-sac from him staring across at his own property.

Or, to be more precise... him.

As he gave her a half-hearted wave of welcome – the last thing he wanted right then was to get into some neighbourly conversation that might turn into something more bothersome and intrusive – he noted that she did not wave back.

Instead, she simply placed her hands upon her hips and stared at him.

Almost defiantly.

A chill swept through him and he felt uncomfortable, oncoming doom bore down on him and he felt suddenly weak at the knees before forcing his eyes from the sight of her and again raking the leaves into a pile he would burn later.

Physical activity or not, however, the sight of her, imperious and... insolent ...as she stared across without acknowledging his wave of greeting, stuck in his mind.

His new neighbour was a large woman who he sensed looked younger from a distance than she would turn out be and could have no idea just how prescient his suspicion would turn out. 

A large woman, moreover, whose hands, feet, and features seemed to emerge, so to speak, from her body rather than be content to be seen as mere appendages. 

It gave her the appearance to him of being one central mass.

Even with the distance separating them and the dark glasses through which she viewed him, he sensed piercing and compelling eyes taking him in. Feline eyes, in a face he at first thought was Asian - though she could easily have been of Mediterranean descent. The body beneath them was sizable yet made womanly by considerable breasts and an exaggerated hourglass shape that counteracted the bulk of her feminine infrastructure.

Also, something about her: her stillness; her pose; had struck him as... mocking.

It was nonsense, he knew, but she struck him as a fleshy and feline caricature of an Amazon of old, stringing a bow past an excised breast and sending it into the body of a male foe before placing a victorious foot upon his vanquished chest.

This imagery, though he was not to know it right then, and along with other perceptions shortly forthcoming, would take on a more... troubling ...aspect to him very soon.

For now, however, just from that one glimpse of her across the cul-de-sac, he sensed that this was a woman of some...

Power.

Dressed in modern-clothing as she was, he nevertheless formed the opinion of her as being of another period.

An opinion and a lasting image enough to send cold chills the length of his spine.

Even as his masculinity did its best to simply ignore them.

An attempt only partly successful as he returned to what he had been doing when she arrived.

To his immense surprise as he continued to rake, he found himself... aroused.

Looking down, he could see his trousers were actually tented at the front!

Mortified at the prospect of her actually walking across to introduce herself and finding him in such a condition, Jeremy Culshaw quickly threw a tarp over the leaves he had collected to stop them from blowing away and went back inside.

To the mail still awaiting opening and the second of the day’s events that would make him look upon it so fatefully.

*****
[image: ]


The large envelope he opened did not contain the manuscript of a budding writer who wanted his opinion and was not in possession of his email address to be able to attach it to him.

Though it did contain a manuscript and two handwritten letters – one of which was not to be opened until the manuscript had been read.

Inside also, was an explanatory solicitor’s note informing him of the death of his father.

A father and writer of the enclosed letter he had not seen in thirty-eight years after he had simply upped sticks and left him and his mother in their flat overlooking the Medway in Rochester.

And with not a note or a scrap of information regarding his reasons for leaving a loving wife and a hero-worshipping seven-year-old.

Still less financial support.

His mother had passed peacefully some four years past and she had never fully recovered from the emotional shock of being deserted in such a way by a man who had professed to love her so deeply.

Jeremy Culshaw, after the expected trauma a boy of his age would feel, had eventually written his father off as a coward.

Why else would he leave such a woman as his mother and the son he also professed to love and leave without a word? 

Later, he would struggle to decide which of the two – letter or manuscript - was the most disturbing and would eventually declare the contest a draw.

It was the letter he read first:
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Dear Son,

Yes. I never considered you as anything else and nor did I stop loving your mother who to me was the loveliest and kindest woman a man could expect to meet and lose his heart to. You will doubt this, of course, and that is exactly as I expect, but ti is my most fervent wish that after reading the manuscript you will find enclosed in the package sent by my solicitor you will at least have a better understanding of the man who still calls himself your father and has lived his life cut to the very bone by having to do what he did to protect both you and your now departed mother.

Yes, I know my sweetheart is no longer with us and it is dearest hope that I will soon be joining her in that place, if it truly exists, that surely must be reserved for people of such stellar quality. 

I know of her absence because I made sure to check on the progress of the two people I still considered my family and wanted to be sure you were both safe and flourishing without bringing danger down upon you by too overt a contact.

It will soon be my time to leave now and, as it was my love’s turn to say her goodbyes to you, so must I as the illness that is slowly consuming me reaches the inevitable end that will take me from my mental sufferings also. 

And now to the manuscript of mine you should now have in your possession, 

It is a bequest to you that is both gift and curse, though I pray the contents may prompt you to the acts of self-preservation that will hopefully ensure only the latter has relevance.

That you are reading this, and if my solicitor has administered my wishes in accordance with his instructions from me, you will now be in receipt of my story along with the fervent hope it forewarns you into taking steps that might prevent you ever experiencing the family curse that destroyed your father’s life and brought so much misery to those he truly loved.

Of course, your natural tendency will be to dismiss the words you are about to read as the ravings of a man so unhinged he could desert his family in the way I deserted mine.

I understand, believe me.

But, for the sake of your life as a man and those you care for, please resist the temptation.

In common with the mode, similar to your own, by which I have made my living down the years and having no stomach to provide the details of my disgrace via the harsher and more prosaic form of a first-person journal that will require a moral strength I no longer possess – perhaps never did - I made the decision to recount my adventure in a fictional third-person form.

A form that would necessitate the usual effort on my part to make such a thing reasonable as well as readable and, in the process, divert my mind a little from the pain it was unavoidable I must undergo once the project was undertaken.  

And believe me, undergo it I did.

You may be assured, dearest son, that what you read is as devoid as it can be of any special pleading on my part for allowing the mental and sexual humiliations that were heaped upon my head at the time of my story, 

You may also be assured that every event written is as true as my presentation of the facts in such a fictional form allows.

Apologies also for the recital and description of words and acts I feel obliged to warn may both shock and offend you.  

In the hope that you will still see something of the father you knew before he felt obliged to leave both you and your mother, I leave you now with the wish you experience every happiness possible to a free man.

Your ever loving father.

Bernard Culshaw.

It would not be until later that evening when Jeremy Culshaw settled himself in a chair with a glass and a bottle of Chivas Regal on the table alongside him, that he finally picked up the manuscript from a father he had not heard from in thirty-eight years who was now dead.

He suspected what he was about to read would be no more than the puerile justifications of a man nearing death who wanted some forgiveness for what he had inflicted on two innocents.

Namely: himself and his mother.

And was about to be proven wrong in about the most brutal and emasculating way one man can be proven wrong.

It was a manuscript his father had titled, somewhat Gothically:
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“The Curse of the Culshaw’s”.

And it was about to destroy forever the tranquillity and self-determination of his new and much-loved life...
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“The Curse of the Culshaw’s”

Bernard Culshaw had been a day away from returning home when it happened, two weeks into a five week trip to Spain and a stay in Córdoba to research the life of Averroes for his latest biographical work. 

With some free time on his hands after the cancellation of a meeting with an authority on his subject at the Museo Vivo de Al Andalus, he had driven his hired Seat 124 out into the surrounding countryside to experience some good peasant cooking and a chance to test his growingly fluent Spanish a more vernacular testing. Having driven past a sign pointing to a village named Pueblo de Felinas, he stopped and reversed back past a farm worker on foot. A farm worker who appeared to be shaking his head at him in a warning fashion.

“Recuerda el pasado y ten cuidado con las mujeres,” he thought he heard as he made the turn for the village anyway.

“Remember the past and beware of the women,” his voiced his own translation to the car’s interior before dismissing the obviously eccentric strangers warning completely as his thoughts returned to the subject of his biography and he gave some thought as to how best structure what he had of his life to now.

Abū l-Walīd Muḥammad Ibn ʾAḥmad Ibn Rušd; to give the Aristotelian scholar Averroes his full Arabic name, had been born in Cordoba and was a Muslim Andalusian, polymath and jurist who wrote about many subjects, including philosophy, theology, medicine, astronomy, physics, psychology, mathematics, Islamic jurisprudence, and linguistics. He was also the author of more than 100 books and his philosophical works,  for which he was known in the western world as “The Commentator” and “Father of Rationalism”, were well known to students and academics – if not the general public. Hence Bernard Culshaw’s decision to test the waters of what was, he knew, a limited market for books of such a kind. He was convinced such a book would not make him wealthy, but his agent was equally convinced it would sell well enough to be worth publication and would do no harm to a reputation Culshaw’s previous titles on Marcus Aurelius and the librettist Da Ponte had bolstered.

As the words of the farm worker receded from his thoughts, he navigated a bend and came in sight of the village itself.

And could be forgiven for not knowing that he was about to find his destiny.

A destiny, he would learn, that had always been his...
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[image: ]


A tingling at the base of Jeremy Culshaw’s neck fetched his head up from the book and he sniffed the air as if he were testing for the aroma of danger – whatever that smelt like.

For some reason on this mild autumn evening, he felt cold and had put a few logs on the fire, the unseasonal chill in his bones seeming to become even more pronounced and causing him to add a few more.

He wasn’t sure what caused him to stare from his front window across to the neighbouring property, but when he did the chill in his bones became a sight more... Arctic.

His new neighbour – in a change of clothes and minus the dark glasses she had worn earlier – was in almost exactly the same position he had last seen her in; staring across at the windows of his home as if she could see straight past them into the house itself and see him as he sat with a glass of Chivas before the fire and read his father’s manuscript.

It was at the very least, he thought as he turned back into the room and away from the dark eyes that seemed to be focused upon him, rude.

And, at its worst...

Eerie.

As well as coincidental.

On the same day as he had received communication from his father for the first time in thirty-eight years warning of some curse and writing of a Spanish village that could have no possible connection with his son; the cul-de-sac had welcomed a new resident into its tranquil embrace.

A new resident who, in keeping with the village spoken of in his father’s story, appeared to be of Mediterranean descent also – even if he wasn’t entirely sure of her provenance at this point and felt she seemed more of a cross between the Iberian and the Asiatic.

Chilled as he felt, Jeremy Culshaw laughed at himself for his own childish credulity and put the woman’s presence from his mind.

At least as much as he could, given that, at that very moment, she was stood not seventy-five metres away and staring at his home with both dark eyes and body language giving him the impression of being.. baleful.

It took another Chivas Regal and a trip to the bathroom before he felt composed enough to take up the manuscript again... 
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“Pueblo de Felinas”

It turned out be more of a small Spanish town than a large Village
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The place the Spanish farm-worker had appeared to be warning him of appeared out of nowhere after he had guided the Seat up a sharp hill rising out of the plain and dropped into what was almost a small valley where he could see the twin towers of a ruined church in the middle of the dip. Pueblo de Felinas itself looked medieval but well-kept and his hopes rose for that peasant cooking he had set out in search of. In fact, the pueblo looked so charming he told himself he might even stay the night if he could find a room.

After spotting a sign reading, “Posada de Rosita”, he parked on the cobbled street outside and made his way in with his one small bag and the feeling that he had stepped clean out of modern life into a bygone century. 

The noise and bustle of Cordoba – as attractive as he found it - seemed days away and the whole mood was so serene Culshaw buried the words and implied warning of the farm-worker at a lower level of his memory.

That place in our recollections where we, to our cost, bury those alarms and suspicions likely to inconvenience that pleasure we take in the moment.

And, in the process, blunting our senses in regard of that fate lying in wait for us. 

The spirit of this silent town beyond the hill, remote from tourists and modern paraphernalia – his was the only car to be seen on the street – was of a world that had passed and was now hiding itself lest it too find itself a victim of that modernisation which replaces the good as well as the bad in its slow but neverending upward curve.

Culshaw was immediately enchanted and even at this early point of introduction walked as if his new surroundings had cast its spell upon him. 

He walked softly, almost on tiptoe, towards the inn down winding narrow streets where the gables all but met over his head, until he came to the entrance of the solitary but appealing inn as he whispered the name of the pueblo to himself:

“Pueblo de Felinas”.

It seemed apt to him.

There was something slow and indolent about everything he was seeing that, just like the creatures after whom it was named, gave the place a catlike symmetry.

And yes, a small suspicion at the back of his mind that, like the felines it was named after, the place could transform into a spitting and animated life, did occur to him.  with a deprecating and modest demeanour that was in itself an apology for intruding upon the place and disturbing its dream.

A small suspicion soon relegated to the waiting room of memory to join the words of the farm-worker. 

Shrugging the thought away, his empty stomach turned his mind to the more pressing matters of having it filled.
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