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My name is Owen Middlemass. I’m English, unmarried and based in Rye on the South-Coast. One of the Cinque-Ports and, for any of our American cousins reading, once the home for Henry James, the writer of “Portrait of a Lady” and other gems of life at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. My tiny cottage, in fact, is on the opposite side of the church to his former – and far more impressive – dwelling to which tourists flock the whole year round.

As with my father and uncle before me, I’m also a writer – though the four political biographies I’ve had published to this point can’t be said to have set the literary world afire either in terms of sales or critical satisfaction in the same way of Mr Miller’s fiction.

Which, brief but necessary introduction made, brings me to the point of my making it:

Not a week ago – and barely three  weeks on from my own father’s death at the age of eighty-two, just one month on from Mr Churchill’s victory in the 1951 election, in which the subject of my latest biography played a pivotal role in his narrow victory, I sorted through the contents of the family home to which my father had left my sister, along with her two children and a journalist husband (our mother had passed at the outbreak of the war with Germany) and came away with those possessions of his which had sentimental value for me, a cheque from his estate, and a curious manuscript from my uncle Arnold, wrapped securely in brown paper and tied across with blue twine – both of which been left for me by our trusted family solicitor, Hendricks.

I say “curious” because at no time had my father ever mentioned such an item; nor the fact that he had anything belonging to my late-Uncle Arnold Middlemass in his possession.

A simple note written in father’s hand, again left for me by his solicitor, was more – a little, anyhow - forthcoming:

Dear Son,

We will have already said our goodbyes and you are as aware of my love for you as I have always been secure in that which you have always had for me. Neither you nor your sister have need of guilt nor recrimination at either the passing of your mother or myself. We were both as proud of you as parents can be and you may be sure I will be telling her of all your recent accomplishments when, as I hope to do, I join her once again.

And now to the manuscript you now have in your possession, which, I’m sure, is bound to have tweaked that natural curiosity you have displayed since that first time your eyes were strong enough to discern figures moving before them.

What you now have in your possession is the last thing I received from my brother Arnold; placed into my hands shortly after I had tried with my presence to support his departure to the next world – this after having been summoned to his home for the very first time since he returned a hero from that accursed country all those many years before in 1910. 

It is something I have read just the once since it was passed to me and I could not bring myself to make a return - not even had the events within its pages been inflicted upon a stranger. 

Nor, by the same token, could I even consider its publishing at either that or subsequent times. 

Not when there were so many who knew your uncle before he withdrew from public life and, by doing so, I would be sure to run the risk of bringing his memory into ill and judgemental regard.

For you, however, and with the passing of so many years from the events described, the reservations ensuring my silence have no emotional or practical pull. 

You met your uncle but once when you were a child, after all – before his marriage and the ill-fated trip described in the manuscript – and, though you often heard your mother and I speak of him, you did not meet or see him again. 

I have no doubt that you will find a use for his writing and, obviously, neither my brother nor I are in a position to care in regard of its public reception. After all, in these lurid and prurient days, when sex is no longer a subject considered in the same light as blasphemy by publishers and newspaper barons alike, it may even turn out be something of hot-potato and you may find yourself with a nice nest egg to go along with my other bequests to you and enjoy your twilight years without being beset with the usual problems of finance writers can sometimes endure. It would, at least, give some small meaning to Arnold’s privations and I feel he would not begrudge you any such boon accruing from his ability as a wordsmith.

I would, though, have asked you not to be too censorious of your late-uncle, but realised in time that such a request is not required and that your natural tolerance and sound sense make any appeal of the kind academic.

With all my love and fervent good wishes for your future,

Your father.

Bernard Middlemass.

You may imagine that it was in a condition of some intellectual and, I confess, sexual curiosity, that I settled myself in the sitting room of my Rye Cottage, poured myself a generous of Jameson’s, and settled in with the manuscript.

My uncle Arnold’s “condition” had long been a talking point among our family and, even after the original sensation the event itself had caused had given way to the next headline to thrill the fickle and fleeting public taste, my sister and I often heard our parents conjecturing on what could possibly have caused our “Hero” uncle’s retreat from not just public life but the company of his family and friends.

And now, the full story of the adventure that led to the papers of the day proclaiming him a hero was in my hands.

And a mystery as to why my father felt he needed to pre-empt my reaction to what I was about to read.  

Below, and with extractions and editorial tampering guaranteed to see it published rather than placed on the Vatican’s list of forbidden books, is what I read...

Owen Middlemass

November 1951

Rye
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Salutations from beyond, my dear Bernard!

That you are reading this, and if Burnside at Willis & Threlfall has administered my wishes in accordance with his instructions, you will now be in receipt of my worldly goods and the fervent hope that they bring you more pleasure and good fortune than they ever fetched your older brother.

You will also find a certain manuscript that is yours to do with as you wish – though, knowing you, I feel sure that whatever is done will not see fruition during your own lifetime. 

I am sure you already suspect the contents of the manuscript and, in this, you are right. Since my return from... that... place in 1911 – a “Hero”, if you will! - you have made many attempts to have me confide the details of my ordeal to you. Not from any prurience or suspicion on your part (I know my younger brother too well to believe him capable of such base motives) but rather a way of sharing some of that mental and physical pain with which I suffered and could not shrug off upon my return. Believe me, if there is one person on this sometimes benighted planet of ours I could have shared such things with it is you.

That, as we both know, was a confidence beyond my ability to share during my lifetime. The prospect of watching your eyes regard me as the knowledge of your brother’s ordeal became plain to you at last - along with a recognition of all the mental and physical weakness no loving brother should ever have to accept in an older sibling in whom he has invested his trust, love, and respect - ensured confession of such a kind was beyond my ability to make in your, or anybody else’s, regard.

A lack of courage, and the fear of yet more emotional pain from direct confrontation, the cemetery has now made meaningless and allows me to supply you with the document that will answer all these many unanswered questions that have plagued you in the years since my return.

Along with the answer to my self-enforced reclusivity - with no human contact other than that of my housekeeper - that followed it. 

For what must have seemed like a lack of trust in you on my part all these years, I apologise and state only that no such lack was ever present in my thoughts upon your regard.

The deficiency was mine and, even as you read the manuscript left you, the lack of moral courage in facing you with the truth that was also mine will become clear.

In common with the mode in 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 journal that will require a moral strength I no longer possess – 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.  

You may be assured, dear brother, 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, and 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.  

I have entitled my manuscript of shame in the following way:

“Arabian Nightmare”

In the hope that you will still see something of the brother you knew and respected after your reading is complete, I leave you now with a most loving...

Adieu...
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“Are you coming in to watch the dancing, Lady Benedict?”

The first part of the answer was an emphatic shaking of the head, while the second underpinned the distaste of the expression on the somewhat disdainful looking lady so questioned.

“I assuredly am not. More, I thoroughly disapprove of the expedition of which this dance is the inauguration. I consider that even by her contemplation of such a tour into the desert with only her husband and no attendant of her own sex, with only native camel drivers and servants, Helen Middlemass – nee: Templeton, is behaving with a recklessness and impropriety that is calculated to cast a slur not only on her own reputation, but also on the prestige of her country... And as for her husband permitting to such a proposition?... Well, I think my views on the subject of that love-struck fool, and the shocking way he allows her to ride roughshod over him, are plain.”

Lady Benedict’s cheeks were flushed with anger and her listener knew there was more to come.

“I blush to think of it,” she went on sure enough. “We English cannot be too careful of our behavior abroad. Examples must be set if our continental neighbours are not to cast their envious stones. And especially here, where we are the guests of the French in their own territory.”

She fanned herself rapidly, as if the mere action could blow away these affronts to her set-in-stone sensibilities.

“It is the maddest piece of unprincipled folly I have ever heard of from a woman in her position,” she finished.

“Oh, come, Lady Benedict!” the younger and less intolerant of the two ladies urged. “You exaggerate, surely. In a few months’ time the century will be two decades old. For what did those brave suffragettes sacrifice if not for women to be free to experience the thrill of adventure and discovery as well as men? I agree it is... unconventional... and, probably, not quite the safest of journeys she and her husband undertake. But I also feel we should applaud her boldness... I also take into account, Mrs Middlemass’s unusual upbringing.”

“And you believe I haven’t?” the more judgemental of the two asked. “It has been deplorable – and that is to understate its full horror. But nothing can excuse this scandalous escapade. I knew her mother years ago, and I took it upon myself to expostulate both with Helen and her brother, but Sir Aubrey is hedged around with an egotistical complacency that would defy a pickaxe to penetrate. According to him, a Templeton is beyond criticism, and his sister, though married, remains of the breed. He has his own life to live and her reputation is her own to deal with.”

The dowager allowed herself a derisive snort.

“The girl herself was, unsurprisingly given her breeding, flippant and not a little rude. Well, I washed my hands of the whole affair right there and then and will certainly not countenance to-night's entertainment celebrating her departure by appearing at it. I have already warned the manager that if the noise is kept up beyond a reasonable hour I shall leave the hotel to-morrow.” 

Which was when, position stated and thrilling to her own sense of narrow and righteous indignation, Lady Benedict drew her wrap around her with a little shudder and stalked majestically across the wide verandah of the Dominion Hotel.

The two men left standing by the open French window that led into the hotel ballroom looked first upon her departure and then at each other.

Both were smiling, heads seeming to shake in unison at the ill-informed intolerance their unsuspected presence, courtesy of a rather large decorative fern, had allowed them to overhear.

“No prevarication there, what?” said one, with a marked American accent. “I guess that's how scandals are made with you English, eh?”

“Rubbish!” answered his companion, though not combatively so. “The presence of a runt shouldn’t lead to a belief that rest of the litter is less than reasonable. Lady Benedict is, I admit, of a peculiarly English origin, but she is not indicative of all its islanders. Certainly, she does not speak for this one.”

A sip of a particularly fine Dow’s later, he went on:

“To my knowledge, there's never been a breath of scandal attached to Helen Templeton's name. And I've known the child since she was a baby.”

His own statement brought a smile to is lips.

“And a rum little thing she was too... But scandal?”

The English half of the pairing shook his head.

“Confound that interfering old woman who has yet to know a moment’s passion beyond her own social climbing prejudices! If the sainted Mary herself were to land at this party now she would insist she had come fresh from a Limehouse lamp-post.”

The American laughed, knowing enough of the English and that particular area of London to find the joke amusing.

“She would wreck the reputation of the Archangel Gabriel if he came down to earth, let alone that of a mere human girl.”

“Not a very human girl,” said the American, still laughing at the earlier allusion. “Looks to me like she was meant for a boy and had a change of heart the wrong side of the womb.”

It was the Englishman’s turn to laugh now.

“Looks like a boy in petticoats,” continued the colonial cousin. “A damned pretty boy too.”

“And a damned haughty one,” the Englishman added with a chuckle. “I overheard her this morning, in the garden, making mincemeat of a French officer. Handled him as if he were a new-boy in front of his first governess.”

The American laughed again and his fellow guest went on:

“Tried making love to her, I expect – despite her husband being around. A thing she does not tolerate. Apart from with the man she allowed to place a ring on her finger, she's the coldest little fish in the world - and, from what I hear, she likes to rule the roost with him also.”

“If we’re not careful,” said the colonial with a chuckle, “we’ll soon be sounding like that disapproving social climber of yours who just left for her room with her fine sense of propriety in an outrage.”

The Englishman held up his hands in a gesture of “God forbid!” before finishing his train of thought:

“Perish the thought, my friend... I simply point out that our Mrs Middlemass is a woman who does not take kindly to... being led. What she wants she goes after, and what she wants mostly is the romance of travel and adventures that can go in hand with trips to exotic and, perhaps, dangerous locations. I don't think she knows the meaning of the word fear.”

“Not exactly conducive to a happy marriage, if you ask me. Why does the husband put up with it? Is he a bought man, or just a weak one?”

“Neither. I happen to know he’s from good stock and has his own money. A successful writer of fiction, or so I’m led to believe. His indulgence of her, I suspect, has its origins in love.”

“Ah,” the American latched onto the word, facial expression indicating he himself had being scorched by its fire himself upon more than one occasion. “The consolation provided to woman by nature for it having denied her equality in physical strength. The ability to inspire devotion and place a ring through the nose of a credulous man... No matter by how great a margin he be her superior.”

His expression became sour and it wasn’t difficult for the Englishman to suspect he was recalling more... personal... memories.

A suspicion soon borne out:

“At least, that is, until a better offer comes along and that same credulous man finds himself shorn of hair and chained to a Philistine pillar.”

Then, almost to himself, as if he had forgotten he was in company:

“Slut”

Expression unreadable now, he seemed to go off-world for a few seconds as his companion regarded his lapse into the vulgar with an almost... forensic... interest.

Then, coming back to the here and now with, neither acknowledgement of, nor apology for, his sudden intensity: 

“There's a bad streak in the family, isn't there? I heard some fossil in his cups yammering about it the other night. Paterfamilias was mad and blew his brains out, or so the old coot said.”

The Englishman shrugged his shoulders.

“The ‘old coot’, as you so aptly describe the Baronet in question, was right on this occasion. And you may call it ‘mad’, if you like,” he said slowly. 

Then, giving the American a long thoughtful look, as if gauging his mettle:

“I live near the Templeton’s' in England, and happen to know the story.”

He paused, noting the raised interest levels of his fellow guest.

“If you should like to hear it, that is,” he finished.

“The night is clement and our glasses are full,” observed the American, a light in his eyes indicating he’d like nothing more. “What better time to have one’s ears... informed.”

The Englishman indicated a bench on the empty terrace and waited until they were seated before taking a sip of his Port and beginning.

“Sir John Templeton was passionately devoted to his wife,” he began. “After twenty years of married life they were still lovers. 

“Then... A girl was born, and the mother died. Two hours afterwards Sir John shot himself, leaving the baby in the sole care of her brother. A brother who was just nineteen, and as lazy and as selfish then as he is now. The description ‘wastrel’ one that might have been coined for him.

“The problem of bringing up a girl child was too much trouble to be solved for one so young himself and in receipt of his own massive character flaws, so he settled the difficulty by treating his baby sister as if she was a boy. 

The result is what you see, together with the reactions to her which you hear.”

Gazing over their shoulders at the same time, they could see into the brilliantly lit ballroom, already filled with gaily chattering people. 

On a slightly raised platform at one end of the room the host and hostess were receiving their guests. 

Brother and sister, that is. 

Not, husband and wife. 

The brother and sister were singularly unalike. Sir Aubrey Templeton was very tall and thin, the pallor of his face accentuated by the blackness of his smoothly brushed hair and heavy black moustache. His attitude a mixture of well-bred courtesy and languid boredom. He seemed too tired even to keep his drink to hand, and made sure he was next to table that allowed him to relieve himself of such a burden between frequent sips that, as the evening wore on would become gulps.

By contrast the girl at his side appeared vividly alive. 

She was only of medium height and though slender with the easy, vigorous carriage of an athletic boy, there was nothing whatsoever boyish about a chest suggestive enough to ensure she had need to take an admiring French officer to task that very day.

Her head was poised proudly and a somewhat scornful mouth and firm chin showed plainly an obstinate determination. Deep blue eyes that met all enquiries with frankness – almost as if in a dare - were unusually clear and steady. The long, curling black lashes shading them and the dark eyebrows above were a foil to the thick crop of loose, red-gold curls that she wore on this occasion piled above her head to reveal ears that were small and well-formed and gave off the misleading impression of a pixy.

“The result’s certainly worth seeing,” said the American admiringly, referring to his companion's last remark.

A third and younger man came through the French-Windows and joined them without a by-your-leave.

“Hallo, Wilson. You're late,” greeted the English half of the pairing. “The divinity is ten deep in admirers already.”

A dull red crept into the young man's face, and he jerked his head angrily.

“I got waylaid by Lady Benedict - poisonous old harridan!”

The older men shared looks of amusement for the immediacy of youth that bypassed their more considered... diplomacy... and simply went with the first description that sprang to mind.

The thoughts of both men describing that description as reserved, given the circumstances and its object. 

“She had a great deal to say on the subject of Miss Temp... Mrs Middlemass and her trip. Harridan ought to be gagged. I thought she was going to be talking all night, so I fairly bolted in the end. All the same, I agree with her on one point. Why is her husband allowing her to make such a trip?”

Nobody seemed to be able to give an answer. The band had begun playing, and the floor was covered with laughing, talking couples.

Sir Aubrey Templeton had moved away to talk with the husband in question, and his sister was left standing with several men, who waited, programme in hand and wishing to dance, despite her marital status.

All of whom she waved away with a marked absence of smile and a resolute and impatient shake of her head.

“Things seem to be getting a hustle on,” said the American.

“Are you going to try your luck?” asked the elder of the two Englishmen.

The American bit off the end of a cigar with no small surprise – as well as a rueful little smile.

“I’m surely not. The haughty young lady turned me down as a dancer very early in our acquaintance. Even though I told her – and truly – that my intention was simply to dance with an interesting married lady and not, as her French Officer attempted earlier, with seduction in mind.”

His face grew solemn again and it was easy to see he was deathly serious as he added:

“I’ve had my share of so-called men who put the make on the wives of other men.”

The older and younger Englishmen shared a look at this reveal and the American soon shook himself from what was, no doubt an uncomfortable trip into his memories.  

“I don't blame her,” he added, with a rueful laugh, “I’m a dud as a dancer. But her candour still rankles. She told me quite plainly that she had no use for an American who couldn’t ride or hunt – and wouldn’t have found one even if she wasn’t married.”

He smiled.

“Though I did intimate to her, very gently, that there were a few little openings in the States for men beside cattle-punching and fur trapping.”

The older of the other two laughed at his use of irony:

“I shouldn’t imagine that met with her approval. She’s far too serious to laugh.”

The younger man appeared ready to leap to the defence of his heart’s desire, but a long-suffering look of warning cut him off at the pass.

“You have that right,” the American agreed, smile now a laugh. “She froze me with a look and, I have to say, I faded away under it, despite the difference in our years. No, Sir, the brother may be a ‘wastrel’, as I’ve heard him described a good few times over the past few days, but he does seem to care for his sister. He also plays a companionable game of Bridge and I’ll be limiting my contact with his family to that pursuit for the rest of my stay. He's actually not so bad a chap underneath and he's a sportsman. Doesn't seem care a durn if he wins or loses.”

“It doesn't matter when you have a banking account the size of his,” said Wilson with a little sourness. “Personally, I find dancing more amusing and less expensive. In fact, I shall go and take my chance with our hostess. If a husband is fool enough to leave her alone the way hers does, then I’m afraid he can have no complaints if he loses her.”

Under the American’s disapproving gaze, his eyes turned rather eagerly towards the end of the room where the girl was standing alone, straight and slim, the light from an electrolier gilding the thick red curls standing atop her haughty little face. 

She was staring down at the dancers with an absent expression in her eyes, as if her thoughts were far away from the crowded ballroom.

The American pushed Wilson forward with a little laugh, though his disapproval, in the words the older Englishman felt sure he intended to be light, came through:

“Run along, foolish moth, and get your poor little wings singed. When the temple is about your ears,” he said to the somewhat bemused Wilson, continuing with his earlier biblical metaphor I'll be along to mop up the remains. If, on the other hand, your temerity meets with the success you hope for it, I’ll try to keep the husband away from any weaponry to be found in the near vicinity.”

Then, linking his arm in that of the more mature of the Englishmen, he drew him away to the card-room.

Ignoring the strangely couched warning, Wilson went through the window and worked slowly round the room, hugging the wall, evading dancers, and threading his way through groups of chattering men and women of all nationalities. He came at last to the raised dais on which Helen Middlemass was still standing and climbed up the few steps to her side.

“This is luck, Mrs Middlemass,” he said, with an assurance that he was far from feeling. “Am I really fortunate enough to find you without a partner?”

She turned to him slowly, with a little crease growing between her arched eyebrows, as if his coming were inopportune and she resented the interruption to her thoughts, and then, to his surprise, she smiled quite frankly.

“I said I would not dance until everybody was started,” she said rather doubtfully, looking over the crowded floor.

“They are all dancing. You've done your duty nobly. And this is rather a nice tune,” he urged persuasively.

She hesitated, tapping her programme-pencil against her teeth.

“I refused a lot of men,” she said, with a grimace. Then she laughed suddenly, as if making up her mind. “Come along, then. I am noted for my bad manners. This will only be one extra sin and I’m sure my husband will forgive me.”

At mention of this impediment, Wilson chanced a glance at the man himself and was relieved to see him still in an absorbed conversation with his wife’s brother, before reiterating to himself the thought he had shared on the verandah with the older men along the lines of his having no complaints if his carelessness ensured she was lost to him. 

He danced well, but with the girl in his arms he seemed suddenly tongue-tied. They swung round the room several times, then halted beside an open window and – again to his surprise – she guided them out into the garden of the hotel to sit beside each other on a wicker seat under a gaudy Japanese hanging lantern. The band was still playing, and for the moment the garden was empty, lit faintly by coloured lanterns, festooned from the palm trees, and twinkling lights outlining the winding paths.

Wilson leaned forward, his hands clasped between his knees, feeling about as nervous as he had in his young life.

“I think you are the most perfect dancer I have ever met,” he said a little breathlessly.

Mrs Middlemass looked at him seriously, without a trace of self-consciousness; a young woman for whom compliments of such a nature had long lost the power to embarrass.

“It is very easy to dance if you have a musical ear, and if you have been in the habit of making your body do what you want. So few people seem to be trained to make their limbs obey them. Mine have had to do as they were told since I was a small child,” she answered calmly.

Then, with an intent whose meaning was lost upon his young and not fully formed soul; despite his being her senior by a couple of years:

“I like... things... that do as they are told.” 

The unexpectedness of the reply - together the mystifying intensity suffixing it - acted as a silencer on young Wilson for a long period, and the girl beside him seemed in no hurry to break the silence. 

Then dance was over and the empty garden was thronged for a little time before the dancers drifted back into the hotel as the band started again.

“It's rather pleasant here in the garden,” Wilson said tentatively, heart pounding with unusual rapidity, the eyes, he kept fixed on his own clasped hands looking... hungry.

“You mean that, you want to sit out this dance with me?” she said with a boyish directness that somewhat nonplussed him.

“Yes,” he stammered rather foolishly.

“Despite what my husband might think?” she asked.

“I... I think if your husband is foolish enough to leave so beautiful a wife alone then... Then he can hardly be surprised if... if company does not find her.”

With a small and teasing laugh, she held her programme up to the light of the lantern. 

Then she sighed, as if at the imposition of an onerous duty:

“I promised this one to Arthur Benedict. Though heaven alone knows why he asked. We quarrel every time we meet and I cannot think why he would bother. He disapproves of my lifestyle even more than his mother.”

“She is an interfering old lady and her son a mummy’s boy without a mind of his own,” said Wilson in defence of her.

Her laughter sent chills of pleasure through him for having been its cause. 

“Then he will be overjoyed to be let off. And, now I’ve danced with you I am done for the evening.”

Her hand lightly touched his knee before moving away again and he felt something stir below decks. 

“I think I shall stay and talk to you, but you must do your best to keep me in a good temper.”

His pleasure knew no bounds at this boon she was bestowing upon him and his voice shook a little as he asked:

“Are you really determined to go through with this tour?”

She stared at him in surprise. 

“Of course. Why not? My arrangements have been made some time. Why should I change my mind at the last moment?”

“Why does your brother let you go alone? Why doesn't he go with you? I know your husband will be with you but...”

“You don’t feel my husband capable of... protecting... me?” she asked, the mocking note in her voice intermingled with something more... fierce.

“I... I... it is just that he is so much older than you and... and...”

“And the desert is a dangerous place,” she finished for him.

He nodded, feeling he might have offended the goddess and worried by the fact.

“How about me being capable of protecting him? Or am I too young as he is too old?”

“I... I did not mean to offend,” he stammered, the effect of her eyes upon his unmanning him. “It is just that he is so many years your senior and...”

“Twenty-two,” she confirmed. “He is forty-seven. Aren’t you men supposed to be in your prime at such an age. The meeting of maturity’s wisdom with a more controlled... physicality.”

He found himself flushing red; the final word of her sentence having a most... galvanising... effect upon him coming from the full and sensuous lips in that almost boyish face.  

“That may be so, Mrs Middlemass, but – and excuse me if I speak out of turn – but Mr Middlemass does not seem... does not seem...”

His voice trailed off, at a loss as to how he might phrase a thought in regard of her husband he felt sure she would find offensive.

His rescue came from the object of his desire herself.

“Does not seem a man of action but a man of words? Is that what you were about to say?”

He nodded gratefully, though he knew an exact phrasing of his thoughts would have been a sight less complimentary to the man.

“Arnold is a literary man, it is true,” she confirmed. “And, as is so often the way with men of that kind, tends to live life mostly within the confines of his skull. It is what first attracted him to me. That and the fact he is not so hidebound as most men I meet – you included – who tend to allow the form of their lives to be dictated by what certain men and women such as Lady Benedict, and the son who peeps fearfully and dutifully at the world from the folds of her petticoats, think to be... seemly.”

Wilson was stirred to defend himself.

“I hardly think I qualify for inclusion with a poisonous old bat and her wretch of a son,” he said, the heat of anger joining cheeks already stirred into vivid colour by the reaction of his senses to being so close to this woman for whom he felt such... overpowering... feelings.

She shrugged her shoulders with a little laugh, as if to say:

“Whatever you wish.”

“To return to your original concerns,” she began finally. “We fell out, Aubrey and I, over my decision not to accompany him to America. Arnold was not happy with my decision either, but that was neither here nor there. It’s what I wanted. A trip into the desert. America is known to me, and what is known does not involve adventure. The desert, however, is something quite... different.”

Wilson contented his thoughts to stay that way. Voicing them at this point, he was convinced, would only alienate her from him. “My decision”, indeed. What kind of a husband accepted such ultimatums from a woman? No matter how desirable!

What kind of a man?

Oblivious to his thoughts, though having some idea as to how they were running, given what she knew of the general opinion of men in regard of women with a sense of independence, she continued:

“We quarrelled for two whole days and half one night, and then we compromised. I should have my desert tour, and Aubrey should go to New York. But, though he remained displeased. and to mark his brotherly appreciation of my gracious promise to follow him, with my husband, to the States at the end of a month, he has consented to grace my caravan for the first stage of our trip into the desert.”

Her head turned and Wilson saw her eyes flicker back in the direction of the hotel and to her brother, whom they could see was still in conversation with Arnold Middlemass.

“Well, your sibling does not seem displeased with his brother-in-law, at least,” observed Wilson, finding the whole set-up more than a little... odd.

“Yes. Surprisingly enough, Aubrey and my husband find agreement on many things. My brother believes Arnold to be a sobering influence upon his reckless young sister. Of course, it annoyed him enormously that neither he nor my husband could order me not to go. But, and especially since I came of age a few months ago, I can do as I please.”

She turned back to give her admirer a smile that was a mix of the coquette and the determined young woman she was, as if inviting him to exception with her statement.

Adding:

“Not that I have ever done anything else.” 

“Your brother thinks your husband a good influence,” Wilson began, not playing her game. “That is all very well. But shouldn’t be there more to a union?”

“Explain?” she ordered.

“I refer to love, Mrs Middlemass,” he answered instantly and earnestly. “I am sure there are any number of good people ready and able to be a ‘good influence’ upon you. But that hardly demands a requirement that you marry them. And especially when they are...”

“So much older than myself,” she finished for him. “Your insistence on the singing of this ‘old’ song begins to tire me, sir. Did I not explain my reasoning not a minute before?”

“I did not hear love mentioned?” he reminded her.

“Why, Mr Wilson,” she began, smiling but with serious eyes, “if I did not know better I would get the impression that you yourself are a little in love with me.”

“Not just a little,” he began, the admission opening the floodgates to his previously undeclared passion.

Or would have, had she not placed a finger across his lips to silence what she knew must follow.

“Calm down and do not make me return inside now, Edmund,” she warned using his first-name for the first time and knowing it would have quite the opposite effect to having him ‘calm down’.

“But, Helen...?” he began, when her finger freed his lips, returning the favour with eyes full of devotion.

“I mean it, Edmund,” she said sternly. “Not one more word of such things.”

He fell to silence beneath her unblinking gaze, hating her brother, her husband, and anybody with more access to her heart, mind and body than he himself was permitted.

“They are both right, though,” he said finally as the silence between them grew awkward.

“On which score”

“The desert,” persisted Wilson. “It isn't safe. The stories one hears of young European women who...”

“Oh, not you too, Edmund,” she said with a sigh that spoke of great disappointment. “People like your ‘poisonous’ Lady Benedict regurgitate the contents of the latest potboiler to take their interest and, of a sudden, people are reciting it as if they have received verification from His Majesty’s Foreign Office itself... Oh, dear.”

“There have been stories in the newspapers concerning...” he began defensively.

“There are always stories in newspapers, Edmund. And normally of just that kind an editor or proprietor feels will increase circulation. Do try not to be so credulous.”

She flicked him a look of some disgust, as if he had truly let her down, before continuing:

“I don't agree with you, or your ‘newspapers’ at all,” she told him vehemently. And I don't know why everybody is making such a fuss about my decision. Plenty of other women have travelled in much wilder country than this desert and come to no harm.”

He looked at her curiously. She seemed to be totally unaware that it was her youth and her beauty that supplied all the danger of the expedition. A reason he sensed she would have no truck with and contented himself with an easier line of reasoning.

“From what I have read, and an Uncle who is with the Foreign Office tells me, there seems to be unrest amongst the tribes of the region you intend to visit.”

Then even more seriously:

“There have been a lot of rather disturbing rumours lately.” 

She made a little movement of impatience. “Oh, that's what they always tell you when they want to put obstacles in your way. The authorities have already dangled that bogey in front of me. I asked for facts and they only gave me generalities. I also asked if they had any power to stop me. They said they had not, but strongly advised me not to make the attempt. I said I should go, unless the French Government arrested me... A part of my journey is in their territory, after all.”

“But, Helen...?”

“Why not go? I am not afraid. Moreover, I don't admit that there is anything to be afraid of. I don't believe a word about the tribes being restless. Arabs are always moving about, aren't they? Why else would they be called Nomads?”

Wilson sensed his cause was doomed.

“You don't know what this trip means to me,” she continued. I like wild places. The happiest times of my life have been spent camping in America and India, and I have always wanted the desert more than either of them. It is going to be a month of pure joy and I am going to be enormously happy.”

“Just the same, I...”

I have an excellent caravan leader, so good even the authorities vouch for him. And I shall be armed. I am perfectly able to take care of myself. I can shoot straight and I am used to camping. Besides, I have given my word to Aubrey to be in Oran to meet him that we might take this American trip. I can hardly get very far away in that time.”

There was an obstinate ring in her voice, and when she stopped speaking he sat silent, consumed with anxiety, obsessed with the loveliness of her, and tormented with the desire to tell her so. 

Then he turned to her suddenly, resolve, face a most startling white. 

“Mrs Middlemass... Helen... If you won’t put off this trip, then at least give me the right to go with you. I... I... 

He faltered a second and then recovered himself.

“I love you, and...”

Now it was the turn of his finger to silence her lips that he might speak without interruption. 

“Yes, I realise you are married and, no doubt, have feelings for your husband. But that fact does not alter the nature of my own. I want you for my wife more than anything on earth and know such a desire is impossible – at least at this time. But I shan't always be a penniless subaltern, just as you will not always be married. One of these days you will be free and I shall ask for your hand. I sense already that we are good friends but I’ll have you know that I'll give my whole life to make you happy. The world has been a different place to me since you came into it. I can't get away from you. You are in my thoughts night and day. I love you; I want you. My God, Helen! Beauty like yours drives a man mad!”

“Is beauty all that a man wants in his wife?” she asked, with a kind of cold wonder in her voice, unimpressed at a declaration she had heard many times before; if, perhaps, without the same intensity of feeling. “Brains and a sound body seem much more sensible requirements to me.”

“But when a woman has all three, as you have, Helen,” he whispered ardently, his hands closing over the slim ones lying in her lap. “What then for the man who desires them?”

With a strength that seemed impossible for their smallness she disengaged her hands from his grasp. 

“Stop that! This instant! I gave you no permission to expect such... intimacies.”

A feeling of ice cold gripped his innards at her disapproval and he complied on the instant, removing his hands from hers to sit penitently and await his fate as his thoughts raced upon her choice of word:

“Permission?”

The words outlining that fate, when they came, were not what he had been expecting.

“I am interested to hear you say that you love me,” she told him. 

Then, as he waited in an agony of his own making:

“You are, though, not... disinteresting... to me.”

The cold in him retreated and he looked back into her eyes with renewed hope, the knowledge he was trespassing on another man’s territory, and despite his well-developed sense of honour, not troubling him in the slightest at that moment, so great was his sense of relief.

“But, despite my age,” she warned, “you would do well to consider that – and before you commit yourself to me – that I’m not a woman like any other you have known.”

“That is what makes you so...”  

“Be silent when I am speaking,” she snapped instantly, and Wilson, who was at least three years her senior, felt a shiver of fear blow over him at both her words and the harshness of tone accompanying them.

But he did fall silent as she had demanded.

“Any man who wishes to be in my life,” she continued, “must accept that he will have no say in how I will live it. My brother has yet to come to terms with this simple truth and my ‘older husband’, as you describe him, is only now beginning to realise the full implications of that which I did not trouble to hide from him when he, like you, confessed the feelings he held for me.”

She allowed him a few moments that her words might sink in more fully.

Then:

“Which does not mean that I do not expect to have a great deal of say in how he lives his life.”

Wilson could only stare at her as words refused to form; though he was unsure at that moment of his capacity to voice them even if they had.

“I think it only just – given a certain man and the... right... woman,” she went on, “that the woman be in absolute charge of the relationship. Be that man, brother, husband, or lover.” 

Her quiet, even voice stopped. The enchanting face and the intelligent eyes that held his so effortlessly seeming pleased that its point had been made. And made with a tone of cold sincerity in it that Wilson could not help but recognise.

As well as find... chilling.

She had meant everything that she said. The smitten young man was certain of it. It was no more than the truth and he now knew with certainty that her reputation for complete indifference to admiration and her unvarying attitude towards men was both factual and well-deserved – together with her wilfulness and obstinate determination. As it was said, so it was done.

He had heard of such women, of course. 

Women who desired to be... imperious... to the men in their lives. 

But, until now, he had only met them in the form of wives who domineered their husbands a mixture of tears, whining, and nagging. Of course, some of his fellow officers had a hankering over women of a certain type who would, for the exchange of currency, satisfy their strange prepubescent urge to be punished by Nanny or Maid; but neither that nor its more everyday variation could be described in the same breath as that which Helen Middlemass had just outlined to him. His friends and fellow Subalterns were, after all, simply indulging a childish need; not committing themselves to the command of a female in the implied way of the girl’s husband.

An image of whom forced the question to his mind:

“Where would all this leave him?

And, more importantly, would he wish to remain wherever he was when she condescended to tell him of his destination?

Wilson sat in silence, unable to reconcile what he had just heard with what he felt for the girl he had only just heard it from. 

And there was something else.

Something that was, perhaps, even more disturbing.

A wild sensation that traced his network of veins as if it were molten; taking senses and imagination with it into areas he had yet to allow himself to visit.

Even, perhaps especially, after hearing of the somewhat pathetic adventures of his self-congratulatory fellows, for whom the antics at their various and respective Public Schools - and even more elevated  seats of learning - had made such episodes not only expected but some kind of badge of honour.

Unsurprising then, that the next words to leave his mouth surprised him as if they had fallen from the lips of a stranger:

“Am I the kind of man you would wish to... command... Miss Templeton?” he asked, only dimly aware that he had addressed her by her maiden name.

She looked at him a moment and, by the dim light of the hanging lanterns, saw that his eyes were almost cow-like before her own as he succumbed to her “female authority”. He was attractive and loyal, and ready, she knew, to take his place alongside her husband as another male willing to forego his own independence – even his pride – simply to remain in the orbit of her existence.

“You will have to know your place, Edmund,” she said finally; magnificent eyes holding his. “I demand complete respect and perfect obedience from my husband and will expect no less from you. If you do not feel that male pride of yours can countenance the control and command of a woman – and especially a woman who is younger in years than yourself – then you must say so now and not either my time or your own.”

She paused for a few moments and he marvelled at what he was hearing from the lips of this fascinating goddess for whom, not minutes before it seemed, had appeared as beyond the reach of his dreams and hopes as Saturn and Jupiter are beyond the wingspan of a domestic pigeon.

“But,” she continued as he stared at her with eyes all the more entranced for the mind behind them being shocked, “I find you most attractive and, if you are ready to submit yourself to my authority, I will gladly consent to your request to travel to the desert with myself and my husband.”

He was finding it difficult to breathe in her presence now and, with this last, almost stopped entirely.

She was offering him, this woman of his dreams, the opportunity to travel at her side!

“Well?” he heard her ask at last. “What is it to be? Are you unable to part with your male pride? Or will you commit to accompanying me to the desert as a part of my retinue?”

Edmund Wilson would later have no idea how long he sat beneath her unwavering gaze as he considered her words.

But he would remember for the rest of his existence the meaning of the ones he chose when he finally croaked out a response:

“M-Miss Templeton... I mean, Mrs Middlemass... Your offer to me is...”

*****
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A few hours later Helen came into her bedroom, and, switching on the electric lights, tossed her gloves and programme into a chair. 

Unseen as yet by her, Arnold Middlemass was waiting in a chair to the side of the door.

A handsome man, he had oft been told, approaching the exact middle point of his forties, he was still physically imposing and in receipt of a full head of only slightly greying hair.

As seemed usual for him these days, he was more than mildly annoyed with his wilful and erotic wife and wondered how she kept him in such a condition of pride destroying acceptance.

Even if he was voluble on the subject of her... behaviour.

“Did your lover please you?” he snapped, gratified to see her start at his voice but not so pleased as she collected herself almost instantly and trained fierce eyes upon him.

“He is not a lover, Arnold, but an admirer. A follower, if you will.”

“But...”

“For your information, not that I feel required to tell you anything of my affairs other than what you need to know to be useful, young Mr Wilson will be accompanying us to the desert?”

“What?” he exploded, leaping to his feet. “You value me so lightly you would flaunt him in my face. And what of my reputation? Do you intend to make a laughing stock of me to my family? To my friends? To my readers?”

Her laughter was as maddening to him as his inability to prevent it.

“Really, Arnold,” she began, “we have not been married long but you cannot say I didn’t warn you that there would be absolutely no possibility of your having the slightest say in how I live my life.

“But...” he began to protest, before she cut him off with her usual ease, outraged at her double-standard when he considered the great pleasure she took in ruling his own affairs.

“Do not interrupt, Arnold,” she snapped, craftily accompanying the rebuke by beginning to disrobe, knowing the sight and what it might mean would destroy his equilibrium and allow her to lead him in the usual way. “He is simply another male – an officer and a gentleman, for what that’s worth – coming along for the ride to provide that ‘extra security’ you and my brother, together with just about every other dyed-in-the-wool dowager in our circle, insist I must have to be safe.”

Arnold Middlemass watched as her clothes fell away to reveal the perfectly sculpted body that so enslaved him and prevented his assuming the role a man could expect to have in respect of his wife.

He was hopelessly and irrevocably infatuated with her and she knew it.

“And as for your readers,” she continued, “I would be surprised if anyone so lacking in grey cells they could be entertained by what you so risibly describe as ‘literature’ were sentient enough to be aware of, let alone shocked by, your young wife’s private arrangements.”

Completely naked now and staring at him with her hands upon her hips expectantly, utterly confident in the ability of her body as well as her mind to conquer him, she allowed the man she had married to drink her in.

Then, when she considered him... ripe:

“There is no need for you to undress for now,” she told him. “As usual, I have no need for that pathetic tid-bit you so over-generously describe as a cock.”

His face fell but, beaten down as her mind and erotic firm body had him, he did not move; instead standing motionless to drink in her wondrous and pert young breasts as they rose above a waist that appeared truly hour glass and led down into the valley of her womanhood and the red bush she trimmed so assiduously.

A red-bush that rested between a pair of legs that were sheer and toned in their perfection.

“But, if you apologise nicely and most abjectly for your outburst,” she told him. “I might just be persuaded to allow your tongue upon my hungry little cunny that I may be lulled into blissful sleep that much more swiftly.”

He watched, stunned immobile still, as she placed herself upon the bed with her back to the mattress and her head propped upon some plentiful pillows that she might view his efforts for her from above and waited.

A pulse ticked at his temple and he knew inner rage such as he had yet to experience – even in her presence. She was his wife, for God’s sakes! His manhood was dying beneath her gaze and, more importantly, his own, and if he did not seize it from the young she-devil’s grasp soon, he knew he would never know the pride and the pleasure of it again.

Moved by an anger that made him both vengeful and unbalanced, he suddenly moved towards the infuriating and dominant goddess awaiting his tongue with spread legs and, staring into her eyes with an intensity he swore must terrify her...

Knelt!    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER II
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As Helen Middleman – nee: Templeton – had said it would be, so it was.

The arrangements for the trip had been perfect and they – her retinue and the young wife herself – had left exactly upon time.

There had been no hitch anywhere and, her brother having departed, she was now, with husband, male follower, and aides, at the very start of a month’s adventure she had dreamt of for many months now.

Longer, in fact.

Much, much, longer.

The guide recommended her, Mustafa Ali, appeared capable and efficient, effacing himself when not wanted and replying with courteous dignity when spoken to on that first day of their trip towards the interior. 

A day that had been full of interest. The long, hot ride for Helen having been the height of physical enjoyment; though not, she knew, as much for her husband as it had been for herself and the younger Wilson who, surprisingly, Arnold had appeared to like. They had reached the oasis where the first night was to be passed and found the camp already established, tents pitched, and everything so ordered that nothing could be criticised to criticised.

Helen glanced about her little travelling tent with complete content. It was much smaller than the ones to which she had always been accustomed, ridiculously so compared with the large one she had had in India the previous year, - complete with separate bath and dressing-rooms. Servants, too, had swarmed in India, but here service promised to be inadequate. A
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