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It is entirely possible that Benedict Constant Perryman will be long revered by the public as a brilliant journalist. And on this score that public will, in a rare display of sound judgment, be declared correct. But, by those who were close to him – or as close as such a man allowed – the most notable aspect of his character was his confirmed misogyny and distaste for feminine wiles and frippery of any kind.

The mere sound of a girlish giggle, or worse, a hectoring and shrewish tone, was almost enough in itself to have him seeking the most isolated and self-flagellatory bastion of monkish privation.

His distaste for the society of women amounted to a mania, and to Perryman it made no difference if the package came in a pretty face with well-turned ankles or a face mirroring the features of an ill-bred Mastiff with slobbery chops.

Whatever their level of physical attraction, angelic or canine, the presence of women in his life was akin to that of a red rag waved under the snorting nose of an already irritated and long-horned Limousin.

This was all the more extraordinary, since Perryman, aside from being one of the most handsome men I ever knew, was of that number of our gender who, aside from being sociable, did not prefer the company of his own gender.

I pray here that you may take my none too subtle drift in order that I am not forced to elaborate further, as to do so not only contravene the law of the land but taxes my experience of such complex and, for me, unfathomable... matters.

Suffice it say, that he was Mediterranean of looks with eyes vivid and bright of intelligence. Noble, being the first word to spring to mind as an encapsulate. In fact, his features had always struck me as the features of an early Roman of the Equestrian Order. Aquiline and clean-cut despite his dark and sometimes brooding features. It coming as no surprise to any who knew him that, at any of the mixed gatherings at which he was so rarely inclined to appear, women gravitated in his direction from whatever of the two poles they were occupying at the time, just as though he possessed some magnetic attraction for the sex and they had no option but to seek him out.

And his reaction upon these occasions?

Why, he would bolt, of course.

And it was this aversion to the female of the species that leads us to his extraordinary end – if it be ended, that is.

An end which will be sure to be remembered by some of those who read of it; though to others whose recall of such events, of history even, is more... ephemeral... the machinations of countries and individuals that affected whole continents in the interval between his death and the present will have ensured that the peculiar circumstances of his last days will no longer be familiar. 

Even if it did create a very considerable stir in Cairo and beyond at the time.

And yet, as is only natural, and when the missing man failed to return to his homeland, the nine days’ wonder of his disappearance was forgotten in the excitement of some new story or another that held the public’s fickle interest be it trite and meaningless or otherwise.

It is this story, with all the sensational events, including the perfidy and sexual cruelty of that sex he had until then managed to avoid, I shall endeavour to relate to you now.

Briefly, in order not to dwell on the preamble to the story and move events along; aware as I am of the deplorable falls in concentration levels of the reading public that makes them so quick to irritation and disinterest in general if their need for sensation is not instantly met; I shall precis by explaining that Perryman was recuperating at Cairo’s Mena House – or Shepheard’s, as it is more popularly known. Having landed up there after a rather severe illness in London his physician assured him would be better served by a spell in a dry climate rather than that of a winter bound London and the ever-present pea-soupers that had proved fatal for more than one consumptive and his weakened chest.

Finding the doctor’s advice sound and feeling more himself after a few days free of cold and polluted fog, he had felt hemmed in and claustrophobic indoors. Thus, had Perryman decided to leave Mena House one evening for a stroll. Wearing a light dust-coat over his evening clothes to ward off the chill Cairo night, he had turned in the direction of the Great Pyramid.

And never returned.

No one has ever seen him since - or ever reported having seen him.

And now I tell you his story in its bald and sexually shocking entirety. 

Though I add a proviso:

If the story I am about to impart to you is an elaborate hoax - perpetrated by Perryman himself, for some obscure reason while he remains in in hiding; or by another well enough acquainted with his handwriting to assimilate it - I do not profess to say. 

Certainly, his description of the human-bondage befalling him at the hands, of all people, a woman - and a monstrous though, if he is to be believed, as I  do believe, sensuous example of the gender he so despised before leaving – is plausible and written in a style those of us fortunate enough to have known him as well as he would allow have all agreed to be authentic.

Ultimately, however, the decision is yours.

Credulity or incredulity.

Belief or disbelief.

On that score I can be of no help to you save to publish what has been placed in my hands in the most accessible and truthful way.

That is one effort, at least, in which you may be assured no veracity has been spared.  

As to how it came into my possession, however? 

That may be told very briefly. 

Two years after Perryman’s disappearance I was in Cairo, and although I was not staying at Mena House I sometimes visited friends there. One night as I came out of the hotel to enter the car which was to drive me back to the Continental, a tall native, dressed in white and so muffled up that little more of his face than two gleaming eyes was visible, handed me a packet - a roll of paper, apparently - saluted me with extraordinary formality, and departed.

No one else seemed to have noticed the man, although the chauffeur, of course, was nearly as close to him as I was, and a servant from the hotel had followed me out and down the steps. Something I recall being intrigued by at the time, and even more later. At that point, though, I simply stood there in the dusk, staring at the packet in my hand. Only then, after the tall figure vanished - already swallowed up in the shadow of the road – did I react. naturally assuming that the man had made some mistake.

It wasn’t until some moments later that I held the package near the lamp of the car and examined it closely.

It was a roll of some kind of parchment, tied with a fragment of thin string, and upon the otherwise blank outside page my name was written very distinctly!

No mistake.

I entered the car, rather dazed by the occurrence, which presented several extraordinary features, and, unfastening the string, began to read. 

It was only then, and with real earnest, that I thought I must be dreaming. 

Since I shall supply the whole of the manuscript for perusal shortly, I will make no further reference to the contents here, but will content myself with mentioning that it was written with a dark-brown ink and – shockingly to me at the time, and even in a more diluted fashion now – to discover it was the familiar hand of Benedict Perryman upon which my disbelieving eyes were fixated.

His unmistakable scrawl covered some kind of parchment or papyrus whose provenance has since defied three different experts to whom I have shown it, but which, in short, is of unknown manufacture. 

The twine with which it was tied proved to be of finely plaited reed and was, though uncommon, more readily recognisable.

But to return to the text itself:

That part of Perryman’s narrative, if the following amazing statement is really the work of Perryman, as I and my colleagues believe it to be – that part which deals with events up to the time that he left both Mena House and the world, I have been able to check. The dragoman, Hassan Abd-el-Kebîr, was still practising his profession of interpreter at Mena House during the time of my visit, and he confirmed the truth of Perryman’s story in regard to the heart of lapis-lazuli - which he had seen and you will soon learn of. 

He also knew of the meeting with the woman in the Mûski.

This last something Perryman himself had spoken of to him.

For the rest, the manuscript shall tell my former friend’s story without my aid...

––––––––
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Arthur Maitland

Fleet Street

November 1910
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Two years have elapsed since I quitted the world and, having been advised of the presence in Egypt of a one-time colleague for whom I have much regard, prompts me to put on record these particulars of, perhaps, the strangest, most humbling, and most humiliating experience surely to ever have ever befallen any man, anywhere. 

I state from the outset that I do not expect my story to be believed. The scepticism of the material world of Fleet Street, of which I of all people must be only too keenly aware, will consume my statement with its cynical and devouring fires. But I do not care. 

The old itching to make a “story” – despite the anguish its telling causes its author - is upon me. 

And so we begin:

Where the experience actually began, I must leave to each reader to judge for himself. I, personally, do not profess to know, even now. But the curtain first arose upon that part of the story which it is my present purpose to chronicle one afternoon near the corner of the Street of the Silversmiths in Cairo. I was wandering in those wonderful narrow, winding lanes, unaccompanied, for I am by habit a solitary being; but, despite my ignorance of the language and customs of the natives, I awakened to the fact that a link of sympathy - of silent understanding, if you will - seemed to bind me to these busy brown men.

Though I will add, for those reading this who know me and would find it scarcely credible for me to omit such a personal truth, that it was the men alone who excited my empathy upon this day. For, and I allow the individual to judge whether rightly or wrongly, the female of our had always – and certainly to this point – left me unmoved and, in most of my admittedly interactions with them, in a condition of some exasperation. I am, or so I am informed, for such considerations mean next to nothing to me when placed next to the three pillars I had made of my life – truth, learning, and curiosity – of a kind women find physically attractive. A gift from nature; though the behaviour it has inspired towards me from the fair sex down the years has ensured I look upon this so-called boon a burden; that has not only won me much in the way of female attention but also enmity when that attention has been – gently and with diplomacy, I assure you – spurned.

But back to my tale...  

I had for many years cherished a secret ambition to pay a protracted visit to Egypt, but the ties of an arduous profession had until now rendered its realisation impossible. Now, however, a stranger in a strange land, I found myself at home. Feeling, and for the first time, as if I actually belonged in my surroundings.

I cannot hope to make evident to those who will read the completeness of this recognition. 

Despite the fact not all of my long dreamed of land thrilled my somewhat insular soul.

From Shepheard’s, with its throngs of cosmopolitan travellers and its hosts of pretty women, I had early fled in dismay to the comparative quiet of Mena House. But the real happiness I found – which I soon realised from my own previously unfelt euphoria, was most likely the first I had ever known - I found among the discordant cries and mingled smells of perfume and decay in the native city. The desert called to me sweetly, but it was the people, the shops, the shuttered houses, the noise and the smells of the Eastern streets which gripped my heart. As if a siren’s song had called to me that I might visit the land from whence it sang to be... reborn!

Delightedly, I watched the passage of those commercial vehicles, narrow and set high upon monstrous wheels, as they conveyed goods of indescribable variety along streets no wider than the “hall” of a small suburban residence. 

The Parsees in the Khân Khalîl with their carpets and shining silk-ware, the Arab dealers, fierce swarthy tradesmen from the desert, and the smooth-tongued Cairenes upholding embroidered cloths and gauzy yashmaks to allure the eye.

All of these above I watched with a kind of gladness that was almost tender, that was unlike any sentiment I had ever experienced toward my fellow-creatures before.

A “gladness” that was tainted only by the unavoidable – this was a market, you might remember – presence of titters, giggles, and lewd looks of the females in amongst the men and, sometimes with them. Titters, giggles, and knowing looks that were all aimed in my direction.

Here, I ask your forgiveness if I sound self-absorbed, for such is most certainly not my intention and will prove, for those of you who stay with my story until its conclusion, a claim fully vindicated. 

Again, I continue:

Mendicants crying the eternal “Bakshîsh!”, Sakhas with their skins of Nile water, and the other hundred and one familiar figures of the quarter filled me with a great and glad contentment so that when I returned to my rooms after a hearty meal I attacked with a gusto sadly lacking in me of late, I immediately retired and, with a sense of well-being and contentment, fell instantly to an untroubled sleep.

In such an unaccustomed and lighthearted frame of mind, I think I can be forgiven for not suspecting my new and most welcome mindset was not about to last.

Though I know those reading will agree there was no possibility – even had I suspected my stay was to turn sour – of my having any conception of the events, and those populating it, contributing to the... curdling. 

Contrary to local custom, I purposely haunted the Mûski during the heat of the day.

Can you guess at my reasoning?

Yes.

You are correct.

For it was during these hours that it was comparatively free from the presence of tiresome Europeans and even more intrusive Americans; all of whom seemed to think they shared a brotherhood with a complete stranger simply because of the accident of a shared skin-tone. 

Thus it was, upon the occasion of which I write, that as I was coming to the end of the street in which the shops of the principal silversmiths are situated, I found myself to be the only white man (if I except the Greeks) in the immediate neighbourhood.

A group of local men hurrying out of the street as I approached it first attracted my attention. They were glancing behind them apprehensively as though at a rabid dog. Then came a white-bearded man riding a tiny donkey, glancing back apprehensively over his shoulder as if he had short-changed Charon himself after bribing Hades’ boatmen to ferry him back to the world above. He all but collided with me in his blind haste; and, stepping quickly aside to avoid him, the calamity that would begin my adventure struck.

I knocked down a woman who was coming up from behind him. 

Of course, the old man whose haste and unexplained anxiety had been the real cause of the accident rode off at headlong speed and I found myself left with the poor victim of my provoked clumsiness.

And in a stretch upon that busy street, I suddenly realised with much amazement, which seemed miraculously to have become deserted. 

And I mean empty!

If the shopkeepers remained in their shops, they were invisible, and must have retreated into the darkest corners of the caves in the wall which constitute native emporiums. 

Pedestrians and browsing shoppers there were none.

Only my concern for the woman – and yes, my thoughts cursed the fates that had made impish judgement on the fifty-fifty verdict – prevented me from considering this... emptying... at greater length and I stooped to help her as she lay in uncomplaining silence – though her tumble had been heavy – at my feet.

Which was the exact moment I felt it for the first time in my life to that point.

Terror.

Pure and horrifically simple.

There is no other way to describe the sensations of loathing, repulsion, and, worse, sense of powerlessness that surged inside me as a face, freed by the fall from the covering hood of its djellaba, and savage in its physical and spiritual ugliness, held itself up to mine.

Never, in the whole of my career as a journalist, had I seen a face as capable of inspiring the cocktail of fear and misgiving I felt at that moment. 

A black veil, which she wore beneath the hood, had also been torn from its brass fastenings as she fell to reveal her countenance in all its savagery. A face that looked both at me and in me and seemed satisfied at what it saw. It was, at one and the same time, a predatory and avian looking face that, in tandem with its surprisingly clear and unmarked skin and the firmness of the body I sensed below it, appeared to be in its middle-thirties but gave the impossible impression of belonging to a woman who had miraculously survived the ravages of disease and subsequent death for several centuries! 

My fanciful impression, if that is how you are describing it, would soon be proved anything but.

With its scimitar nose and the vivid sharpness of its startlingly blue eyes, it was a face that, in a past English age, would have had the Witch-Finder-General salivating at the prospect of consigning yet another demonic soul to the eternal fires from which it had sprang.

Involuntarily and, I am sure you would agree, quite understandably, had you been the one to witness such a face at first hand, I shrank back from her.

A shrinking from her she did not miss.

If anything, the light of evil intent in those piercing eyes grew stronger and, to my amazement, I found myself with a weakness at the knees such as I had not experienced since the playground bully had last sought me out for his pugilistic attentions. 

Those who knew me in my former life, will bear testimony to the fact that I was not an emotional man or one made readily impressionable by any kind of human appeal; but I think they will agree also that I was not a man beyond the showing of simple compassion for a person in suffering. More so, when that suffering was born of my own ignorance or, in this case, carelessness. I was not so elevated from human commerce to withdraw myself from any form of discomfort for which I might be held culpable. Was not my diplomacy and tact when refusing the attentions of those women who wished to know me more... intimately... not evidence of this? 

But this woman...?

Well, this woman I had accidentally knocked to her back upon that dusty market street inspired no feeling of either regret or compassion for my actions.

I simply wished to take off with all the speed a maintaining of dignity for a man in my position allowed.

Making my retreat without even bothering to help the woman to her feet.

And would have done so had I not found I could make no move away.

My feet were rooted to that dusty street as if I were a Sant tree planted there by an early Pharaoh.

I simply could not move!

And then I could.

Stooping, I took her hand and gently raised her from the ground, a distant voice in my head proclaiming itself surprised, having initially believed her to be somewhat scrawny, by just how... substantial... the weight of her felt.

But no more surprised than I was by what I did next.

When she had found her feet, I did not release her hand, apologise, and make my exit.

No.

What I did instead, was to transfer my grip from her palm to that of her long fingers and turn the hand over that I may...

I pause a moment as my recollection of that first incident discomposes me whenever I reflect upon it.

Decidedly so, given it was the beginning of my... fall. 

As if I acted at the behest of another, I turned that hand over that I might place my lips upon the back of it.

And not in the way of a suitor with a woman to whom he wished to declare his interest.

That, as distasteful as such a prospect would have been, I should have found infinitely more preferable than the idea the act instilled upon my senses.

For all the world, it seemed as if my kissing the back of that hand was an act of intent on my part to...

It will sound ludicrous to you in your cosseted and civilised London lodgings, I know.

But...

But it felt as if I were performing an act of intent that committed myself to her... service.   

I record the fact, but even now, looking back upon its happening, and seeking to recapture the cold, solitary, and fiercely independent, Benedict Perryman who has now left the world he once knew, I realise the wonder of it. 

That I should have given rein to such an impulse! 

And to have that impulse stir me! 

For that, I am ashamed to say, is exactly the effect my lips upon the back of this savage and terrifying woman’s hand had upon me. An effect which (avert your eyes from now on, all of you who happen to be reading this unused to seeing intimate descriptions of either the male or the female body and those acts of sexual intimacy these same bodies can sometimes indulge in) seemed to galvanise my every nerve end and resulted in a most monstrous tumescence that left me on the verge of feeling light-headed.

Loathe to admit it as I was, even as my simple contact with her triggered my body into the most amazing and thoroughly untoward response, that the creature before me had put my senses in state of rut, I could do no other than acknowledge the inexplicable.  

But by far the more disturbing realisation came with the knowledge that, as my lips made contact with her most un-witch-like flesh, I wished for nothing more at that moment than to...

Forgive me for just a few seconds.

...to... To... submit... to her.

And in any way of her own choosing.

It was an insidious sensation wholly new to me and, though I was not unfamiliar with certain men who found pleasure in paying women of a certain kind to enact such fantasies, was also totally alien to both my temperament and my moral make-up.

Neither barrier preventing that sensation overcoming my reservations to thrill my nerve-ends with nervous and sexual energy that was both euphoric and weakening at the same time.

As to which of the two phenomena was the more remarkable?

The initial offer of kindness towards a woman who inspired nothing of the kind in me – an offer I would later realise I has somehow been compelled to make?

Or the inescapable dread inspired by the fact that, when my lips made contact with the back of that hand, an interior voice I recognised as mine but seemed to come from some alien source inside my own head referred to her as “Master”?

I ask you: in my situation, which would you have found the more remarkable?

Anyhow, the result of my first act - regretted as soon as performed – had led to the even more unsought second.

And led to something equally as remarkable.

If not more so.

When I suddenly felt free to raise my head from her hand – almost as if I had been given some unspoken permission - the savage and predatory features of the creature I had just helped from the floor took on an expression that almost lent comeliness to her angular and cruel physiognomy. 

Though still savage and frightful, no longer did she appear the wholly unattractive Egyptian female my first thoughts had described her as being. In fact, the sharp and curving nose, pronounced cheekbones below piercing and discomfiting eyes and the cruel set of lips that, like mine, gave every impression on never having been kissed – the same features I had found so appalling not moments before – were inspiring a quite different response from me. 

But, if such a sight and a response were not enough to imprint itself upon my memory, there was something else intermingled with her facial... softening. 

Something as warped and evil as time itself that, as if reading my unwanted interior dialogue of a few moments before, was already proclaiming itself as my “Master”.

As I stared into her eyes and felt compelled to not break contact, my thoughts were racing, grasping for any explanation that would explain the experience I was undergoing; finally landing upon my recent ill-health and the medication treating it for my embarrassing and thoroughly uncharacteristic reaction to the woman in whose gaze I suddenly felt I was losing myself.

And then, miraculously, I was released.

With some words in Arabic that were beyond my acquaintance with her tongue, she suddenly made off along the deserted street.

Unhurried and, despite that face I could do no more than confess, regal.

The street before her as empty of people before her progress as the channel allowing Moses to free his people was empty of water. 

Progress and departure that left me rooted to the spot and, I exaggerate not, in the same cold sweat of fear the drums of an approaching army must inspire in the vastly inferior force awaiting their own inevitable and bloody massacre.

And yet, when I finally regained enough of my senses to look about me with a cognisant eye, I saw that the episode had passed unnoticed and the street had returned once again to that mix of bustle, hubbub, and haggling, that was the staple of Egyptian commerce. 

Certainly, if anyone witnessed the incident he was either well concealed or chose to hide all knowledge of it. 

Which was when, conscious of an all but emasculating embarrassment, into which were mingled other tumultuous emotions, I turned out of the Street of the Silversmiths and found myself amid the normal activities of the quarter again. 

The memory of the Kiss I had placed upon her hand – and seemingly voluntarily - was repugnant to me and, without exaggeration I had the desire of wishing to be cleansed in some way or other; despite having yet to find the call to one or other of the multitudinous religions in which people took solace.

But it was by far the other desire running alongside that of wishing to purge my lips in Holy Water that troubled me most.

A desire that was almost a yearning to not only see that savage face again, but...

I was shaking as my inner honesty made me follow the thought through.

A desire not just to see her again but to... but to serve.

Using my handkerchief to mop a brow covered in perspiration that was, for once, not a consequence of the searing heat, I found that for the first time in my life I desired to find myself among normal, healthy, moderately brainless Europeans. 

Of a sudden, I longed for the smell of cigar-smoke, for the rattle of the cocktail-maker, and previously hateful sound of small-talk and meaningless conversation.

You may take it as read that my retreat to Shepheard’s was a hurried one.
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The same night, after dinner, I walked out of Mena House to look for Hassan Abd-el-Kebîr, the dragoman with whom I had contracted for a journey, by camel, to Sakhâra on the following day. 

He had promised to attend at half-past eight in order to arrange the time of starting in the morning, together with some other details.

But I failed to find him.

He was not among the other members of his calling other natives seated outside the hotel and, to kill time, I strolled leisurely down the road toward the electric-tram terminus. The dry and still night air was soothing and the unnerving incident earlier in the day had been somewhat lessened in its impact upon me by the intervening hours. Hours that had included a most acceptable meal in the company of a not altogether stupid Civil Servant who had been seconded to the service of the Ambassador at our Cairo Embassy. 

The three unheard of glasses containing tipples of the finest single-Malt held in Shepheard’s cellar helping to supply an altogether welcome numbing also.

I had taken no more than ten paces, I suppose, when a tall native, muffled to the tip of his nose in white and wearing a white turban, appeared out of the darkness beside me, thrust a small package into my hand.

Then, as I stood dumbfound, too shocked to either move or call after him, and with a look upon his face that seemed singularly like pity, he
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