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Looking back to my time as a little girl, growing up in a tiny village in the foothills leading to the Mont St Victoire, I realise that the darkness keeping me such imaginative company in the present was no less vibrant in my unformed past; a darkness, I firmly believe, brought about by the advanced reading age that led me (when I could access them at such an age) to those titles of a more adult nature. 

Not pornographic, I hasten to add as, without being judgmental, such material is of little or no interest to me.

No, my adolescent interest was piqued by titles from writers as diverse as Dumas and Hugo to Rachilde and Pierre Louys; each of whom could be guaranteed – if only in miniature in the case of the former duo – to populate their tales with a strong female character – characters such as “Milady” in the case of Dumas Pere and his Three Musketeers, together with La Marquise de Sade from the pen of the precocious Rachilde.

Thus was my interest in reading stories with a strong commanding heroine born and, those stories being few and far between, my re-imagining of many such tales from a female-led, so to speak, perspective. A tinkering for my own pleasure that has led to the pleasure of friends (yes, I do have them and this darkness I give air to is but a necessary correlative to the decency I find imperative in my day-to-day life) and, now, and hopefully, to the pleasure of a wider range of readers with a passion for stories of strong, commanding and dominating, women who enjoy nothing more than to rule the lives of those men who fall into their toils.

Women whose shoes, you may be assured, I have fancied wearing on many an occasion while my fantasies pictured me exerting just such an irresistible power over my male subjects.

Hence my revisiting of these classic tales from the masters of antiquity from that period between the nineteenth-century and the early part of the twentieth.

When we domesticate the imagination we lose the joy of life.

But, sometimes, our more private thoughts must not be acted upon and should remain either written or perceived.

But always as imagination.

Sandrine Bessancort

Honfleur

2012
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As with most significant events in our lives they usually find themselves preceded by an event or circumstance utterly normal in its bearing. Thus it is unlikely to engage our suspicions in regard of the hand of fate about to rest itself upon our shoulders and change forever the very fabric of the day-to-day existence with which we are familiar. An existence we have helped, albeit partly, to fashion, along with the happenstance of fortune, and come to expect for ourselves.

My name is Paul Dussatoir, and so it was with me.

On the morning of May 6th I received the following telegram: 

Fine day tomorrow. In accordance with my predictions. Belgian frontier. Baggage and servants left at noon at the social session. Beginning of maneuvers at three. So I will wait for you at the works from five o'clock on.

Jovis.

And so it was that, with this mundane and completely unthreatening missive, and on the next day, the events that would ensure my descent into physical and mental servitude would begin.

It is, I now know, to be a servitude to the female who has mastered me that will never end so long as blood flows through my veins as well as those belonging to the she-demon who so delights in all my torments – and especially those of the sexual kind to which I must, and with great shame, touch upon shortly.

For you, whoever you may be, who stumble across these words - for I have neither the will nor, more crucially, the permission to make them freely available - be assured that the fact I am allowed to air my thoughts at all is no more than yet another example of her cruelty towards the creature flailing around in her toils so abjectly. The female whose yoke I labour under eminently capable of taking delight in the hatred of one human being for another – mine for her - as he is compelled obey her; and finding much amusement in the reading of his thoughts on the subject.

Difficult to believe? Then I suggest you read on. If only to assure yourself that the author of this exercise in shame and humiliation is not of a kind prone to outbursts of fantastical hyperbole.

What is conveyed to you here is no more than the simple truth of your author’s existence as he now knows it. 

An existence that has become a hell in full view and one I find myself prevented from ending and finding the deliverance I so desperately seek.

Though you may be sure I have attempted to do just that on many an occasion.

Attempts I will, and despite the certainty of failure, make again in the future remaining to me.

Telle est ma vie.....
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The following day, acting upon my friend’s note, it was at five o'clock sharp that I entered the gas-works of La Villette.

It was to be the day that the horrors attendant upon losing one’s free will to that of another – and a woman at that! – began; though it began slowly, if incredibly enough, with little to hint at the domestic and sexual abominations to follow.

The location of my servitude’s origins completely in keeping with the horror about to befall me.

The gas-works itself may well have been mistaken for the colossal ruins of an old town inhabited by Cyclops, so dark and foreboding were its forms and surroundings. Immense black avenues separated heavy gasometers that stood behind another like monstrous columns, unequally high and, undoubtedly, in the past the supports of some tremendous and fearful iron edifice. A wholly suitable place, in fact, for the wretched adventure on which your unknowing author was about to embark.

The balloon I had come to see was lying in the courtyard and had the appearance of a cake made of yellow cloth, flattened on the ground under a rope; a process that is called placing a balloon in a sweep-net, and, in fact, it appeared truly like an enormous fish. 

Two or three hundred people were looking at it, sitting or standing, and some were examining the basket, a nice little square basket for a human cargo, bearing on its side in gold letters on a mahogany plate the words that are now, with the simple replacement and addition of one lower case vowel with another, etched onto my beleaguered soul: 

“Le Horla.” 

Suddenly the people began to stand back, for the gas was beginning to enter into the balloon through a long tube of yellow cloth which lay on the soil, swelling and undulating like an enormous worm. 

But then, other thoughts and other pictures occur to every mind and it is with such mysteries of individual perception that nature itself nourishes beings until their birth. 

The creature that will rise soon begins to move and, along with it, the attendants of Captain Jovis.

As Le Horla grew larger, spread and put in place the net which covers it, so it was ensured that the pressure would be regular and equally distributed at every point. 

The operation is very delicate and very important, for the resistance of the cotton cloth of which the balloon is made is figured not in proportion to the contact surface of this cloth with the net, but in proportion to the links of the basket. 

Le Horla, moreover, has been designed by M. Mallet.

The whole constructed under his own eyes and made by himself in the shops of M. Jovis and assisted by his own working staff. 

Nothing was made outside. 

We must add that everything was new in this balloon, from the varnish to the valve, those two essential parts of a balloon. Both must render the cloth gas-proof, as the sides of a ship are waterproof. The old varnishes, made with a base of linseed oil, sometimes fermented and thus burned the cloth, which in a short time would tear like a piece of paper. 

The valves were apt to close imperfectly after being opened and when the covering called "cataplasme" was injured - the fall of M. L'Hoste in the open sea during the night proving the imperfection of the old system with more efficacy than any learned pamphlet on the subject. 

The two discoveries of Captain Jovis, the varnish principally, are of inestimable value in the art of ballooning. 

...For some reason now, as I describe the lead up to what I can only describe as “my fall”, my writing hand transcribes my thoughts in the present tense, probably because the nightmarish existence I lead is in the present and my thoughts on the subject as one homogenous whole. 

I digress to mention this that you, the reader, may not be confused by my change of tense. The events I mention have, of course, already transpired and if I describe them in the immediate it is only because that is how they continue to appear to me.

Immediate and inexorable.

So, with the intent to return to a tense more representative the moment it seems apt... 

The crowd at this point has begun to talk and some men, who appear to be specialists, affirm with authority that we shall come down before reaching the fortifications. Several other things have been criticized in this novel type of balloon with which we are about to experiment with so much pleasure and success. 

It is growing slowly but surely now. Some small holes and scratches made in transit have been discovered, and we cover them and plug them with a little piece of paper applied on the cloth while wet. This method of repairing alarms and mystifies the public. 

While Captain Jovis and his assistants are busy with the last details, the travellers go to dine in the canteen of the gas-works, according to the established custom. 

When we come out again the balloon is swaying, enormous and transparent, a prodigious golden fruit, a fantastic pear which is still ripening, covered by the last rays of the setting sun. Now the basket is attached, the barometers are brought, the siren, which we will blow to our hearts' content, is also brought, also the two trumpets, the eatables, the overcoats and raincoats, all the small articles that can go with the men in that flying basket. 

As the wind pushes the balloon against the gasometers, it is necessary to steady it now and then, to avoid an accident at the start.

This has happened too many times to be left to chance.

It is at this point that I see a somewhat sturdy, if not overweight, woman of, perhaps, thirty or so years staring intently at our efforts and, for some reason, my gaze is riveted to her, though further scrutiny is prevented by the thin grey veil hanging from her and makes a more comprehensive investigation of her charms or otherwise, at least of the facial variety, impossible.

My interest, you may be assured - your writer being nothing if not a bachelor of the most ingrained and confirmed intention - having nothing in common with the vulgar and all too prevalent lechery with which I see men of my acquaintance, some of them friends even, ogle a sex that in my experience is both trivial, willful, and supremely indifferent to the discipline of personal responsibility we men take as our rightful burden.

Though I do confess, at certain weak moments of need, to be not impervious to a certain... 

Admiration.

The above indifference to the qualities of the female other than those of the purely physical does not, however, prevent me on this occasion from what is a forensic evaluation of the veiled lady and her appeal, or lack of such, and it is only after I have convinced myself that; though she is certainly not a woman of the first ilk, in terms of either form or background, if her somewhat sober and inexpensive, if not cheap, costume is a guide; it must be admitted that from the neck down she is certainly in possession of a buxom physicality that certain men could find... 

Winning.  

A certainty that is confirmed by the less than decorous glances thrown in her direction by the other males in the vicinity whose presence she appears not to notice.

Mostly because I suspect her attention seems to be trained on one man and one man alone – though it is impossible to ascertain who amongst us has the honour as her eyes and their direction are disguised by the veil.

Captain Jovis, though, ignored by this buxom onlooker or not, is now ready and calls all the passengers to board.

It is at this point, my own eyes still affixed for some reason to our observer, that she raises her veil and trains her own gaze upon the object intriguing her interest and, with a start, I realise the identity of the man amongst us exciting the lady’s interest.

Yes.

You are ahead of me.

It is, of course, your writer.

Though I am a little surprised to be the cause of her attention, such a scrutiny of me from the fair sex is not unheard of and, with honest observation free of vanity – I am, and have been informed of the fact on many occasions, not unpleasing to the female eye. 

The observation having also been made that, were I of a mind mercenary enough, I could land myself something of a catch. 

Indeed, and in a purely bestial and self-interested fashion, I have made use of this purely physical appeal to satisfy those sexual longings even I find myself assailed by from time to time. A fall from the high-ground of my manly independence that nature deems necessary from time to infrequent time and, for which reminder of my human frailty, and the less than impregnable fortress of my self-vaunted individuality,  I feel depressed and listless for some time afterwards.

This scrutiny by the veiled lady is, however, a scrutiny that, while not devoid of the usual interest in my manly figure and aquiline features, betokens, I sense, more than just a simple female response to a potential beau who has taken her fancy.

More relevantly; shockingly so for some reason; I realise when her veil is peeled back that not only is the woman with the unwavering stare affixed to me familiar, but that she is my new Patronne and the widowed owner of the lodgings in which, from not two days ago, I now reside.

Madame Durand.

A young woman and recent widow a decade or so removed from my own two-score-and-three years.

But what has brought her here?

And why does she stare so intently?

Discomfited by her scrutiny but unwilling to allow her the knowledge of such, I direct a tentative wave in her direction that is, at once, cordial and dismissive. Designed to convey to her that, while I may live in her home and pay for the privilege, she is no more to me than a housekeeper and functional acquaintance. A dismissive, if as said, cordial, gesture on my part delivered as a means of imparting that I have no desire to include her in my social sphere of activity.  

If my Patronne and housekeeper is discomfited she shows no sign of such and I worry that somewhere along the line I may be forced to adopt both gestures and language more blunt and more rude than is my desire to use should I wish to remain in my new and comfortable lodgings.

If her reaction to my cordial dismissal is a guide, however, then I will be forced to be firm with her sooner rather than later as the eyes – eyes I cannot recall yet having blinked, and somewhat vivid and startling into the bargain I confess - remain upon me and I attempt to sideline a sense of unease on the score by busying myself with the task to hand.

Lieutenant Mallet jumps aboard, climbing first on the aerial net between the basket and the balloon, from which he will watch during the night the movements of Le Horla across the skies, as the officer on watch, standing on starboard, watches the course of a ship. 

M. Etierine Beer gets in after him, then comes M. Paul Bessand, then M. Patrice Eyries and I get in last. 

But the basket is too heavy for the balloon, considering the long trip to be taken, and M. Eyries finds himself in receipt of the shortest straw and has to get out.

An omission not made without a certain voluble and gesticulatory reluctance on the part of Eyries himself, even if the language of his disappointment remains that of a gentleman and, therefore, will not offend the ears of the curious ladies who are gathered to witness our ascent.  

But now, Eyries’ omission complete, we are ready and M. Joliet, standing erect on the edge of the basket, begs the ladies, in very gallant terms, to stand aside a little, for he is afraid he might throw sand on their hats in rising. 

This they do with the twittering’s and mutterings common to their sex before falling into anticipatory silence.

Only then does Joliet command: 

"Let it loose." 

Then, cutting with one stroke of his knife the ropes that hold the balloon to the ground, our master-of-Ceremonies gives “Le Horla” its liberty. 

Neither raising my hat in salute of our elevation along with the others in the basket nor deigning the ground from which we rise a look, I am, nonetheless, certain of my concierge’s eyes upon me and feel grateful for my removal from a situation I am convinced I will have to address upon returning to my new lodgings.

If not immediately then certainly at some later point.

For now, though, I fly skyward and attempt to enjoy the delights I myself have anticipated with no small relish. 

Nothing can be heard as we float, rise, fly and glide. 

Our friends shout with glee and applaud, but we hardly hear or see them, such is our excitement.  

We are already so far, so high! 

What? 

Are we really leaving these people down there? 

Is it possible? 

In seconds, it seems, Paris spreads
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