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OLD MADRAS

As I’ve mentioned before, it was back in 2010, when I returned from a much-enjoyed stint in India as a civil-engineer for a well-known construction company based in Madras, that I began the first tentative sketching out of a novel I had always intended to write on the subject of the alluring and utterly fascinating women of that amazing subcontinent.

Women, chiming in with some deep need in me to be of service to them deriving from somewhere beyond my ability to quite understand, that filled my imagination and sexual reveries with all kinds of scenes and scenarios that saw me chaste and obedient at their feet.

Nothing new here I can hear you think and I echo that sentiment. It’s not, after all, untrammeled literary ground I’m in the process of following. At least not when it comes to women as a whole. But it always struck me, as an avid reader of Louys, Rachilde, and the eponymous Masoch, amongst other Western writers on the subject, that the subcontinent woman – beautiful, striking, or even plain – was woefully under-represented in the Western fiction catering to those men like me whose desires she fueled.

Hence my decision to pen “The Inferior” and a host of other titles hosting the assertive Indian woman and the Western men she fetches to her feet in obedience.

And does so as much through the strength of her will as her looks.

My efforts so far: “Serving Sreelatha”; A Journey to Disgrace”; Enslaved in Kolkata”, to name a few, have been well-received and for that I’m both grateful and relieved. 

The latest outing of my “idee fixe”, however, “Obsessed & Subjugated”, met with more mixed reviews and, having read the responses to my Inbox via Kindle, Kobo, Lulu, and the other publishing platforms who host my work, I find myself both agreeing and disagreeing.

First off, apologies to those of you who were disappointed to see I’d paraphrased from other works on the same subject to drive my story forward and saw it as a lazy way of getting a story out there. Again, I can see, although it wasn’t my intention, how it could be viewed in such a way. But I did have a quite different aim in mind.

Yes, I am learning the craft, and coming to terms with the writing of the shorter story or novella, so the above approach seemed a quite novel way to drive what must be a necessarily elliptical and condensed adventure (or misadventure in this case) forward.

Apologies to those of you for whom this just did not work and I shall be eschewing the technique entirely for this outing in the literary ether I use to showcase my assertive and beguiling idee fixes of the subcontinent,

As well as, I promise, not over-using the device going ahead.

With that said, I hope the fiction you’ll find below finds success in triggering your waiting imagination and brings me back into the good-graces of those who are, as I’ve stated before, by far the most important factor in any story being read.

You. 

The reader turning the pages.

Before I go, however, I should look like to give a shout out of gratitude to “Ms Indira” and her terrific book on the same subject that drives me: 

That of the everyday and imperious Indian woman. 

The book in question being, “A Passage to Britannia”.

A book, I have no problem confessing, that was a heavy influence upon the story you are about to read (though without using any of its characters or text) and one the lady herself was pleased stimulated me in such a way when last we spoke.

“Ms Indira” – a pseudonym like mine for those yet to have guessed – was amongst the very first readers to write with congratulations when “The Inferior” first appeared and has remained a source of long-distance friendship and encouragement since.

My thanks to her and all the others who continue to support my stories in the world of female-led fantasy to which, on this occasion, I’ve added the influence of those many tales of the gothic, the occult and the supernatural, that so transfixed me in my youth.

Tales by writers such as Poe, Lorenzini, de Maupassant, Blackwood, and the writer whose short story prompted me to pen this latest homage to the assertive woman, M. R. James.

Enjoy.

I hope!

Kurt Steiner

December 2023

Falmouth

Cornwall  
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FLEET STREET - 1988

It had been the two men’s favourite Fleet Street watering-hole for some twenty-odd years but, unlike the friendship forged in their time together at Cambridge as undergrads and, later, as journalist and fiction writer respectively, the two confirmed bachelors no longer felt the same buzz about both street and pub they had felt only a few years prior to this their most recent meeting.

But then, the year being 1988 and the recent departure of Murdoch’s News International to Wapping having prompted an exodus from the street of other print-outlets with an eye on economics, it was to be expected when the thoroughfare and the pubs dotting its length underwent a transformation. 

“Nothing stays the same,” as the lament went and was often found on the lips of one or other of the two men in their mid-forties.

A lament, both agreed that could not be aimed at the décor – or indeed the service – of the “Old Bank of England” pub that had been their tavern of choice for some two decades now. 

It had, in fact, resided on the same spot for a hundred years since 1888 and had actually been the “Bank of England” at one time, the vaults beneath the pub once containing gold bullion rather than beer-barrels and said to have held the Crown Jewels also for a short period as well. 

Changed atmospherics apart, it remained a favourite meeting point with both men. A journalist and a writer respectively. This latest meeting following on the heels of the more creative half of the partnership’s release of his latest collection of short-stories.

“I read your latest effort,” said Chaz (never Charles) Clemson, soaking up the familiar surroundings after a day spent in the antiseptic surroundings of The Sunday Times new home further downriver. Filling his working day by writing - without any real enthusiasm other than for the salary it generated him - as part of the team for the weekly’s growingly popular Property Supplement. And doing so as he went about it while envying his friend the writer across from him and looking forward to that time when his pension kicked in and he could pen some fictions of his own.

Albeit, he promised himself, of a more grounded and believable nature.

It was a desire - a certain envy, preciousness and personal insecurity seldom faraway - he had yet to see fit for sharing with the friend opposite him.

And would most likely keep that friend in a condition of ignorance unless he actually found some success when he found the necessary gumption and financial security enabling him to put pen to paper or fingers to keyboard in a more... 

Imaginative ...way. 

Either that or if age and greater maturity managed to soften those, albeit small, character defects that had done so much to hold back his personal growth until now.

At his friend’s declaration, Kieran Wilson’s head had risen up from his real-ale with surprise and a certain chiding disbelief:

“You actually put your hand in your pocket and bought it?” he asked with a brief bark of a laugh, though it was obvious he was glad that at least someone had purchased his collection of the five occult and out-of-vogue short-stories. “I’m flattered.” 

Neither his gratitude nor his chiding disbelief allowed to last long:

“Actually, I borrowed a copy from Emlyn,” Chaz disappointed him, referring to Emlyn Sewell, the long in residence Times reviewer who had been sent a copy from Kieran’s publisher seeking his favourable opinion. 

And one that was highly unlikely to materialize, given what both men knew of the rather puffed-up and self-involved critic and their certainty the man had neither read nor had any intention to read the collection.

“Fuck, Emlyn!” Kieran said with no small asperity, mindful just the same to keep his voice low as to not offend a group of three office women at a nearby table.

Chaz nodded, “Yes. Never did get along the two of you.”

A snort made reply.

“Tell me, Kieran,” the journo asked with a teasing half-smile, “has the ‘Great One’ ever given any of your work a favourable review?”

The rather contemptuous look this won left him in no doubt that his desire to playfully provoke had been seen through – and instantly.

And achieved its aim anyway as the writer’s expression darkened:

“He’d need to read some of it first. Pretentious no-talent that he is.”

“Hmm,” Chaz laughed. “Well, I can’t find fault with your descriptive powers there. Our Emlyn was always a prize foreskin – assuming he has one still.”

Kieran’s eyes crinkled with puzzlement:

“He’s Jewish? I had no idea.”

A sigh of mock-disgust greeted his inquiry:

“It was a turn of phrase, Kieran, that’s all.”

“Oh, right.”

“Last I heard he comes from a long-line of pure and proud, ‘How Deep is My Valley’ boyos – with just a dash of Celtic warrior thrown in.

“Yes, well, by the look of him whoever threw it at the prissy little impostor missed – and by some distance.” 

This last fetched smiles to both their faces and, after their ales had received some attention, it was the writer - hair worn long and affecting the standard scribe’s Bohemian style as he aged in a way that was the envy of the balding and ever more corpulent journo across the table from him, who could not contain his curiosity:

“Well?” he demanded of his suddenly bewildered friend. “Are you going to tell me, or what?”

“Tell you...?”

Thinking hard, Chaz drew a blank.

Until:

“Oh!... I see... Your book.”

“Yes. My book. What did you think of it? Of the stories? Did you enjoy any of them at all?”

Chaz looked thoughtful and Kieran jumped in to put his mind at ease in a way that both men had grown familiar with:

“And don’t pull any punches on my account... Well, as long as they’re not knockout-blows.”

The request was met with its usual laugh before the expression of the Times man became more thoughtful.

Then:

“On this occasion, Kieran,” began the journo, “the pulling of punches isn’t required.”

“Really?” was the surprised response, pint halfway to lips.

“Really. You know I’m not a fan of the more fanciful fictions but I found myself enjoying your latest efforts far more than any of their predecessors.”

“Thank you... I think.”

“The plotlines were still as unbelievable as ever but your character drawing seemed stronger and I think it was this that allowed me to suspend my disbelief enough to enjoy the tales themselves.”

He hesitated a moment.

Then:

“All except for... for...

“Go on, Chaz,” Kieran Wilson pressed. “This is already the highest praise of my efforts I’ve heard from you - and certainly more than I expected... Tell me: except for what?”

Chaz shrugged, having found himself in similar situations with his friend before.

“As long as you’re sure. I’d hate to offend you.”

“Can’t say I’ve ever noticed such reticence on your part, but no matter. Give it to me straight.”

After a fortifying sip of his long favoured Fullers, Chaz proceeded to do as he had been asked:

“The final tale, Kieran. ‘Rune of Evil’...”

Kieran was already smiling, having fully expected the coming caveat would be related to the tale with which he ended the anthology.

“...I think you made a real mistake with the addition of such an in-your-face sexual element. I understand it’s obligatoire for the modern writer of fiction - and an absolute necessity for the goldfish likely to read it. But it was so out of step with the stories in the collection preceding it.”

Realising his friend was waiting for him to continue his thought process, Chaz obliged him:

“All the more so for being so... so...”

“Warped? Perverse? Unnatural?” Kieran nudged him along. “Against nature, to quote Huysman?”

“Well, yes, exactly. Up until this last tale there had been at least enough in the way of factual additions to the fictions to make me hold back the natural incredulity I experience when reading any work of the kind, let alone yours... But...”

“But,” Kieran took it up, “this was just too much?”

His friend nodded.

“And of course,” the writer of the collection continued, “my setting of it in the modern-day rather than in the murky and distant past made it even less believable.”

“I’m afraid so,” Chaz told him with what seemed genuine regret before taking another fortifying sip of his ale. “The long span of years removing the reader from the events described normally works in your favour at least somewhat. That’s why I’m surprised you set this particular fiction in a more contemporary, if international, setting.”

“I understand, my old friend. It’s far easier to accept such tales when they’re based so far back in the past and removed from our current acceptance of life as it’s lived now. But what if I were to tell you that this ‘particular fiction’ was based on true events and that the warped, perverse and unnatural, sex you find so unbelievable was actually experienced – and then some - by the hero of the story?”

“Hero?” scoffed the cynical journo, mindful of the nature of that perverse and unnatural sex he had read through with not a glimmer of arousal inspired by its female dominant themes.

“What else?” asked a suddenly miffed looking writer in return. “Heroes, Chaz, if you read your history – and I know that you do, come in many wildly differing forms.”

“If you say so.”

“I just did... Can I take it that you actually read the story through to its end?” Kieran asked, irritation not at warning-levels but growing, as they always did when confronted with his friends somewhat by-the-numbers thought processes.

He received a nod that did nothing to mollify him but did fetch a rush of colour to white cheeks his journalist and former Cambridge friend knew of old could lead to no small amount of heat if not headed off.

“Sorry, Kieran. Each to their own as I always say. But for me this was one of your weaker and more outlandish efforts and no amount of sex – debased or otherwise – could have rescued it for me.”

“You say, ‘outlandish’, despite the fact I just told you the story and its events actually happened?”

“Kieran, please!” protested the doggedly prosaic Chaz for whom a vibrant imagination had yet to prove either asset or liability in his determination to seldom exercise it.

“And what if I tell you I took that story from a journal that was supplied to me from a former undergrad, known and very close to us during our Cambridge years?”

Chaz Clemson’s expression was indulgent but disbelieving and the growingly indignant writer went on:

“That, as far as I can, I’ve verified the events of that journal to be true and that the sex I describe in the story pales in comparison to the nature of the sex that actually took place?”

Neither the aforementioned indulgence nor attendant disbelief was diminished to any noticeable degree:

“I’d say then,” Chaz announced with that air of smugness journalists of the kind who deal in cold and often prosaic fact have for their more imaginative and fanciful counterparts dealing in fiction, “that this undergrad you say is familiar as well as close to both of us is one after your own heart with a fancy for outrageous fabrication.”

The irritation that had come upon him so swiftly had left Kieran with an equal abruptness to be replaced by an amused curl of the lips as he anticipated his friend’s reaction to the name he was about to let drop:

“And will you still say the same when I tell you the name of our mutual friend is Achilles Giles-Henry...”
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Professor Achilles Giles-Henry felt out of place.

And no. Not because of his name. A name handed to him by an English father and French mother with a love of the classics.

Particularly that area occupied by Homer.

A name that seemed even more conspicuous in the avaricious and suspicious of learning 1980’s for some reason than it had when he first became old enough to understand the reactions to it of schoolmates, strangers, and his fellows at Jesus College Cambridge alike.

The “Classics” especially, he knew, becoming more and more of an educational pariah in the monochromic worlds of the Thatcher’s and the Reagan’s and viewed mainly as something of a joke by those whose intellectual curiosity began with the FTSE 100 and ended with the, hopefully, upward rise of their homeowner equity.

But it wasn’t his name alone making him feel conspicuous, or the fact he was the only Westerner invited to attend the wedding of his admin-support-assistant at the University of Madras. 

The same university where he lectured out of the Chepauk campus on the art of the renaissance and subsequent periods and had professed himself both surprised and delighted at the take-up of the courses amongst a student-body who seemed far more intellectually curious and engaged than the one he had left behind in England. 

Which, when he thought of it, and despite his not being an uncharitable man, was not so huge an achievement.

His attendance at the wedding of the admin-assistant in
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