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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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Hassan came in and began very deliberately to light the four lamps, muttering and smiling in the childish manner which characterizes some Egyptians. He wore a red cap, and a white robe confined at the waist by a red sash and on his brown feet he wore loose slippers, also of red. With good features and strong teeth, despite his closeness to the year of sixty, he made a very picturesque figure as he went slowly about his work.

As he lighted lamp after lamp and soft illumination crept about the big room, the heavy shadows created by the artificial light ensured the place seemed to become mysteriously enlarged; and yet, that it was an Eastern apartment in a house containing more than one, cunningly devised to appeal to the Western eye, a person familiar with Arab households must have seen at once, for it was so much a traditional Oriental interior it had become a stage setting rather than the nondescript and generally uninteresting environment of the modern Egyptian at home.

A setting designed to ensnare and seduce the unwary or gullible whose needs, and the strength of them, ensured they were susceptible to such simulated decadence and the exotic and, more importantly, erotic pleasures it promised.

Should, that is, the wary and susceptible also be in possession of funds enough to purchase the pleasures, ersatz though they may in the main prove, for themselves.

Brightly coloured divans there were and many silken cushions of strange pattern and design. The hanging lamps were of perforated brass with little coloured glass panels. In carved wooden cabinets stood beautiful porcelain jars, trays, and vessels of silver and copper ware. Rich carpets were spread about the floor, and the draperies were elegant and costly, while two deep windows projecting over the court represented the best period of Arab architecture, intricate carven woodwork having once adorned the palace of a Grand Wazir. Madame Aella, the owner of the interior, had bought them in Cairo and had had them fitted to her house in London’s Limehouse and a smaller brass lamp of very delicate workmanship was suspended in each of the recesses.

The whole place, in fact, and far from being authentically oriental, was a deliberate attempt to pander to the somewhat infantile expectations of the more credulous Westerner for whom the region still retained the possibility of an adventure of the... exotic... kind. Those adventures to be found depicted with grinding regularity in the more fanciful fictions of adventure that had become common fare of late and were responsible for more than a few expectations likely to meet only in disappointment along with the diminishment of bank and saving accounts. 

As Hassan, having lighted the four larger lanterns, was proceeding leisurely to light the first of the smaller ones, draperies before a door at the east end of the room were parted and the woman for whom he toiled came in. 

Aella was a short Greek woman whose ink-black hair and olive coloration the careless observer might easily have mistaken for that of a Jewess or, as suited her purposes better, a woman of Cairo itself. 

Though hour-glass of shape with a full and heavy bust, she had much the appearance of a somewhat joyless educator - an appearance that, given a controlling nature, was not so far off the mark even if she could be agreeable enough when it was in her interests to be so. 

The latter, along with possessing an eye for an opportunity, explaining her ownership of both the house and her possession of a male-servant, some years her senior; this despite having settled herself in a land where custom and religion had long since decided man should rule over those of her gender. A male-servant who had once been a vibrant, if lowly example, of the Arab male her younger incarnation had found it ridiculously easy to mould into an attentive and obedient body-servant, and ground her still further in the belief that everything could be had for a price.

The price of the older man’s most times abject service to her being a release from the grinding poverty that had served to inhibit the expression of the vibrant manhood described already and ensured the demands of his stomach were seldom met fully. 

Now, though, she was operating in a more Western environment – even if men still ruled the roost there.

Most times.

Standing in the centre of the place of her own design, she pushed a stray lock of her ink-black hair from a forehead that was remarkably youthful, given her forty and more years, and placed the carefully manicured nail of a forefinger to her lips. 

A diamond ring glittered brilliantly in the coloured rays of the lanterns as it was refracted from the stone currently raised to those same plump and sensuous lips that belied a hard and uncompromising – to the point of female sadism at times – nature; while, with her other hand, she idly rattled the keys that hung from the wide leather belt buckled about her hour-glass waist and gave her the impression of a somewhat decadent and disciplinary jailer.

As her glance roved about the room appraisingly, her male retainer looked on in what could only be described as an anxiety of wretchedness. For, though he be a man of Egypt and unused to such... authority... in a woman – and especially over himself – he had experienced his employer’s temper on a number of occasions since the debt of honour she had taken care of for him that, along with his poverty, had obliged him to commit to her service.

Temper, and the way in which she satisfied it, leaving him with no desire of even the smallest kind to experience it again.

Serving her as she went about her unwholesome business and leaving Egypt and accompanying her to England, to a land he considered full of both the degenerate and the unbelieving, was but a small price, he considered
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