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To find a beginning I must go back to when I was fourteen, when I was neither a child nor an adult. I had stopped playing children’s games such as pick-up-stones, dressing up in my mother’s too-big clothes, and climbing into the forked branches of the old olive tree. Boys had become exciting to me, they made me blush and feel uneasy, and I had my showings—but in my mind, I was not yet a woman. At that point, I had no plans for my life—what fourteen-year-old does? Certainly, I had romantic thoughts, love and marriage, and other dreams young girls have, even so, being a slave girl in a harem was not one of them. I was not seeking change; I was content in life to follow the path that unfolded before me—I still believed in happy endings.
My real name is Mariyah, Mariyah El-Abiad, but they have always called me Marie. Marie was a fair compromise—a Muslim name shortened to a French name. Neither a Muslim cleric nor Catholic priest could be offended.
My mother was the daughter of a senior French consular official and my father a Tunisian Government minister responsible for purchasing military supplies. I considered myself a fortunate woman to be born in Tunisia to a Tunisian father of Arab and Berber descent and a French mother. Although my Catholic mother embraced Islam within her marriage she never fully adopted all the customs and teachings, and insisted that I, unlike most women, be given that rarest of gifts—an education. It was my mother, by means unknown to me, who enrolled me in the private French Consulate School, although by the rules of admission I was not entitled to attend. I learned to read and write both Arabic and French and received instruction in the arts. My drawing and sketching skills were amateurish, but adequate for illustrating the short stories and poems that I loved to write. It was here that I met Jacqueline, the French Consul’s daughter, my best friend and constant companion.
I shall remain forever indebted to my mother for what she gave me.
Two younger brothers, Mamoud and Amenzu, at this time more of a nuisance and of no significance to an older sister, completed my family. I loved them all dearly, my brothers included.
Looking back, I see my mother as a loving sensuous woman. At the time, I did not fully realize or understand the depth of her sensuality or the release she sought. Now, upon reflection it all falls into place. I can see her, now in my minds eye, cooking my father’s favorite meal, Moroccan tajine, singing or humming a song, moving more slowly and gracefully than usual—being aware of herself. These were signs that she was looking towards a special evening. Dressed in one of her French gowns, tight fitting at the waist, attractively low cut at the front, my mother would lean over unnecessarily low and close to serve my father, the fragrance of her closeness lingering in the air, suggesting things to come.
Often I peeked through the kitchen window after my father had come home from work, and on more than one occasion I saw him standing behind my mother as she went about her preparations, his hands feeling her through layers of clothing, while he nuzzled her neck and mussed her hair. She sometimes feigned rejection of his advances, pushing him away with a backwards thrust of her bottom, and then, as though forgiving him for his boldness, she would turn her face to his and peck him on his cheek.
He was her little chou-chou and I was encouraged about married life.
I was fifteen years old when I caught a glimpse of the book on the bedside table, open at a colorful illustration showing a turbaned man and a naked woman in a close embrace. It was quickly, yet casually picked up by my mother, closed and placed in a drawer—followed by a slight blush and forced conversation. We went about our bed-making chores, she hoping that I had not seen what I saw, I with my curiosity aroused.
A few weeks after this incident my parents took a short sojourn to the Tell Atlas mountains, and my friend Jacqueline stayed overnight with me. We had been close friends for many years, sharing the bonds of age, the French language, and the same school.
After dinner, we excused ourselves from the watchful eye of the housekeeper, and the bothersome squabbling of my brothers, and went to my bedroom, but only after I retrieved the book from the drawer in my mother’s bedside table. It was an illustrated copy of Burton’s Tales of the Arabian Nights, 1001 Nights. Since it was written in English, I could not read it; however, Jacqueline could, having lived with her parents in London before her father's promotion to French Consul General in Tunisia.
We lay side by side on the bed, leafing through the pages, pausing at the pictures, while Jacqueline translated the captions from English to French, and we posed, practiced and re-enacted each romantic scene, taking turns being the man and then the woman.
New awareness and sensations swept through our bodies—newly formed bodies—barely out of puberty. New awareness and sensations we could not control, feelings Jacqueline and I had not yet learned to take further. We were two cats in heat.
And we giggled as we danced with each other in that scandalous European way, to imaginary music played in an imaginary crystal ballroom with a make-believe handsome prince in our arms.
Jacqueline showed me how to kiss the French way, with mouth open and tongue searching tongue, she saying beyond her years, “French girls kiss this way to show a man they have desire for him.”
She taught me to wink at the French boys as we passed by them at school. “If you open your mouth while you wink the power of love will compel them to come to you and kiss you on your lips,” she said.
“Ugh,” I thought at the time, and always winked with my mouth closed.
My father thought I was eligible at fourteen, my mother wanted to wait until I was eighteen, and in a compromise sixteen was agreed on. I was to be married at the age of sixteen, after my schooling was finished.
My mother had hoped for a love-marriage, but in Berber tradition, my parents chose my husband. I had no experience of men, I did not know the details of their being and therefore, even if it was proper and done that way, I could not draw up a list of qualities I wanted to find in my husband-to-be.
“Maman,” I said. “When he parts my wedding veil, allow my eyes to look into those of a young man. I want to be the first wife of a young man, like it was with you and Papa, not the second or third wife of an old one, no matter how generous his bride-price may be.”
“He will be a young man, and you will be a first wife. I promise you that,” replied my mother, with tears rolling down her cheeks.
My parents conferred with his parents, I was shown to his parents and he to mine, but the two of us never met while the negotiations were taking place. I had to rely on my mother’s judgment and assurance that I would find him attractive. They agreed on a bride-price and announced to all that a husband had been found for me. Despite my inquiry, they never told me the bride-price. Was I valuable, or given away for nothing? I would never know.
In strictest tradition, parents of the bride and groom ask them individually if they accept the marriage without the bride or groom first seeing each other, but my mother intervened. Shyly, I first saw him as a dinner guest and then more comfortably as a frequent visitor to our house. Jamaal al-Jubier was a handsome young Arabian with inviting Semitic features, nineteen years of age. I was encouraged to take walks with him, with my chaperone mother twenty paces behind us.
Much to my father’s relief, I accepted the marriage. To me it was a family obligation. I would marry a man—I know now in hindsight—I would grow to be fond of and care for, but never love.
In the weeks before the wedding, we cut and sewed clothes, hired musicians and singers, made arrangements with others, and sent invitations. My husband-to-be and I could now be together, and given time to better know each other.
Jamaal was a horse dealer representing his father’s Arabian stables—taking advantage of the closeness of Tunisia to Europe to sell his horses—I, a self proclaimed writer and artist. I thought he was good-looking, definitely well to do, and had no obvious shortcomings. On the other hand, he had no exciting or outstanding qualities worthy of note. Many a girl could marry him and be happy.
Over afternoon tea, my mother and I had the requisite pre-marriage mother to daughter talk. She spoke openly and sincerely about her marriage, the responsibilities of a married woman, and the bedroom duties of a wife.
“Never deny your husband’s needs. Give yourself to him, even when you are of a different mind. And when your womb desires his seed, do not wait for him to notice. Invite him to lie with you, lead him to bed. Do not be bashful, for he will feel honored by your asking. Surprise him. Invite him when he is least expecting it, perhaps at an unusual time or place, not always in bed at night.
“A woman’s breasts are irresistibly alluring to a man. Show them to entice and seduce, but do so privately with grace and discretion. And never forget, a woman is not a bowl of roses. Bathe frequently and give nature a helping hand with fragrances.
“Celebrate your love for him often, for the Prophet taught us that any woman, who dies in a state where her husband is pleased with her, shall enter Jannah.”
In return for these well-taken snippets of advice, I asked the questions expected from an innocent girl, although confident that I knew the answers. “Does it hurt? How often will we do it? How will I know what to do? Will he want me in the ways shown in your book?”
She was visibly taken aback by the last question, and assured me that harems no longer existed, that her government had closed them—she always referred to “her government” when she meant the French government—and made slavery illegal. Besides, she said, the girls in the book were slave concubines; they had no say in the matter and had to bend to their master’s ways.
“Nevertheless,” I countered, “the man would only want to do those things if it was in his nature and gave him pleasure.”
“Well, your father is not like that,” was her defensive reply that told me otherwise.
My wedding was a joyous occasion, even if a little bewildering to me, for I was, in truth, unprepared for this abrupt end of childhood. Nevertheless, it was welcomed. I looked forward to married life, and the challenge of making a home for my husband and myself. My mother and father, perhaps intentionally or otherwise, had taught me well, and I became eager and excited by the prospect.
In Berber ceremonies, the bride and groom retire to consummate the marriage, and only when they returned to the gathering and showed the bloodied bed cottons was the bride-price paid and celebrations commenced. My mother would have none of that! Nevertheless, I entered my marriage bed a virgin—there was blood and new smells.
We bought our own house in Tunis, the capital city of Tunisia, and settled down to married life with the unconfined enthusiasm of youth, happily caught up in the optimistic exuberance that comes with the first flush of marriage.
Two years later, Jamaal’s father died. Islamic custom called Jamaal home to look after his mother and two sisters, and manage the Arabian stables. We packed our possessions, said a tearful goodbye to family and friends, and sailed for Arabia to live in his mother’s house in the Red Sea port of Jeddah.
I dearly missed my family and Tunisia. I missed the scent of jasmine on the warm night air, almond blossoms in the spring, and red bougainvillea spilling over white walls. I missed the olive groves, date palms, forested hills and mountains, the Tells, the Madjerda River valley—and rainy days. That was my Tunisia.
Arabia—scorched by the oppressive heat of endless summers—desolate, unforgivably dry, tiresomely barren…and not mine.
My marriage started to unravel two years or so after we settled in Jeddah. Unquestionably, homesickness contributed to my growing unhappiness, although perhaps more troubling was an innermost feeling that I had never found love in my marriage, despite assurances from my mother and father that after marriage we would come to love each other. It was not my husband’s fault; he kept his promises, and I held no complaint. I blamed myself. My young girl’s dreams of idyllic romance and happy endings were unrealistic—one of life’s disappointing realities.
There were glimmers of love, but they always retreated under the unrelenting dark shadow cast by my inability to conceive a child. The air was poisoned, killing off what little love there may have been, giving it no chance to blossom, and I found myself more and more excluded from my husband and his family. To me I was a huge failure as a woman, and I brooded about the futility of being a wife and making a home if there were to be no children. The other women of the household saw me as a lacking foreigner, I was different, and they were inclined and willing to tell me so, and I saw myself as incomplete, damaged merchandise kept high on a shelf, taken down and dusted off, so to speak, only occasionally.
Jamaal, at the urging of his mother, took a second wife, and when she bore him a son, it clearly placed blame for my barrenness. My estrangement and disenchantment was sealed.
And, as though all that was not enough humiliation for me, she again swelled resplendently with child.
Uplifting good fortune is the other side of depressing adversity, and for me it came from horses. Whether it was because Jamaal felt sorry for my not being wanted around the house, or because he sought a more harmonious household, I do not know. However, to my utter delight, and that of everyone else, he found something of great consequence and importance for me to do outside of the home—he broke with tradition, and took me with him to the stables most days. There he spent time with me and patiently taught me about the care of horses and camels and how to train and ride them. I became an accomplished equestrian—and stable-hand!—something unheard of for a woman in this country, particularly a married woman. They were skills that pleased me immensely, and Jamaal seemed happy and enthused to have found something for me.
Although in our household I had become a secondary wife, my knowledge of the French language was a great help to my husband since much of the trading was with French horse fanciers and my marriage woes were no barrier to my accompanying Jamaal on many of his travels as an unacknowledged business partner.
When we met with Arabian customers I always wore Western style clothes and socialized in the European manner. They appreciated and enjoyed the exotic and unusual foreign atmosphere that I brought to our dealings. In return, the way of life of the Arab Sheiks we met captivated me. Exceptionally beautiful women often accompanied them—and I use the word women lightly, as many were young girls. I was astonished and shocked, yet intrigued, when I learned that most of the girls were slaves normally secreted away in their owner’s harem, despite my mother’s assurances about the noble actions of “her government”.
Being a woman, I had the opportunity to be with these girls and hear their stories of intrigue, enticing dress, seduction, and busy nights. It sounded exciting and exotic—a life entirely different from what mine had become. I day-dreamed about it—how I might take a peek into, or even experience, the life of a girl in a slave harem, reasoning that there I could find what I thought was missing from my life—the attentions of a man and the prospect of loving. It brought back images from my mother’s bedside book.
Entering a harem would not be difficult, a slave trader would willingly assist and profit if you offered up yourself, but it would be a one-way journey, for life. To just visit or stay for a short while in such a place and then return home was impossible. I tucked the thought of it away in the back of my mind.
Nevertheless, I desperately wanted to enter into the world of love between a man and a woman where I could release my repressed womanliness and confirm my femininity. How exciting it would be to once again have a man desire and choose me, to become calm and sweet under his hand and little by little defer to his wishes. I missed the bed-company of a husband and the things he did, and I was weary of waiting to be a woman again.
The unexpected unfolded before me one evening during a conversation with Ahmad, a young sheik who was a worldly and well-traveled trader in carpets, spices and medicines.
Jamaal had purchased from him two expensive carpets for the house, and in gratitude, Sheik Ahmad invited us to dine with him that evening in his home in the inland town of Al-Ta’if.

We sat on cushions around a small carpet spread on the floor, my husband and I, Sheik Ahmad and his companion Kassim, an exceptionally pretty brown-skinned Asian girl. She was dressed in silk chalwars and choli—traditional harem trousers and bolero jacket—just as I had imagined harem dress to be, and adding to this exotic aura was a small jewel nestled in her navel. It caught the light and drew attention to her narrow waist and the smooth swell of her hips.
During the meal, I noticed more than once my husband’s eyes paying attention to the young Kassim, and her shy downcast eyes told me that she, too, was aware of his scrutiny. After our meal, my husband rose and asked permission for us to walk about the grounds at which point Sheik Ahmad leaned over and whispered in Kassim’s ear and then insisted that she accompany Jamaal on his walk and show him the gardens. They left the room together, leaving me sitting on the floor, not invited to join them.
I started our conversation quite bluntly, possibly rudely, by asking, “Sheik Ahmad, is Kassim your slave?”
“No. She is a traveling companion. I brought her back with me after a voyage to India. She is under my care until I make other arrangements for her. She wants to be placed in a harem.”
“An agreeable way of putting it,” I thought, because I knew “will be sold into a harem,” was more to the truth. I was far from naïve about harems by now—my travels and discussions had thoroughly enlightened me. However, burying my darker thoughts, I took advantage of this opportunity to tell him of my ambition.
“I would like that for myself; to be placed in a harem,” I ventured.
Ahmad looked at me, amazed and amused. “Your husband would not allow it. A slave harem is not the place for another man’s wife. Furthermore, I can assure you it is not a place for a free-spirited woman like you, one who is worldly and knowledgeable about many things and other cultures,” he replied.
“Yes, I am sure what you say is true,” I countered. “Nevertheless, I would like to simply visit such a place and stay for a short time. Could you arrange that in any way? I think my husband may agree. He has both a new wife and child and one more child to arrive shortly and my presence distresses his other wife. It is important that peace and harmony exist for her at this time, or the baby will be born sickly and irritable. Jamaal is aware of this fact and is concerned about it and may welcome my absence from the house while his second child is born.”
His first response was immediate. “It would be impossible. It is forbidden for an outsider to enter the interior of another man’s slave harem, and if by subterfuge you gained entry and were discovered, you could never leave. You would be enslaved and forced to remain there, and then the only way out for you would be to either bear the master a son or be put to death.”
My barrenness left me with death, however, Sheik Ahmad did offer some comfort. “You are too pretty and valuable to be put to death, instead you would probably be sold to another master if discovered. Salim the Turk pays a good price for girls like you, a very good price I should venture.” He said this with a hint of brisk enthusiasm that I did not share, while he unashamedly looked me over from head to toe—a barely perceptible smile on his face taking away any comfort his earlier words had given me about not being put to death.
However, the idea of my entering a harem had obviously taken root; his mind was working, and I could tell that he found something intriguing about it.
After a long pause, he spoke again. “Perhaps there is a way for you that would pose no danger of entrapment or death.” He went on to tell me that “On a recent visit to the town of Makram I saw an unusually attractive fair-haired slave girl belonging to Sheik Ali al-Saalih. He is a long-time friend of mine, and he offered her in service to me for a few months. In return, I agreed to send Sheik Ali an interesting girl for his enjoyment, and this was what I had in mind for Kassim before she is…placed in a harem.”
He looked at me as if wondering if I had grasped the implication in what he had said, and whether to go on or not. Then he continued. “What if I sent you instead of Kassim? It would be for just four months; you could then come back here and return to your husband. You would of course have to perform the duties of a harem slave girl while you were there, the nature of which you are surely well aware of.”
I stared back at his slight smile, neither shocked nor uncomfortable.
After another long and thoughtful pause he continued. “A harem slave girl is kept for the sole purpose of gratifying one man, the master. A harem girl’s duty is to allure, entice, and arouse him using the five senses: sight, sound, smell, taste and touch, and then to offer herself to him in any way he desires so that he can spend the lusts aroused within him. Most harem girls are slaves; their thoughts and actions are completely subservient to those of their master. They accord him his every wish, and I may add, denial, aversion or deficiency in service is rarely taken lightly by the master.”
He spoke as though reading from a ferman, and I remember well those words.
“If harems are closed to all except the master how was it possible for you to see this girl of your choice?”
“Ah, a good question. Grand harem baths have a screened wall or window behind which there is a darkened room. From there the master and his eunuchs sometimes watch the women bathe, unseen by them. My friend Sheik Ali invited me to sit with him late one afternoon and that was when I was attracted by the unusual fairness of this girl of his.”
I had listened, fascinated. Then I spoke, quite calmly, saying, “I want to take this chance. Please talk to Jamaal about it.”
My husband and Kassim returned and I could tell that in this short time, more than a walk had taken place—wives can tell these things. His flushed face glowed with guilt. He was ill at ease and quickly agreed when Ahmad suggested they retire and smoke awhile together. There he listened to Ahmad’s words and then came and spoke to me.
“Marie, are you sure this is what you want?” he asked, his dark eyes firmly on mine.
“Yes. Please let me do it,” I replied.
Perhaps he was ready to be free of me for a while. He was content with his new wife and son, and maybe he saw this as a chance to bring quiet harmony to the household for the occasion of the birth of his second child—who knows? Whatever the reason it suited him and he agreed to the plan with one condition.
“We will return to Jeddah. I will think this over for a few days to be sure it is what I want for you. It is a most unconventional proposal and I need to give more time to thoughtful consideration before I send a message to Sheik Ahmad with my decision, one way or the other.”
Even though it was clear that the decision would be his, and his alone, his giving of thoughtful consideration delighted me. At least it wasn’t outright rejection of the idea.
Sheik Ahmad would be delighted also if this plan worked. He could finish the other business he had in mind for Kassim, a profitable one no doubt, and then devote his attention to another journey to India or other distant places he had mentioned.
I tell myself I never lied to Jamaal. Silence and secrets cannot tell lies, can they? What I did, or rather did not do, was merely a sin of omission, a silent obstruction of the truth.
Three days after we returned to Jeddah, Jamaal wrote his reply to Ahmad:
I am pleased to inform you that I have given permission for my first wife Mariyah to assume the position of French tutor to the children of Sheik Al-Madr and I accept his most generous offer.
I accept also your word that Sheik Al-Madr is an honorable man and that Mariyah’s position will be one that will bring with it great respect and honor, and be held in high esteem by all who may hear of it.
French tutor? Sheik Al-Madr? What had Ahmad told Jamaal when they retired to smoke together? It certainly wasn’t the truth—but whatever it was, I could see that it served my purpose well and I delighted in the skill of the deception. At this point, I had time to change my mind, or say something in shocked amazement; I did not—and became a willing conspirator.
As the messenger rode away with the letter, an unnerving hollowness in the pit of my stomach replaced my earlier jubilation.
There was ample time to make arrangements, as the exchange was to take place after the holy month of Ramadan. Four months later, in the second month of the Arabian year, the month of Safar, I would return to Al-Ta’if and then to my home and husband in Jeddah.
I needed new clothes for my new role as a sheik’s slave girl. It was out of question to seek advice from anyone in the household, and for a while, the task stymied me until I had sudden inspiration—I would talk to the brothel keeper. Ask her where she buys clothes for her girls—an idea I promptly acted on, much to my own surprise.
Being the month of Ramadan, I could not shop between sunrise and sunset, so after the sundown prayers I recruited the houseboy to escort me on my mission.
A somewhat puzzled madam directed us to a local seamstress whom, she derogatorily informed me, “specializes in clothes for dancing girls. She may be of help to you.”
A wizened old woman, her back bent from years of sewing, answered my call. I told the aged seamstress what I wanted—three sets of clothes to create the scene of a young slave girl in a Sultan’s harem. I needed them to “romance my husband and rekindle his flagging ardor,” I said.
With a knowing smile, she assured me that I had come to the right place.
While regaling me with promises that her clothes were of the highest quality and lowest price, she took my measurements and showed me samples of materials. Draping the flimsy cloth over her bared arm and hand, she showed me how much they revealed and how much they concealed. I chose dusty blue chiffon, and white gossamer silk—materials that were sheer and diaphanous—and a striking jade-green polished Bursa silk from Turkey that relied on its weight, shimmer, and clinging drape for effect. Following her advice, I ordered three chalwars with matching cholis, some with laces and others with buttons to close them, all to be finished with embroidery and gold thread.
I paid her in advance—“a generous amount,” I thought, in view of her assertion about her low prices. After I had half-heartedly protested the price she offered to make short sheer skirts, small caps, and niqaab veils from leftover materials, and I agreed with her that sewing these delicate materials was exacting and time consuming, and the cloth itself expensive, and settled on a slightly lower price. A visit to the souk for two pair of slippers completed my shopping.
Two weeks later, I sent the boy to pick up my parcel.
In my bedroom, behind bolted doors, I excitedly opened the parcel of clothes and unrolled the cotton cloth that protected and helped preserve the shape and appearance of the delicate items. As though again a young girl I let my imagination roam as I tried on each costume, imagining with girlish vanity that I was a haseki parading myself before a handsome Sultan, who might choose to bed me. After putting on each ensemble I crawled to my imaginary Sultan, seductively undressed before him, and then kneeling upright and naked, offered my breasts and Mount of Venus to his eyes. Twice in my mind, he waved me away. After the third costume found favor he summoned me to lie on his bed, and I imagined him mounting me. I let my mind and fingers conclude my play.
We arrived just after noon at Sheik Ahmad al-Sabur’s home in the town of Al-Ta’if, where the exchange was to take place. Jamaal would return to Jeddah that afternoon and I would spend the next two days with Sheik Ahmad as his honored guest before being escorted to my destination—the harem of Sheik Ali.
That evening, our first order of business was to make up a story about how I became a slave, and to give me a harem name. Ahmad recounted the history and traditional sources of slave girls and we agreed that to have been captured and sold into slavery by Moroccan corsairs would best fit my background, and require the least amount of fiction to support. I was to be a nonbeliever at the time of my capture and enslavement, a requirement to conform to Islamic law that forbids enslavement of believers, though I had recently studied Islam in preparation for conversion, something that Sheik Ahmad said I would find of benefit in the harem, without offering any explanation. That was to be my story and Sapphira was to be my name. Sapphira had an exotic and precious ring to it—I liked it, and I could weave a story around it, although I had hoped for a more mysteriously sounding name but could not think of one at the time.
We spent time rehearsing possible scenarios, he asking me questions to see if I could answer convincingly, trying to catch me off guard with clever questions that could bring my story into doubt. We found a weakness—my lack of experience and knowledge of the “ways of the harem”. Therefore, I agreed to have him present me as a newly acquired girl not yet instructed.
A servant brought in a wrought iron stand. At first, I thought it was a candlestick, but it was a small iron anvil mounted on a tall stand. On a short side arm, several silver bangles of different sizes swung back and forth. Ahmad selected one, squeezed it tightly around my upper arm and raised it so that the silver band rested on the anvil. A small lead rivet, passed through the clasp and hammered over tightly closed the bangle around my arm and prevented its removal.
Two girls served us that evening. Dressed in heavily embroidered silk salwar-kameezes they opened my mind and eyes to what lay ahead for me. Unbuttoned at the top, the kameezes showed more than a glimpse of their curves. I felt uncomfortable with this sensual display, and I sensed that all three of us shared this feeling, more so after Ahmad spoke.
“Let me show them to you,” he said, beckoning the girls to stand before him.
With a brief hand sign from him, they took off their kameezes and stood before us, naked to the waist, eyes cast downwards. Another sign, a circling of his hand, and the girls turned around to show a strikingly thick braid of black hair that fell down their backs almost to their waists.
“Aren’t they pretty? I have a sharp eye, don’t you think?” he continued, proudly. “They come from the northern part of India. It is surprising what you can find beneath the rags of low caste peasants. My spotters in the port of Cochin found them for me and of course I paid them a generous finder’s fee for their efforts. I gave the girls’ desperately poor parents a small amount of money to relieve their poverty for a while along with a big promise to look after their daughters. Told them I would place them as maids to daughters of royalty I knew. They were impressed.
“For the sail back to Jeddah, I cleverly dressed them as boys, hiding their long hair under Sikh turbans. You never know when the British navy might board you. Brought them up from Jeddah on a cart piled high with carpets, each of them rolled up in one to hide them from the prying eyes of ordinary people,” he said, sitting straight-backed and turning his head slowly from side to side as though trying to affirm to all how superior he was and how clever in deviousness.
“And you can imagine my surprise when my physician reported that they were virgins—easily quadrupling their value—and you can also imagine their surprise when I had them smoothed and started their tantra instruction. I paid an old Indian merchant friend of mine to teach them a few words of Arabic and tell them in their own language that they had been sold by their parents to be slaves, not maids, and would be instructed in the erotic arts before being sold to a man.”
Searching for something to say, I blurted out, “It must be difficult for you to instruct them with their small understanding of Arabic.”
His answer sent a chill through me. “A camel whip speaks all languages.”
Quickly changing the subject, I asked, innocently, “Sheik Ahmad, what is tantra?”
“Tantra is an ancient Indian teaching of spiritual and physical love. A girl knowledgeable in the tantric ways makes for an exciting night companion. We believers of the true faith have purged it of false faith and holiness and given it earthly practice, and for added measure, I include some Persian and Greek customs so that my slave girls are three ways ready. Yes,” he said proudly, while again moving his head haughtily from side to side, “when one of Sheik Ahmad’s girls goes to auction she is ready to serve her new owner whatever his lustful intentions may be.”
He was obviously a trader in more than pepper-spice, carpets and medicines—and supremely proud of it.
“Knowing that you write, I assume that you also read,” he continued.
“Yes, I can read.”
“Good. I shall lend you some pages, a translation of some of the Asian tantric writings describing often demanded and unusual favors. They may be of help to you in your venture, but you must remember to bring them back with you. My precious secrets must not fall into the hands of other traders.”
After thanking him kindly and seeking pause from the conversation, I asked, “Where is Kassim?”
“Sold,” he replied, firmly, confirming my earlier suspicion that she was a slave and he an uncaring slave trader. Without offering further explanation, he quickly changed the subject. “Are you,” he asked, pointing his beard with long strokes of his fingers, “groomed in the style of the harem?”
“Oh yes,” I replied, passing my fingers through my long shiny hair and then tossing it back over my shoulder, although I knew what he was alluding to, and had foolishly thought I could avoid it somehow by ignoring it.
“No, that is not what I meant. Have you been smoothed?”
“No, I am not groomed in that way,” I admitted, blushing badly.
“You must be bared before you are presented to Sheik Ali or our ruse will be exposed. Tomorrow I will have you smoothed.”
“Is it necessary? Could you not tell him….”
“No. As I said, it will be done tomorrow or too many questions will be asked".
Smoothing was an ancient practice, dating back to the time of the Egyptian Pharaohs (1). It later spread across North Africa, from Persia in the east to Morocco in the west, and north to Turkey and Rome. Today, it is still a common practice, particularly among brides and younger married women, although rarely spoken of. My husband’s second wife entered our household bride-smooth and kept herself that way. I knew he found the sleek silkiness attractive, however, he never asked me to groom myself in that fashion, and I didn’t encourage his asking.
In a slave harem, smoothing was de rigueur.
Next day Ahmad took me to his barber’s shop where I had a private early afternoon appointment.
Once I was inside the shabby establishment the barber bolted the door shut, and closed the latticed shutters over the window openings to keep out unwanted eyes, yet allow in light enough for him to go about his business.
Ahmad told me to remove my garments and sit in the padded barber chair, an ancient assembly of creaking wood and squeaking leather. In a show of modesty the barber, but not Ahmad, turned his back while I undressed—a needless gesture considering what he was about to do and see.
A small pillow, wrapped in a towel and placed under my hips, raised my thighs and belly into prominent view when the barber slowly lowered the back of the chair. Then, to my further embarrassment, he eased my thighs apart, wide enough so that my legs hung off each side of the chair.
Towels soaked in hot water and placed over my lower belly and between my thighs restored some semblance of modesty, and thoroughly softened and moistened the area before they enthusiastically worked in a generous dribbling of hot wax and sticky pine rosin over my mons and deeply between my thighs. Strips of loosely woven muslin embedded in more layers of wax formed up a thick pad that was left to cool and harden, pulling at the hair with every slight movement—a harbinger of things to come.
“She’s mine. The pleasure is to be mine,” said Ahmad, pushing aside the barber. Ahmad worked his fingers under the lip of the wax pad, his other hand pressing down flat on my stomach. With one smooth stroke, he tore away the hardened pad, taking with it the offending hair. The barber’s hand, placed firmly over my mouth, muffled my cries as a fierce stinging swept down my groin. Ahmad, smug with satisfaction, waved aloft the expended pad like some sort of animal pelt trophy, while the barber plucked out a few hairs that had slipped from the grip of the wax. My underarms received the same painful attention.
My ordeal, however, was not yet over.
Ahmad left the room, and then quietly reappeared proudly holding high a yellow striped jar, a raised snake motif coiling around the neck. “You will have me to thank for this balm,” he said, before instructing the barber to spread the foul smelling cream over my denuded areas. “You’re a lucky woman; it is a great improvement over the old ways. I am kind and generous to you.”
A slight tingling sensation swelled to a maddening burn as a triangle of fire spread over my groin, pushing away any inclination I may have had to thank Ahmad for his ‘kindness’. I could not hold back my tears or find comfort regardless of how much I squirmed and changed position. Unconcerned with my suffering, Ahmad insisted on leaving the balm to do its work—for a full hour—otherwise, he said, it would be an expensive waste of money.
Over the foul smell of the balm, I occasionally caught a whiff of the pleasant aroma of coffee and tobacco and heard the two men laughing and chatting, interrupting their talk to briefly come to me and inspect their handiwork, apply fresh balm, but not to ask about my comfort or offer consoling words.
After an excruciatingly uncomfortable hour, the barber scraped off expired balm and wiped clean the bared mound and hollows with a cloth. The burning sensation died down.
In a large polished metal mirror, I saw myself as others would see me. My new appearance intrigued me, and although my skin still bore a reddish rash from its ordeal, I was peculiarly pleased and could see reason why men preferred their women groomed in this manner. I felt young, alluring, and confident that I could seduce my sheik when the time came.

“You have me to thank for the balm,” Ahmad confided on our way back to his house. “I discovered that mehndi and I am the only purveyor of it. For many years, I brought back from the Orient an ointment to remove warts. I had one here on the side of my face,” he said, parting his beard and pointing to a small bare patch. “The wart disappeared and so did the hair—neither grew back—and this gave me the idea for a profitable new use for the ointment. I had to disguise its humble origin, so I added tiger bile to give it a strong overpowering smell, and put it in an expensive looking pot. Extremely clever of me to uncover new money hidden away in an old remedy, don’t you think? My Chinese apothecary must think Arabs have many warts,” he chuckled (2), “and for you, lucky girl, no monthly plucking or threading.”
“Yes, you are clever, but you didn’t ask me beforehand or tell me that my baring would last forever. I can’t go home looking like this. It is not done to tutors you know! What will I tell my husband?”
“I don’t know. You will think of something,” he said, shrugging his shoulders.
On our return to Ahmad’s house, he showed me into a small room with a quarter-bath set in the floor in one corner, instructing me before leaving to “Wash thoroughly, at least twice. The smell of tiger bile is not easily washed away.”
I emerged from the soothing water, wrapped a towel around me, and was startled to find Ahmad standing in the doorway. “How long had he been standing there, watching me?” I wondered.
“Follow me. I will escort you to your room,” he said, bending down to scoop up my clothes from the side of the bath before I could reach them. Instead of clothes, I held the small towel about me, as best I could, and followed him.
Passing through the archway leading to the courtyard he reached out and unhooked the first key from a row of large iron keys hanging by the side of the door, before continuing briskly to my room. He stood aside to let me pass into the room, then, to my unease, followed in behind me and turned the key in the lock.
“Lie on the bed,” he instructed, snatching the towel from my grip.
I fought back like a cornered lioness, kicking and scratching at his face and arms. I landed a good blow to the side of his face and another to his ear. He lifted away and left the room, turning the key in the lock.
I lay there panting, thanking my brothers for unwanted lessons in fighting, and wondering what to do next and how to get out of this entrapment.
It wasn't long before he turned open the lock and strode back into the room, anger radiating from his eyes, lengths of rope dripping from his hand.
Calming down, he allowed a moment of silence to fill the room.
"I was of two minds as to whether to put a whip to you or brand you for your insolence. Once again, you are a lucky girl. How can I possibly send you to your new master freshly streaked or marked?" He paused for a moment. "Isn't that for him to do?
"Instead," he said, his voice rising and quickening, "I will show you what a disrespectful slave girl is good for."
By this time I had shuffled away to the far corner of the bed which was far too small to stop him from grabbing an ankle and sliding me back to the middle at the same time swinging his leg over the corner of the bed trapping my leg beneath him. I pummeled away at his back with my fists and free foot, without effect whatsoever, while he circled a rope around my ankle and tied it to the corner of the bed. Catching and yanking the other leg, he splayed me out, and not satisfied with my vulnerability did the same to my arms pulling them over tightly and fastening my hands to the head rail behind my head.
A moment of calm again invaded the room as he contemplated his spread victim before lunging onto me with brutal viciousness, bruising me and almost tearing me apart with his lustful lurching and thrusting while I stared vacantly at the ceiling and yielded without further fight.
Thoroughly spent and softened, he untied my hands, leaving me to sit up and untie my feet, and as though nothing unusual or untoward had happened, smiled thinly, smoothed down his djellaba and said, “Dinner will be served at the sound of the bell—take a bath before then.”
I was sickened to my stomach and absolutely in no mood to eat anything, particularly with him. However, as the afternoon passed by my moral strength returned. From my tumultuous mind emerged the clear realization that leaving at this instance to return to Jeddah would be impossible and unwise. I could not be certain what Jamaal or his family would think about my raping at the hands of Ahmad. In this country, the reasoning of men and women towards a dishonored woman is unpredictable. Some blame the woman regardless of the circumstances, others understand and console, and I think Jamaal would understand—but not his wife and sisters. Would they not see me as a foolish woman, deservingly sullied, and further belittle and ostracize me?
Furthermore, I had no horse or camel to ride on, and even if I did, traveling alone to Jeddah would be impossibly dangerous.
Not surprisingly, I decided I had to keep this part of my life to myself, bury it in my mind as best I could, and reclaim my dignity. I would not be cowed by him or by his despicable doing. For the time being I would act as though nothing had happened, and quietly wait for the right time and place—for I was not above taking revenge.
A graceful bare breasted dancer entertained us that evening. Ahmad had hired her to teach her art to the two Indian girls, but on this occasion, she was showing her skills for our enjoyment.
While serving “Tea from China” in delicate porcelain finger bowls one of the Indian girls nervously stumbled when her foot caught the edge of a carpet, sharply clinking the bowls together and spilling some tea. Sheik Ahmad examined the fragile bowls for damage and then apologized for the careless manner in which they served us. “I can assure you that their poor ways will be corrected before they are sold,” he said coldly, before proudly informing me that he had “a hard earned reputation to preserve, as a purveyor of only the best and well-instructed slave girls.”
At the close of the evening, Ahmad escorted me and the Indian girls back to the courtyard. As he led the way through the open archway, I casually reached out and took my room key from its hook. I walked to my room, and he disappeared into another room on the other side of the courtyard with the two Indian girls. I turned the key in the lock, and settled down for the night.
It was not long before the quiet stillness of the desert night carried their cries through the window and into my tense consciousness. He was no doubt “correcting their ways”. How was he doing this? What was he doing to them that made then cry out like that? Surely, it was only Ahmad’s way and not the way of others.
I spent a fitful night thinking about, and regretting, how foolish I had been to allow my blind curiosity to launch me on this journey. In the closed and secret world of the harem, would I find myself trapped and helplessly passed around an endless circle of masters, perhaps never to return? Used, and then discarded? And would my new master take pleasure in bending me to his ways, and be so demanding as to find reason to put a camel whip to me? What would happen if I displeased him, would he punish me harshly and cause the desert night to hear my cries?
My visions of romantic interludes with an enraptured sheik rapidly evaporated—and with Kassim gone, plans could not be undone. My course was set; the door had closed behind me.
Someone rattling and pushing against the door awakened me just before dawn. I heard only retreating footsteps when I asked, “Who is there?” Thanks be to Allah, I had the key safe beside me.
Before formally concluding the exchange, Sheik Ahmad handed me a letter of introduction to deliver to my new master and after I halfheartedly thanked him, I handed over his key. “Here is your key. I borrowed it last night,” I triumphantly explained, before turning my back to him, and climbing onto the back of my kneeling camel.
As our entourage prepared to depart, my escort, a dark bearded man, pointed to a fair-haired girl Ahmad was leading away. “She is the slave Nadya, for whom you have been exchanged,” said the man, who, I later learned, was Mustafa the chief eunuch of my new master’s harem.
We traveled by camel from Al-Ta’if to my master’s house in Makram, securely escorted for the overnight journey by Mustafa, the chief eunuch, and four armed guards. I carried with me a side bag of personal belongings: writing instruments, sketchbook, notepaper, clothes the seamstress in Jeddah had made for me, Ahmad’s tantra notes, and his letter of introduction.
A camel, with its awkward rocking gait made for a tiring journey. I much preferred to ride a horse than a camel. I could move in the saddle to the stride of a horse, but not a camel. This cumbersome beast compellingly swayed me back and forth, hour after hour, and the monotony of the hot shimmering desert sands provided no distraction. Insidiously, the motion sickened me so much that it overcame my excitement, and when it was time to stop and make camp, I was thankful.
Before darkness fell, after I had rested and enjoyed a cooling drink, I reached into my side bag and took out the letter Ahmad had given me. Taking care that no one saw me, I tilted it to catch the last glow of sunlight, and read:
In the Name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful.
My Tunisian slave Sapphira, who bears this letter to you, has recently studied the Qur’an and is ready to embrace Islam. I ask that you treat her accordingly and reward her for her good diligence.
I plead for your forgiveness and understanding for sending you a less experienced girl than you have sent me. In your wisdom, do not confuse her lack of skill with a reluctance to please. Her exotic beauty, freshness of spirit, and her eagerness to learn, I am sure, will be more than offsetting. I encourage you to find comfort with her to the full, with the expectation that I shall be fortunate to take back, to my benefit, a girl imbued with your teachings.
I have recently acquired two unspoiled Pearls of Allah. Both are beautifully formed and eager to serve a new master. They answer well to commands. Because our long-standing friendship is something I value highly, I offer you first choice and a favorable price. I will be proud to bring them to you so your eyes may judge their virtues. Sapphira will vouch for your good fortune in being offered these pearls of the Orient. Please advise within the month of your intentions in the matter of my offer as others are anxious for their company.
Peace be upon you and your brother and Allah’s mercy and blessings.
I passed the letter to Mustafa for safe delivery.
We rested briefly during the night snatching a few welcomed moments of sleep. A small fire kept the night chill at bay, and to catch the damp Mustafa spread a piece of muslin over me supported by poles at each corner. I appreciated his caring, but the efficacy of the cover was lacking and I awoke before dawn, cold and clammy, and moved to join the others around the embers of the fire. Nevertheless, I thanked him profusely, thinking it better to encourage his friendship rather than make complaint.
At daybreak, we quenched our thirst with hot mint tea and ate some dried fruit and khobz, freshly baked on the hot stones of the night fire, before we mounted our rides for the final leg of the journey.
Our traveling took us from the central desert plateau through a broad divide in the western coastal mountain range, and down to the shores of the Red Sea.
As we emerged from the low mountains our entourage halted, and with a broad wave of his hand Mustafa announced, “Makram.” There in the distance, close to the shore of the sea, was a large spread of buildings—a fair-sized town laid out at the foot of a rocky promontory that jutted out from the coastal hills like a pointing finger, before tumbling into the sea. Along the promontory, lines of green trees traced sharply against the golden brown of the dry hillsides. Mustafa pointed out a large white building set high against the south face of the promontory that would give those looking out long views of the sea to the west, the desert to the east, and the town beneath. Two tall towers, capped with gilded domes, soared over the high surrounding wall, shimmering in the heat of the late morning sun. “That is Sheik Ali’s palace, your destination.”
I was both surprised and threatened by the enormity of the palace having expected nothing more than a large house and started to imagine how luxurious and colorful, or dark and foreboding, his Kasre el Nouzha might be within its walls. And the occupants—what were they doing at this moment, what did they look like, what were they wearing?
As our approach shortened I saw water—that rarest and most precious desert commodity—cascading from cracks and ledges in the rock face above the palace, the flow carefully diverted into a huge overflowing cistern. From there it streamed into irrigation ditches to nourish the long rows of fruit trees I had seen earlier from a distance, before it drained through the stony ground, to find, no doubt, a subterranean passage to the sea.
I welcomed the cooling sea breeze, the tamarisk and spreading acacia trees, and the gracefully tapered cypress trees spiking above them. It was a pleasant change indeed from the barren desert we had traveled through with its jagged rock outcroppings and endless méréyé sands.
Creaking wooden doors swung open before us, and our bedraggled and dusty band of travelers filed into the palace. The doors creaked and banged closed behind us with an echo of finality.
We reported at once to the man who was to be my master, Sheik Ali bin Shareef al-Saalih (3). Mustafa found him in a secluded courtyard garden. Much to my disappointment, I was unable to see him clearly. He sat far back in the shade, and the full morning sun glaring in my face dazzled me. I had to be content at this time to hear his disembodied voice giving instructions. “Take refreshment, Mustafa, and then have her bathed. When I sound the gong bring her to the great hall.”
Mustafa handed over Ahmad's letter and led me away.
We ate together, saying little to each other. Concerns about my venture and the cool indifferent way the sheik had greeted me, subdued me.
After we had eaten, an African slave woman bathed me under the watchful supervision of Mustafa, who afterwards dabbed fragrant oil through my hair and sat me naked on a bench to await his order.
A gong sounded. He quickly wrapped a bright red cotton cloth around me and escorted me into the great hall of the harem. I clutched the cloth closed so it would not billow open as I walked.
Sheik Ali bin Shareef al-Saalih was waiting and reading the letter I had brought with me. After a thoughtful pause, he brusquely commanded me with the ease of someone accustomed to having his way. “Reveal yourself, Slave Sapphira, my eyes are curious.”
I stood unmoving before him, bashful and restrained.
Mustafa interpreted my hesitation to obey as the shyness of a new slave girl, and quickly explained to the sheik.
“If that is the cause, some help is required. Talil will encourage your friendliness,” he said. He had no sooner spoken than the second eunuch rose to his feet, a whip in hand.
However, without lifting his eyes from the letter, the sheik held up his hand. Talil halted in his threatening advance, and I, unwilling to discover if he was prepared to use the whip to persuade me to do my Master’s bidding, let the cloth slip off my shoulders and then to my side so that I stood naked before the sheik. Talil sat down.

Sheik Ali walked towards me slowly, casting over my naked body what I imagined to be appraising and calculating eyes—imagined, because I could not bring myself to let my eyes dwell on his. Nevertheless, as he came closer, I did exchange a furtive glance; a glance tinged with the unseemliness of my being there, and when he passed behind me, his thobe brushing against my legs sent a tingling frisson up my spine.
Through lowered eyes, I again saw his feet paused before me, while he leisurely satisfied his curious eyes with what the barber had uncovered, and those other parts of a woman that call out to the eyes and thoughts of men.
Mustafa pushed me down onto my knees, and pressed my head to the carpet with his foot.
A long quiet pause followed, and out of curiosity, to see if they had left, I turned my head to one side and glanced upwards, and was startled to find the sheik looking down at me in thoughtful contemplation, a glimmer of satisfaction showing on his face.
“I look forward to knowing you better, though for now, I am placing you in the well experienced hands of Mustafa, who with his usual thoroughness will see to it that you are ready for that occasion. For your part, you will do as he commands, as though his words are mine,” his compelling eyes settling on mine as he spoke, dark eyes set in a kindly bearded face that seemed strangely at odds with his strong commanding voice. Audaciously, I held his eyes with mine, dropping my head back down to the carpet only when driven by an insistent urge to blink.
Whispered conversation followed that I could not hear and then Sheik Ali clearly instructed Mustafa. “She is to have Katana’s room, and show her the harem buildings and courtyard later in the afternoon. Bring her to the great hall after sundown. She will take part in the celebrations this evening.”
Whether he was speaking to Mustafa or me I did not know, because I kept my head on the carpet, however, before he dismissed us Sheik Ali said, “Pleasing to the eye. Ahmad is a man of his word, a fair exchange indeed.”
He did not know, of course, that he would be gazing down on a strikingly beautiful Indian girl, had I not intruded on his affairs. I stayed in that unladylike and submissive position, under the watchful eye of Talil, as Sheik Ali and Mustafa left the room.
Mustafa returned shortly, ordered me to stand up, and thrust a matching set of black harem chalwars and choli at me. “Cover your nakedness and follow me,” he said, as though somehow I was responsible for my state of undress.
We passed through the only entrance into the harem—it led from the great hall, passing between an unoccupied guardhouse and the eunuchs’ quarters before opening to a sunlit courtyard.
Down the middle of the courtyard ran a string of shallow oblong pools, connected to each other by narrow channels through which silvery water trickled from sparkling pool to sparkling pool reminding me of a Berber crystal necklace I had once seen and coveted. On a stone bench, circled around a pool, sat a beautiful woman unashamedly naked, having her hair groomed by a black woman dressed in colorful African garb. In the center of the pool a fountain spouted water and two naked girls ran in and out of its arching jets laughing and shrieking like excited children.

On each side of the courtyard, a colonnade of slender columns supported latticed Moorish arches, where in the dappled shade cast by the lattice sat other women of various nationalities. Two tended with mehndi the face and eyes of each other; others embroidered and sewed.
Mustafa paused, allowing silent and uncertain faces to dart more than questioning eyes at me—the unwanted intruder—but a friendly wave and a comforting smile from a girl with hair the color of polished copper warmed my welcome. Hesitant smiles from others followed her lead, pushing from my mind unsettling thoughts about my cool reception and the incident with eunuch Talil and his menacing whip.
In the walls set back deep in the shade of the colonnade were doors leading to small rooms. Mustafa led me into one—it would be mine for the next four months.
It was a colorfully furnished room, with a small bed set in an alcove, a long padded bench backed with silk cushions, and a table and chair under a barred window that was cut high in the wall, “but low enough,” I thought, “to allow me to see out if I stood on the table.” By the side of the bed, hung from the ceiling by three light chains, was a burnished metal cylinder. A rope ran down between the chains and through the cylinder. Some sort of lamp or bell, I reasoned.
The door through which we had entered was set in a large expanse of wooden mashrabiya shutters, to let in light without exposing to view those within. Below these shutters was the long padded bench, thoughtfully placed so that a slave girl could sit and pass the hours away with a view of the courtyard or simply savor any cooling breeze that managed to percolate through the screen.
Mustafa told me to take my rest—he would return in two hours to show me around as Sheik Ali had instructed. He left, sliding a wooden bar into place to lock the door behind him.
I lay down on the bed, exhaustion overcame my curiosity, and I fell asleep to the soothing sounds of the women’s voices in the courtyard.

I jolted awake to the sound of Mustafa sliding back the wooden bar and opening the door, my eyes squinting against the burst of sunlight.
“It’s dark in here—accept my apology, I should have attended to the shutters earlier,” he said, as he moved to the window. He reached through the iron grill that barred them, unbolted them, swung them upwards, and propped them open with a wooden rod. A flood of light and fresh air filled the room.
“Come, I shall show you the harem buildings and facilities and later tonight I will take you to the celebration.”
A high walled courtyard contained the buildings and rooms that made up the inner sanctum of the harem. In one corner of the courtyard, overlooked by the eunuchs’ quarters, was a large outdoor bath, and inside an adjacent building there were two smaller baths. A domed ceiling, supported by blue and yellow tiled columns, spanned over these indoor baths, and a galaxy of star shaped openings in the domed ceiling cast down beams of misty sunlight that dappled the water with moving light.
Mustafa told me that the smaller of the indoor baths was for soaping and washing, and the larger one for rinsing and soaking. A short submerged tunnel connected the larger indoor bath to the outdoor one, and if the eunuchs raised the iron grill that normally blocked the tunnel, it would be possible to dive down and swim from one bath to the other.
Carefully tended flowerbeds, stone-covered pathways, pools and fountains, filled the rest of the courtyard. It was fabulously luxurious, far in excess of anything I had ever seen or imagined.
At the far end of the courtyard, several wide stone steps led up to a pathway in front of a low stone wall that served to screen a smaller courtyard from view. We mounted the steps and walked beside the wall to a narrow gap that opened to this inner garden. Ahead of me—a massive pair of wood and bronze doors—the entrance to the Master’s bedchamber. I looked up, and could just see the gilded domes of the two towers I had noted earlier on my approach to Makram. It seemed to me that there was one at each far corner of the Master’s bedchamber and the only entrance to them would be from within that room. Off to one side of this small private courtyard were four apartments and a private bath and toilet for his wives.
“Do you have any questions?” he asked, while escorting me back to my room without showing me the interior of the bedchamber, much to my disappointment.
“Yes Sir. Does the Master have wives?” I asked.
“No. There are no wives here. He has not seen the need to marry. The apartments are empty.”
At dusk, Mustafa escorted me to the great hall and to the center of a large sunken floor, where Sheik Ali sat. He rose and stood beside me.
“Please welcome Sapphira into our presence; she is a slave, here to take the place of Nadya. She has traveled far to be here, from the country of Tunisia, and she is a stranger to our Arabian ways but anxious to learn. Patiently teach her, for she is without experience.
“Yasmeen, she is in your care.”
A confident, pretty woman of petite stature stepped forward and led me to the side of the room where we sat down together on the padded bench that ran around the walls.
I was relieved with the shortness of my “showing” as I had heard vividly told stories of harem initiation ceremonies where the girl was made to do unseemly things and had unseemly things done to her. I was thankful to be safely at the side of Yasmeen.
“This is a special occasion; we have been preparing for it all day, and have chosen to celebrate with an Egyptian fantasy.”
“All for my coming? That is kind of you.”
Yasmeen smiled. “Slaves are not given such celebration. No, it is our Master’s birthday, and we are honoring him.”
Shamed by my naïve and conceited arrogance, my face colored beneath my mehndi. I wanted nothing more at that moment other than to take back my words and forget I had spoken them. Happily, my foolish presumption brought no further comment—Sheik Ali and the festivities claimed attention.
As I gazed into the room from my vantage point, an undeniable scene from the Arabian Nights unfolded before my eyes. I was enthralled. Here was a gathering of houri, each hanging on every word and gesture of a handsome and authoritative man, waiting for his commands, and eager to please. Two bare breasted girls sat on the floor, one on each side of him, leaning lightly against his legs. Possibly twins, certainly related—my cynical mind thinking, “matched pair of bookends.”
Rings and dangling jewels graced nipples and ears, dark eyes flashed beneath gold sprinkled eyelids, necklaces swung about elegant necks. Taut bellies held brilliants tightly, and ankle bells and bracelets tinkled their beguiling tune. Sparkling bindi spaced along eye-lines gave shape and size to the eyes, with a curved line from the corners adding an exotic Cleopatra look, and I saw the glitter of bindi in other places, places where I never expected to see the glitter of jewels.
Two black women, one I recognized as the harem servant who had bathed me, sat to one side making music by plucking the stringed 'ud, shaking tambourines, and occasionally tapping gently on a drum.
Colorful sheer cholis and short sheer skirts, proudly worn and parted with deliberate carelessness, replaced the afternoon dress of chalwars and thickly embroidered cholis that I had earlier seen the women wearing in the courtyard. Now, loose diaphanous cholis cascaded over hazily outlined breasts, their draped smoothness disturbed only by the thrust of protruding nipples, and any man with more than half an eye could see that nothing but woman was under the sheer skirts. The serving girls showed themselves alluringly this way, but only induced restrained touching from the Master. Occasionally he lifted a skirt, glided a hand over skin and under silk, or straddled a girl vulnerably across his knees—suggestively, if nothing more—and from the sultry pace of the girls I knew that they were thinking about less restrained behavior later in the quietness of his bedchamber.
A magnificent feast ensued, with trays brought in piled high with delicacies—kebabs, pastries, fruits, sweetmeats and treats of every kind. Later, several of the girls danced charmingly and towards the end of the evening, they rolled back the carpet and played a rousing game, something like alquerques, using the checkered tiled floor as a make-do board, and themselves as living pieces. The sheik, whom the girls had carefully blindfolded, called out moves, and one by one amid much cheating and laughing, girls eliminated themselves from the game whenever they stepped onto a forbidden square, until only one girl remained. With a flourish, she untied his blindfold and her choli, and dropped them to the floor, revealing jeweled tassels dangling from pierced nipples. She finished with a short dance of victory, beguilingly pulled a veil across her face, and left the ensemble, her sassy bejeweled breasts proudly bobbing up and down with the motion of her steps. She had won the Master’s calling.

I reasoned that the repressive culture of purdah that keeps women shrouded from the eyes and notice of men, releases from within these same women an intense eroticism—when behind harem walls and closed doors. Perhaps this display of eroticism was a private rebellion against purdah, and the scene I witnessed could be a testament to this, for I had never seen or fully imagined such a seductive and suggestive occasion. Certainly, the women were slave concubines, and, as my mother said, “had no choice in the matter,” nevertheless, I did not sense reluctance or coercion. All I saw was subtle enthusiasm, a willingness to please, a release of repressed womanly urges and desires that rose to the surface, peculiarly brought forward and intensified by the pervading presence of the sheik’s immense masculinity.
A eunuch is often portrayed as a well put together ebony skinned man, bared to the waist, bulging arms folded across a glistening oiled chest rippling with muscles, a whip thrust through his belt to enforce his will on the women of the harem—his shortcomings concealed by baggy trousers.
Those sharing this image would be sorely disappointed in Mustafa. Indeed, he was bared to the waist, wore the requisite trousers, and had a whip at hand, but instead of the barreled chest and rippling muscles here was a podgy middle-aged man with a broad roll of fat where his youthful waist once resided—the soft fleshy build of a leisured man accustomed to good living. His appearance would improve in the eyes of many if he wore an all-concealing djellaba.
Eunuchs, throughout the ages, have garnered well-earned reputations for treating harem slave women severely and cruelly. I reasoned that revenge moved them in that direction. They would see the women under their care as the reason for their own mutilation. A mutilation inflicted upon them that rendered them forever impotent and unable to release their needs, needs that the women of the harem would unconsciously arouse while the eunuchs watched over them and readied them for another man’s enjoyment.
I felt that Mustafa was not of this vein—but I did not trust Talil. I would be careful.
“Remove all your clothes,” he said, and mindful of the whip at his side, I hurriedly obeyed his abrupt order and dropped them to the floor.
He sorted through them with the handle of his whip, offhandedly flipping to one side my undergarments. “Put them away. You will not wear any of those while you are here. Now come, set your mark here,” he said, holding out a dipped pen and pointing to the end of a column of names and signs in a book he held open—a calendar by the look of it.
After slight hesitation, I wrote my new name—Sapphira.
“Oh, you can write can you? So you are one of those clever girls, are you?” he said, sarcastically.
“I can only write my name,” I replied, not wishing to build on his obvious sense of inferiority in this matter of writing.
“Before we start I will let you know that I keep this roster, a record of menses and callings to the Master’s bedchamber. I have great influence over when and whom he chooses for company. When might I expect your bleeding?”
“It should be two weeks hence, Sir, but I cannot be certain. My menses are not regular.”
He wrote a strange symbol in a column opposite my name in his roster and said; “You will have nights with the Master before then.”
“Correct me if I am mistaken, but having come from Ahmad you could not be a virgin—he is too shrewd to swap a virgin for our well deflowered Nadya—and I assume he treated you to a spreading of his marvelous balm,” he said, kneeling down on one knee and slipping his fat fingers deeply between my thighs. As you would expect, I squeezed my thighs closed against his hand and pulled away. Apart from forcefully gripping my inner thigh and pulling me sharply forward again, and a questioning upward glance, he ignored my unintentional protest and continued unperturbed. “I feel a thorough denuding. Often when less knowledgeable slavers prepare women for sale they forget that a woman has ravines as well as hills and lay bare just the mons, but Ahmad knows better, there is nothing further for me to do here—you are as smooth as a rose petal.”
He moved behind me. “Give me one of your feet.”
Kneading my foot, he announced, “You have hard skin on the back of your heels. With young lively girls like you there is no telling where they may end up,” he said, smiling. “I will give you a pumice stone and some oil to take back to your room. Smooth away the rough skin; I want your heels as smooth as the rest of you.
“Now tell me, are you aware of the night ways of a harem slave girl, did he teach you?”
“No sir,” I replied, offering as explanation for my ignorance of the night ways one of my well rehearsed answers that fitted the story of my enslavement. “I had been married for only two months before I was captured. The corsairs killed my husband.” I paused briefly here, and tried to look somewhat unfortunate and sad. “They took me straight away to the slave market in Jeddah, and sold me to Sheik Ahmad. He had no time for me because of his travels and trading. I have had no instruction in the night ways of a harem.”
“How old are you?” he asked, suspiciously.
“Eighteen, Sir,” I answered, realizing too late that my untruthful answer—twenty-three was closer to the truth—had opened a chink in my story.
He pulled away, to take a full look at me. “Hmm, you look older than eighteen. You came to marriage late.
“However, it’s not important. Let us proceed. And call me Mustafa, not sir, for I, too, am a slave, here to serve in ways not of my choosing.”
Greatly relieved that he dropped the question of my age, I relaxed somewhat as he continued with my introduction to the ways.
“Consider yourself fortunate that Sheik Ahmad had little time for you. His teaching methods are crude and severe. He is too eager to use the whip or cane to encourage learning. You will find my skillful and sophisticated ways more to your liking, but we will have to start from the beginning because two months of marriage is too short a time to learn the ways of the marriage bed, never mind that of the harem. Here the ways of the bed are different and more varied.
“Sheik Ali has ordered me to acquaint your mind and body with these ways and has permitted also for this whip to be put to you should you cause trouble or are less than diligent in learning. Fortunately for you, I am a patient man, unlike Ahmad, and not over-eager to chastise you,” he said, slapping the whip handle sharply into his palm, the smacking sound and dancing thongs emphasizing the possibility that if I overwhelmed his patience, the thongs would not be dancing in the air.
“Now, it is not intended that you always enjoy or wish for what is demanded of you—that is the lot of a slave—even so, you will be ordered to do only what is possible for a willing girl to do, although you may at first find some of them uncomfortable and distasteful. However, you will obey his orders no matter what. The laws of the land do not reach through the walls of the harem; here there are no laws against his wishes, you yield to them or take the consequences. If you do not yield to him, I will take it to mean deliberate obstinance on your behalf and treat you to a good whipping, and if that is not sufficient to correct your ways, then other more painful persuasions will be used to remind you of your obstinacy and encourage change in your ways.”
Following this short threatening tirade I allowed a moment of thoughtful silence to pass, time enough to make a face as though about to shed tears. “It frightens me when I think that the Master could disapprove of me, and order those things done to me,” I said, in a pleadingly sad way, said that way on purpose in an attempt to put myself in his guardianship, make him father me, and win his sympathy.
“That is why I am here with my skills and knowledge; to show girls how to please the Master. You have nothing to worry about; you have well formed womanly virtues that will override innocence and inexperience. You will please him.”
In my mind I was not sure, whether “you will please him” was a softly spoken order or an opinion.
“And now I will continue where Ahmad left off, but before we start, I will tell you that you are a beguiling girl and our Master is quite overjoyed at his good fortune in having you here. You will be a frequent visitor to his bedchamber. My roster and the Master’s desire to see more of you will ensure that, but do not be concerned if he does not call you for a few days—he will not want to show to others his great eagerness for you.
“Now let us start. It is time for your afternoon bathing; I shall show you how we do it here.
“When you were bathed shortly after you arrived it was sufficient only to remove the dust of your journey for your showing. What I will show you now is the more thorough cleansing required of all harem females in the Master’s service. Remember, a woman spoils quickly after bathing; she can be sour again in less than an hour, and that is why I insist on your frequent bathing and why the Master has provided these luxurious baths for your use. Make full use of them, a woman cannot bathe too often. Come with me.
“As you can understand, we pay particular attention to a woman’s mouth, under her arms, and between her legs, front and back.”
I stood naked in the shallow water of the small soaping bath while he scooped up several pitchers of water and poured them over me before soaping me down from head to toe. He washed my hair, probed my openings, my every cranny and cleavage, and followed up with a cursory rinsing.
Was my new master watching from behind the screen as Ahmad had said he did from time to time? I did not ask, or look in that direction, although I did notice the screened-off room.
“Now rinse off thoroughly there,” he said, pointing to a slightly deeper part of the bath.”
“Now you are clean, you may enter the main bath, he said, helping me down the slippery steps. While relaxing here, after afternoon bathing, many of the girls draw on the hookah. It is lit for your enjoyment on these occasions; one of the servants will pass it around.

“What I have shown you, you are to do yourself every afternoon, no less, whether you are on my calling roster or not. Is that understood?”
“Yes, Mustafa.”
“Dry yourself and come back to my room and I will put on your mehndi.”
I dried myself and left for his room, dressed in nothing more than a towel over my arm. “Had he been a whole man I would be going to his room for more than mehndi,” I thought, having sensed that he found it arousing bathing me and watching me the way he did.
“Brush your hair till it shines and flows free,” he said, handing me a brush and a brass comb.
I went to work on my hair. It was badly tangled and knotted from the journey and washing, although I soon had it separated, shiny, and smooth.
“For this evening I will mehndi you, however, this is something you will do yourself, or have one of the servants do. Try different things. It is an art—there are no rules,” he said, as he approached with a tray of bottles and jars in hand.
I was surprised to learn from Mustafa that we had servants to attend us. Among the women were two black slaves who were there to assist in our bathing, grooming and dressing, should we so desire.
He applied liberal amounts of black kohl and malachite green to my eyes, rouge to my cheeks, painted my lips with cochineal, and smoothed rough edges from my nails. Not wanting to offend, I told him how pleased I was with my appearance when he held a mirror up to me, while thinking to myself that I looked garish and painted, and could do better on my own.
“Now,”—he often started his sentences with this word—“you will learn how to use oil and fragrance. Always use oil sparingly so your clothes will not stick to you. The purpose is to burnish and polish your skin, not hold your clothes in place,” he said, smiling. “It is particularly attractive on breasts and buttocks, but I also want to see it used in other places where it can help catch the Master’s eye and attract his scrutiny.
“Can you think of other places?”
“My face?”
“Yes, your face of course, and your legs and feet. And don’t forget why your mons was smoothed. Do that place too. Now, lie over my knees.”
He oiled my shoulders, back and buttocks and down the back of my legs, rubbing vigorously with long strokes followed by small circular ones, as though polishing a piece of fine furniture.
“Now, your breasts. Kneel here,” he said, pointing to the floor between his parted legs.
Mustafa took what I thought was an overly long time oiling my breasts and applying rouge to my nipples; I was sure he was taking advantage of me for his own enjoyment.
“Your breasts still have the look and feel of youthfulness about them, most excellently firm and not overly bountiful. Add to this the interesting beauty that comes from your mixed blood and I must venture that you will indeed be an intriguing gift for our Master to open,” his choice of the word open, delivered with a knowing smile, did not pass by me unnoticed.
Flattering afternoon sunlight reflecting upwards from the polished marble floor outlined my breasts, and I thought they looked enticing and without doubt “irresistibly alluring” to a man. I was pleased with what I saw—my nipples proudly erect on glistening mounds.
“I see that your nipples have not been pierced,” he said, pinching a nipple and stretching it away from the breast while twisting it painfully back and forth. “I will wait to see how well they hold jewelry before I do anything, but from the way they stand I doubt they will need pricking with my silver needle, however, they are somewhat pale in color.
“Smelling and tasting sweet at all times is important and something I insist upon from Sheik Ali’s girls,” he said, bringing to mind my mother’s advice about helping nature with fragrances, “but remember, never put perfume in your openings or on your nipples, it tastes bitter. It is more than sufficient to put small dabs around them, and on your neck, hands and thighs.
“Now come forward for a little secret of mine—part your legs.” He dipped his finger into a small jar and offered it to my lips to taste. The sweetness of honey and the coolness of menthol spread through my mouth. Again, he dipped his finger into the jar, and with his other hand parting me, he placed a dab of the sticky mixture on that most sensitive part of a woman. “Just a little,” he advised, “just a hint of sweetness is all that is required, no stickiness. I have also cassia, ylang-ylang and oil of jasmine; all of them taste sweet and can be used there should you prefer.”
I knew of the intriguing aphrodisiac powers ascribed to ylang-ylang, and I decided that if I had to be “flavored”—and not wanting to taste like a mint bonbon—then the nectar of ylang-ylang would be my choice.
He walked around me, lifted and fondled my breasts, supposedly to inspect my rouging, but more thoroughly and lingering than necessary for that purpose. He ran his fingers through my hair. “You are now ready to please your Master,” he announced, “but I have more to show you, and that is how to present yourself in the Master’s bedchamber.
“We do not conceal his possessions from his eyes. I arrange carefully his fine furniture and put valuable artifacts and vases on display. I hang his precious carpets on walls and spread them over the floors, and I show him his beautiful girls with the same care. Not that I intend to hang you on the wall or spread you on the floor, although I could,” he said, with a chuckle as his hand reached out and rested on my knee, “however, you must show yourself to best effect. That is why we color your lips, rouge your breasts, remove your hair from certain parts, and teach you to present yourself so that he may see clearly the opportunities and make wise choices for his pleasures.”
He led me to the center of the room and pointed to a small rug.
“Kneel before me as though I am your Master.
“Good.
“Now, spread your knees apart while keeping your feet together, and place your hands on the floor beside your feet. Lean backwards a little. Now throw your head back and shake your shoulders to free your hair and jostle your breasts. Raise your hips. Keep them high and push them forward.”
He paused in his instructions for a moment as I held my pose. “Encouraging…for an inexperienced girl.
“Now I will show you a variation of that position. Raise your arms over your head and lie back till your head touches the floor.”
I started to lean backwards and suddenly lost balance and toppled onto my back, my knees lifting up from the floor. For a moment, I cringed and closed my eyes, expecting to feel the sting of the whip. Instead, he laughed at my awkward predicament and helped me back onto my knees. I laughed with him.
“Try again. Spread your knees apart, toes touching. This time first sit back on your feet; that will stop you from toppling over. Raise your arms high over your head and hook your thumbs together. Lean backwards, slowly, until your head and hands touch the floor behind you. Now, raise your hips and chest to make a smooth arch from your knees to your hands, letting your hands slide back along the floor as you raise yourself. Your breasts should be uppermost, at the top of the arch. We call this ‘making the bow’,” he said, as the handle of his whip traced the curved path from the front of my thighs, over my hips and breasts, and down my neck. “You show well in this position. Your breasts stay high and full of pride. Use it often.

“And there is no need to abandon modesty when you present yourself—jewelry and clothes may be worn. In fact, I think it often enhances your presentation if you wear some. In the harem wardrobe, we have fascinating clothes and adornments that enhance a woman’s natural allure, and have no concerns; if they obstruct his course, he will remove them.
“There is one more position to show you today. Kneel again, and turn around, face away from me.
“Now, raise your hands straight above your head as before but this time roll forward until your hands touch the floor in front of you. Raise your buttocks, and arch your back downwards so your breasts just touch the floor. Keep your forehead and hands flat on the floor in front of you, and your knees and feet apart enough to invite the Master to kneel between them,” he said, tapping my feet farther apart with his foot.
“We call this ‘offering the peach’.
“Excellent, a beautiful and promising beginning,” he declared.
“Stand up, and tell me about your conversion to Islam,” he asked, with a smirk that hinted at his disbelief. “Your new faith could cause a lamentable waste of your beauty and deny you a new talent.”
“It was Ahmad’s idea,” I replied. “He taught me from the Qur’an.” I then recited the first verse.
“Praise is to God, Lord of the two Worlds.
The most merciful and most forgiving.
Lord of the Day of Judgment.
It is you who we adore and in whom we seek help.
Guide us along the straight path.
The Path of those who are righteous.
Not that of those who suffer your wrath.
Or of those who stray.”
Mustafa raised his eyebrows, obviously surprised, and asked questions about my new faith. I answered them easily as my upbringing in Tunisia made me far from ignorant about the teachings of Mohammed.
“It is unlike Ahmad to encourage a girl’s conversion; he values infidels highly since they fetch higher prices and their enslavement is condoned. I thought for a moment that maybe your conversion was a matter of convenience, or even a false claim, to avoid the bedchamber obligations of a nonbeliever. Your answers to my questions were complete and show knowledge of the Holy Book. I apologize for my doubts.
“Come here, turn around.”
He kneaded my buttocks in the same way that he had done earlier with my breasts. “You are so nicely rounded. Such is the pity, because laid over the Damascus bolster you would be enticing enough for a king.”
I felt vulnerable as a woman assuming these positions before a man, naked as I was. Nevertheless, the knowledge that what I was doing was a secret held within the walls of this harem—and would remain there forever unless I chose otherwise—buoyed my spirits. Gradually, as the lessons progressed, I learned to forget about my nakedness, and felt more free and uninhibited, and not at all ashamed or humiliated. Further emboldened by the absence of anyone I knew, or anyone who would ever know or meet my family, I grew proud and confident in what I was showing.
“That is all for today. In your room, you must make these positions every day and practice rising from them slowly and gracefully. That is difficult to do, it requires strength and agility, but you have the strength and suppleness of a young girl and will master the art.” With a comforting smile on his face he added, “And no more toppling over!
“Have you ever pleasured a man?” he asked quickly, in a casual way.
“Pleasured?” I asked plaintively, in an effort to add to the aura of innocence and helplessness I was trying to create.
“Then that must be your next lesson, for which I am well prepared. And for your part, you will do well to remember that the Master appreciates a woman who is talented in the use of her mouth.”
I felt a small sadness for Mustafa. A man in an unfortunate situation and condition not of his choosing, acting out the part without conviction. “Harmless,” I thought—though I was not ready to test the possibility—I would obey him.
Although I was conscientious and even enthusiastic in learning and practicing my lesson of yesterday—I rather enjoyed it—I was not looking forward to this morning session, knowing what it was about.
In his hand, he held not a whip but a bamboo cane the handle end of which ended in a small polished knob of dark wood. Sliding the knobbed end under my modest morning abaya he casually caught the hem and lifted it to my waist—his perfunctory check for forbidden undergarments.
Inspection over, we sat on the floor in the middle of the room opposite each other, Mustafa having earlier placed several items there: a bowl of eggs, two ivory phalluses—one with the bulbous glans missing—and a lighted candle.
He began. “Pleasuring is the art of using your mouth and tongue to excite a man.”
“I kissed my husband in that way,” I anxiously interrupted.
He laughed. “You have kissed a man. That is not pleasuring in the Arab way. To pleasure your Master you must take his manhood into your mouth, play your tongue and lips over it, and draw him back and forth, as you would with your hips if you were astride him, until he is relieved of his lust. That is our way of pleasuring,” he said, in his best patient voice.
“As I told you yesterday, this is one of Sheik Ali’s favorite ways of enjoying his women, one he is particularly fond of, and unquestionably he will expect to be taken to the end by the embrace of your willing mouth. So, under my tutelage you will learn to do it well.
“Before we start I will show how you will clean your mouth and teeth beforehand,” he said, showing me a small bowl filled with reddish-brown fiber, “using palm fiber mixed with crushed leaves from the sidr tree.”
Rolling up a small wad of fiber from the bowl, he rubbed my teeth and gums with the coarse damp fiber and afterwards probed between each tooth with a sharp splinter of wood. “A quick rinse and you are ready,” he said, offering me a beaker of clean water. “Do this every morning and afternoon and whenever you are called to the bedchamber.
“Now,”—there was that word again—“your Master is smooth and easily scratched, so you must never let your teeth touch him unless done delicately such as in parshvatoddashta.”
“Parsh…va…tasha…that is a mouthful. What does it mean?”
“A witty choice of words,” he replied, with a hearty laugh, “but save them for later when you learn sangara (4)."
I smiled back at him, a puzzled blank smile, because I did not know what sangara meant either, and I was not inclined to ask and reveal that my humor came from ignorance.
“However, to answer your question,” he continued, still smiling at my accidental humor. “Parshvatoddashta is when you gently grasp the head of his manhood in your hand, and then clamp your lips tightly about the shaft, first on one side then the other, taking great care that your teeth do not hurt him. That is parshvatoddashta (Biting at the Sides).
“Now, lean over towards me and open your mouth.”
He ran a finger over my teeth.
“You have some sharp edges in the wrong places. We don’t want to scratch the Master’s tender skin and offend the tantric teachings, do we?” he said, mockingly.
“No, Sir.”
“And it is Mustafa, not Sir,” he reminded me.
“Then, I am sure you will not object if I attend to them. Come closer. Open your mouth,” he said, at the same time reaching for a small narrow stone.
A loud scratching sound filled my head with each stroke of the stone as he ground away the offending edges of my teeth. Grit stuck to my tongue as though I had eaten dry sand, sharp twinges shot through my mouth and tears waited but did not run. This unpleasant business continued until his finger found nothing but satisfying smoothness.
“That is all; I have finished. Rinse your mouth,” he said, handing back the beaker of water.
My parched mouth welcomed the slaking, but my teeth panged from the assault of the cold water, while my inquiring tongue explored my new smoothness.
“Now we will proceed with the sangara lesson that you have so patiently waited for. Remove your clothes. I want to see your breasts while you learn this.”
I unbuttoned the top of my abaya, and pulled my arms free. To his satisfaction, it fell loose and gathered around my waist.
He reached for the ivory phallus and handed it to me. It lay cold and lifeless in my hand, disgustingly large and ugly.
“Wet it down the sides and along its whole length with your tongue and lips and then take the end into your mouth.”
“Well… ” he inquired, impatient with my hesitation. “Just take it in…far enough for your lips to settle comfortably behind the head.”
“That’s better. We call that narrow part the ‘neck of the bed-snake’. The underside there is the most pleasurable part to a man. Find that place with your tongue, and then move your tongue slowly around and back and forth.
“Do not forget what I have just told you. It is precious knowledge I share, which will serve you well.
“Now, kneel up and bend forwards towards the floor. Hold the flat end of the ivory against the floor and let your lips find the neck again.”
I felt the round knob of his cane pressing into the center of my back, sufficiently firmly that I could not rise from my position had I wanted to.
“Good. Now, move your head up and down in short strokes taking in about half its length before you pull back. Never allow it to slip from your mouth. Asian girls who have studied the tantric ways call this amrachushita (sucking clean a mango-stone) (5). Never suck too eagerly, that will cause your Master discomfort and spoil his pleasure. Draw on him gently, just enough to keep him from leaving your lips.
“Now, when your Master is ready to give you his issue, take him further into your mouth, and when he erupts, swallow his seed. It’s as simple as that.
“How do you tell when he is about to release you may ask? It is a matter of judgment and experience, but others have told me that Ali gives a slight shudder and a taste of what is to come when he is close to issue. That is the moment when you lean into him and take in his whole length, until your lips touch his bush, and then give him deep strokes until he releases. Some call it burying the sword, I call it a girl growing a moustache,” he said, laughing and then sobering quickly. “Burying is not easy to do at first, but the skill will come to you little by little in your eagerness to please.”
I did not share his pretentious assumption of eagerness to please, for I had never voiced such a desire. I resolved to do only what was necessary to stay out of trouble, avoid the whip and find words for my story—nothing more, nothing less. An eagerness to please was not my motivation. However, I did quote from Sheik Ahmad’s letter saying, “Do not confuse my lack of skill with a reluctance to please.” He nodded back his understanding.
“I shall mention that to the Master.
“Look at your nipples; they are as hard as pebbles. Just as I thought, you will also get pleasure from this; you are well suited for it.”
It was the chill in the air.
“Now we will proceed with the next part of your sangara lesson, and this may be the last thing for you to master before going to his bed.”
He reached for an egg from the basket and with his other hand the phallus without the head. He instructed me to drip hot candle wax onto the scooped out end of the phallus, and then he quickly planted the egg in the pool of hot wax and allowed it to harden and hold the egg in place, making the phallus seem whole again. With an awl, he made a hole in the end of the shell, and using a short hollow stem sucked out the yellow yolk, spitting it into an empty bowl, leaving the white of the egg in the shell. I needed no explanation.
“This is one of my little inventions. It is incredibly realistic, and this makes it more so,” he said, guiding a tiny pinch of salt through the hole in the shell and stirring it in with a short twig.
“You will now learn to suck out and swallow the white of the egg without breaking the shell.
“Kneel up and close your eyes—lessons are better learned with the eyes closed—and imagine that I am the Master,” he said, taking his invention in hand and holding it down and out from himself.
“Now, draw your mouth gently over the egg and close your lips around the shaft. Keep your teeth away from the egg and suck gently. The idea is to drain the egg without breaking the shell.”
I started to gag.
“No, no, no. Take small swallows, not one large one. Don’t save it in your mouth,” he advised.
“When you can do this without breaking the egg I will consider you fit to pleasure him,” he said, as he went about draining the yolk from another egg.
I broke one egg and drained two others, gagging each time as the egg white ran to the back of my throat. I choked on pieces of broken shell as well, however, my partially successful efforts seemed to satisfy Mustafa as to my potential proficiency, and no further lessons were called for.
To court his favor I congratulated him on the cleverness of his invention.
“I have other inventions,” he proudly told me, pointing to a closed wooden box, “that I would be willing to share with you, if you were not a believer,” he said, rather ruefully.
“That is all for today—back to your room for your rest, and don’t forget to work on those heels of yours.”
Kneeling at his side, I cautiously placed a hand on his knee, and thanked him profusely for taking the time to share his valuable knowledge with me. He shook his head in acknowledgment and smiled back at me distantly, perhaps thinking of how he would have taught me these things had he been a whole man.
Mustafa escorted me back to my room and I sat down alone on the padded bench feeling sick to the stomach from the choking and gagging. Furthermore, I found the words “bury” and “swallow” extremely troubling—I had to take Sheik Ali further along than I had ever taken Jamaal.
And in what other ways did Sheik Ali “enjoy a woman”? Would I be further demeaned and degraded to nothing more than an alluring vessel for his seed?
Unnerved by the realization that I had to know a man this way—a man I scarcely knew—made me want nothing more than to go back to Jeddah and sleep safely away from these things in my own bed.
My lessons continued for the next few days. Refinement was the word he used; entertainment for him was what I thought.
Mid morning, Mustafa sent one of the servants to bring me to his quarters.
He pointed to a long narrow table, narrow enough to be a bench if it were not so high. “Unbutton the top of your abaya and lie down here, on your back.”
The servant disappeared and returned with a small pot cradled in a thick towel. I recognized the smell as soon as she entered the room—hot beeswax. What more was there to do? There was nothing left except on my head.
Mustafa pulled up a stool, sat himself down beside me, and pulled aside my loosened abaya exposing my breasts.
“Ahmad has prepared you well, but I have a small improvement to make.”
Using a small brush dipped in the hot wax, he painted wide circles around my nipples, carefully leaving the areolas and the nipples unpainted and exposed.
At the snap of his fingers, the servant took away the wax and brought to him another, smaller porcelain pot. “Henna,” he offered by way of explanation. “The dark brown color that comes from this Persian Black will look well against your skin. It will improve the allure of your breasts when you are not rouged. Our Master will favor them darkened.”
Using a wood spatula, he spread the greenish-black paste over my areolas and nipples, the wax he had painted on earlier kept drips and spillings off the pale swell of my breasts allowing him to be unfussy in its application. “It will take some time to give a good rich color,” he advised.
The servant stayed with me, occasionally squeezing drops of lemon juice onto the drying henna and smearing the revived paste around with her finger.
An hour or so later, Mustafa returned and in his usual abrupt manner ordered me to sit up.
Holding a cloth under my breasts, he shook off the curled flakes of dried henna. “Wash them,” he ordered the servant, and with a bowl of cold water and a damp cloth, she removed the last traces of henna, the cold water arousing my nipples nicely. Mustafa peeled off the thin translucent wax masks and lifted my breasts.
“Pretty, very pretty. The color suits you much better than rouge. When they have faded too much I will henna them again.”
The servant nodded her approval while giving me a gentle smile.
“Tonight in the great hall show them peeping over a choli, our Master will be pleased with my work.”
Before leaving the room, he instructed the servant. “Show her how to roll down and fold back a choli.”
This afternoon Mustafa took me to the bedchamber to continue my introduction to the ways. He came to my room smiling and in good humor telling me that I was to take the place of Hortensia on his roster for tonight.
“I am certain you will be called. He asked about you."
"What did you tell him?
"I told him you were ready and looking forward to your first night. You will offer him more than food tonight,” he smiled. “But before that, we must go to the bedchamber to finish your instruction. Follow me.”
Mustafa pushed open the heavy bronze doors to Sheik Ali’s bedchamber, the heart of a harem girl’s existence. Ahead of me, behind a large intricately carved mashrabiya screen, laid an intimidating room opulent and resplendent with painted archways and ceilings, spiraled columns and marble floors, and brilliantly colored silks and damasks. Against walls and between columns colorful rugs draped down, their patterns mirrored in a shallow reflecting pool carved into the marble floor.
From behind the entrance screen led a narrow walkway, marked in the floor by lines of contrasting marble mosaic, between which ran a long carpet. Where the narrow carpet ended the lines of mosaic tiles opened out into a large circle before the bed, clear except for a small round carpet at its center.
The Master’s bed, square and easily large enough to sleep three or four, stood on a raised dais. Four wooden pillars at each corner supported an ornately carved and painted canopy and to one side hung many ropes each ending in a large colorful tassel. On the bed lay a polished silk cover, the color of rubies and wine, stitched with gold thread into a pattern of squares. Sewn to the center of each square was an iridescent teardrop pearl—“the tears of captive girls who had lain there,” I imagined. White gossamer curtains were gathered and tied open to each post of the bed and in my mind I saw myself lying on the bed with the white curtains drawn closed around it, surrounding me in a misty cloud of seclusion, a lover by my side intent on seduction.
Cushions, plump rolls, and puffy pillows at the head of the bed promised sumptuous comfort, in stark contrast to the promise held by a coiled whip that hung on a corner post, its leather handle tooled into the form of an erect phallus.
For light, perforated brass lanterns hung by chains from the ceiling, and there were candleholders set on floor and tables. As well, there were several windows, cut through the thick stone walls, but high enough to keep prying eyes from breaching the privacy of the bedchamber. Tightly shuttered, they kept out the cold and the khamsin dust, opened they allowed in cooling breezes, depending on needs called for by the season.
On one side of the walkway, a huge carpet held a scattering of silk cushions and a large bolster. On the opposite side, despite the Holy Qur’an forbidding illustration of the human form, carved bas-reliefs depicted nude women posed in suggestive ways. These bas-reliefs formed the backdrop to a small sunken bath in which a submerged marble shelf served as a seat. Cakes of soap, sponges and vials of oils and perfumes in ornate bottles, arranged around the edge, were in easy reach of the bathers. Wisps of mist floated over the surface of the water and I later learned that burning charcoal cleverly heated the bath from below, which explained this mist.
If you are from a more temperate country, you may be surprised to learn of a heated bath in a hot desert climate, but here days could be stifling hot, and after sundown, a determined chill could set in, often accompanied by a cool sea breeze. A private bath, never mind a heated bath, was the epitome of luxury. I had never before seen so much water in a household, reflecting pools and private baths were uncommon, and by any measure an expression of extreme wealth.
A small wooden door, set in the stone wall, opened to the toilet, which was outside in a high-walled room open to the skies. A second similar door opened to a hallway leading to the rear of the wives apartments, so a wife could come and go to the bedchamber without chance of anyone in the main courtyard seeing her. An open arched entranceway led to the Master’s wardrobe and dressing room, another to a storage room for cottons, candles and lamp oil, and yet another opened to a dark passageway leading to the base of one of the gilded towers. There at the end of the darkness, was the most feared room in the entire complex—the erga.
Mustafa’s smirk and forbidding tone of voice gave a sinister introduction to the horrors of the erga as he informed me that “This chamber is where the Master or his eunuchs chastise errant slave girls for breaking the rules of the harem, or for not serving him to his satisfaction. Please enter.”
In the round chamber I noticed immediately a raised white plaster panel set high on the dark stone wall, like an elaborate honorary plaque, except that inscribed in flowing script was a list of eight rules of the harem, not a list of honorees.
“Read them out to me,” he ordered, pulling my head back sharply to face the panel.
“So you can read as well as write,” he said, after I had read them to him. “I thought as much, but your clever ways won’t help you.”
“Why is that?”
“Because you will not have the excuse of a misunderstanding to hide behind,” he told me forcefully, even with glee.
I clearly recall unquestioned obedience and submission, always accommodate him, never spill his seed, and bestow undivided pleasure. In my previous years of marriage, it seemed that I had broken most of the rules at one time or other and I thought some of the rules, such as not passing wind or yawning in his presence, were petty and childish and easily broken, and others distinctly vague. And what exactly was his measure of undivided pleasure? Was I not permitted to share or show pleasure while giving it to him, or did it mean something else? Could it be that some of the rules were deliberately vague so that slight or imagined causes could see a girl brought to the erga?
Deeper inside the cool chamber, caught in shafts of light streaming through a circle of high windows, was a disturbing display of silk whips, bamboo canes, loose cords of various lengths arranged neatly in a row, and a narrow metal collar with rings attached to it. A branding iron, tipped with finely worked silver lay across a small wrought iron brazier filled with black unburned charcoal.
“We call this one the scorpion,” he said, proudly holding out a whip with a colorfully decorated handle and a single white braided thong, thin and long enough to hang down to the floor where he made the meaningful end curl around in the manner of a raised scorpion’s tail. “Dry or oiled, it has a nasty sting to its tail. It was a favorite of Ali’s father; we kept the name in his honor. And this is for here,” he said, picking up another one with a black thong that started out as thick as your little finger before unraveling into six thinner strands each ending in a small tuft of loose threads. A tingling quiver followed the whip as he traced it over my bosom.
A pair of the infamous Turkish breast cups hung from a wooden post set in the floor, their tightening chains dangling loose. “Exceptionally painful,” was Mustafa’s callous remark, delivered with a smile, as he pushed the polished metal cups to one side with the whip, making them ring like bells when they swung back together. I took some small comfort from the shower of dust that slid off the polished metal—they had not seen use for a long time.
Satisfied with his introduction, he put the whip back in its place.
Embedded iron rings protruded from two white alabaster restraining columns and other rings and hooks were set in the walls at various heights. Leather wrist bindings dangled from two of them and beneath one, lying on the floor, an iron bar with shackles at each end.
Mustafa opened the dust-covered lid of a partitioned wooden box without explanation, and revealed its contents: carved ivory phalluses arranged in order of increasing size, and other items whose uses were left to my vivid imagination, now in turmoil with disturbing thoughts of painful and thoroughly indecent torment.
“You no doubt realize by now that I am most important to you,” he said, taking a deep breath and puffing out his chest like a strutting pigeon before picking up a cane. Waving it at the list of rules and flexing it between his hands threateningly, he said, “Chief eunuchs are entrusted to decide with what, and how, you will be disciplined. Eunuch Talil and I make sure that a visit here is not quickly forgotten.”
I had always enjoyed the company of the men I had known, few though they were, and I was disheartened and disillusioned by the realization that there were Satan-minded men who callously and purposely crafted such heinous instruments and devices of chastisement for use on women. I noticed that in their presence Mustafa’s temperament stiffened and became dominating and cruel towards me. How was it possible that men, who turn to us in our beds with love and affection and make us revered mothers of their children, seem at other times disposed to mistreat us and hold us in such low regard? Was this a hidden dark side of Arab men—one that I would come to know?
“Now that you have seen all and are undoubtedly inspired to please, we will complete your instructions.” He led me back to the huge bedchamber doors.
“We have traditions and customs to follow when a slave girl is serving her master in the bedchamber. The origins of many have been lost over time, but their purpose will be clear to you. We can thank the Turks and Persians for most of these traditions for they were keepers of great harems. We will start today with some simple requirements.
“When you enter through these doors you disrobe down to your night garments behind this screen,” he began, pointing to the tall mashrabiya screen intricately carved from acacia wood, “and then walk around to here,” he said, pointing to the start of the carpet, “and drop to your knees. Then you will crawl on your hands and knees along this carpet until you reach the round kneeling mat at the foot of the bed. There you will present yourself in any of the ways I have shown you, and await your Master’s commands. If he summons you to bed, you enter at the foot-end, lifting the covers over you and crawling up towards him. Never enter from the side; that is only for a wife to do. If you are here before your Master, then you kneel at the foot of the bed, facing it. When he enters the bedchamber, do not turn around to greet him; wait for his commands. If he orders you to leave the bedchamber, then walk backwards to the door. Never turn your back on him when leaving.
“Stay here,” he ordered, as he strode to the bed and took the whip from the post and returned to my side.
“Remove all your clothes and proceed as though your Master is waiting for you.”
I did his bidding and started my crawl as he walked alongside me calling out correcting instructions. “Keep your head down; look only at the carpet. Keep your knees and feet apart,” he added, poking the cold phallused handle of the whip between my thighs to encourage their parting—the touch and intrusion of the tooled leather handle in such an intimate place being acutely intimidating.

“At the mat make ‘the bow’. Present yourself.”
My thoughts flashed back to the time when I first tried on my harem clothes in my bedroom in Jeddah, pretending to be a haseki before a Sultan. How amazingly accurate had I imagined and portrayed the real thing.
“Now, one more time, starting from the screen, but this time when you reach the bed ‘present your peach’.”
I followed his instructions and held my pose as he played the thongs of the whip over my raised buttocks, not saying a word. I understood his message.
“On that table there is always a bowl of perfumed water, sponges and towels,” he said pointing to an alabaster and silver table. “Use it to wash your musk off him and yourself if he chooses not to bathe. If you are with another girl and he has chosen her for his pleasures, then you stand at the side of the bed, with your eyes to the floor while he is with her, and then sponge them off when a moment opens. If you are the last one called to the bed, put out all the candles and lamps except that one,” he said pointing to a large bulbous lamp of polished brass. “That one always stays lit.”
“Now, walk backwards to the door and put on your clothes.”
He escorted me back to my room and left with the words, “I have told Yasmeen to help you dress. I wish you the most excellent for tonight.”
What a thoroughly unnerving situation I had gotten myself into. On one hand, I looked forward to knowing these things, yet on the other, I was aghast at the way I had to show myself to the Master and the distasteful things I might be ordered to do to please him.
As you can well believe, my first calling was an unsettling experience, for although I had been forewarned and had learned much about what could be required of me, I was worried. I had no idea of what this stranger, my new Master, had planned to take from me for his pleasure that night. I nervously left the hall with another chosen one, a black Nubian slave with the harem name of Black Pearl.
I followed her lead in readying myself, glancing at her from time to time to make sure I was not missing or forgetting anything.
“Did Mustafa show you how the Master has us show ourselves?”
“Do you mean how to crawl to his bed and present yourself?”
“Yes. So tonight let’s show him our bums—he hasn’t seen mine for a while,” she giggled, irreverently.
“You do that. I want to face him—keep an eye on him.”
With her hands behind her back, oiling her buttocks and the back of her thighs, she asked cautiously, “Are you a believer?”
“Yes, I am,” I replied, intentionally oiling only my shoulders and chest.
“You will see bare marble floor around the kneeling mat. Kneel close to the edge and bend over low enough to let your breasts brush the marble; its cold touch hardens and raises the nipples. It makes him think he has inspired desire in you, even if he has not.” She grinned, adding, “Tonight he excites me. I don’t have to pretend.”
She rang a small hand bell. “Mustafa’s moment,” she said. “We stand here with our legs wide apart for this,” pointing to a spot on the floor. Mustafa appeared with a small bowl. “Pessaries,” she whispered. Mustafa inserted a small sea sponge soaked with pomegranate juice into us. “Here, wipe off the dribbles, he always makes them too wet,” Black Pearl said, handing me a small cloth.
“Will you be using any of those?” she asked, casually pointing to the jars and bottles clustered on the table.
“Yes, I use ylang-ylang,” I replied, confidently.
“I use nothing there, I’m sweet enough for him,” she said, followed by another of her girlish giggles.
Yasmeen quietly appeared with a bundle of clothes and body jewelry.
“I have chosen these for you, Sapphira.” She handed me a pair of diaphanous white chalwars laced with silver thread, silver embroidered slippers, and a handful of silver chain. I held the chain up and let it unravel. It fell into a lovely chain breast bridle (6).
“It is important that the upper garment is not too tight on you. Unlike cloth, it has no give; it leaves no room for your breathing. Too tight and it will snap if you take a deep breath. Wear it loose.”
She cupped me in to it. It did nothing for me. My breasts looked like two dead fish in a net. “Too loose,” I thought, and after she had left, I tightened the clasp at the front by two catches, and tied a small loop in the shoulder links to shorten them. The fish came to life.
Peeking through the screen, I saw him waiting for us, sitting up on the bed, leaning back comfortably against a pile of cushions, without any discernable expression on his face.
As Yasmeen had warned it would do if drawn too tight my breast bridle broke at the back while I was crawling towards him. My breasts dropped free, the silver mesh slithered down my arms, gathered about my hands and then scrunched under my knees as I passed over it. I didn’t look at her, I was too intent on keeping my head down and staying on the carpet, but I know I heard a giggle from Black Pearl.
As we had planned, we knelt on the small mat in the center of the mosaic circle and prostrated ourselves before him, taking advantage of the cold marble floor. Still kneeling, she turned herself around and shuffled closer until the swell of hips nestled into the narrowness of waists. It was all naughtily exciting to me, and I imagined how we must have looked to him from his high position on the bed—a puzzling black and white yin-yang symbol on the round mat.
He clapped his hands once to tell us that he was ready for us, and patted the bed on each side of himself to show where he wanted us. I followed Black Pearl’s lead, kicked off my slippers, stepped onto the raised dais, and clambered onto the bed, contrary to what Mustafa had told me about crawling up from the end.
In turn, we passed him back and forth between us. Unsure and uncomfortable about what to do and how far to go, I followed Black Pearl’s lead, coming over him on hands and knees, and dropping down on him to pay attention to his startling erection with my lips and hands, but without her enthusiasm and confidence.
Clearly, our impassioned deliberations brought him to a noticeable peak of excitement—somewhat satisfying my curiosity about him—before he motioned me off the bed, leaving Black Pearl entangled about him.
Deftly, he untied Black Pearl’s chalwars, pulled them off to bare her offering, and determinedly stroked her thighs apart, not that much encouragement was needed—I sensed eager willingness from the way she readily spread. With powerful impressive authority, he sowed his seed, while I stood in the shadows ready to sponge away the musk and love juices with perfumed water and moist towels. However, my afterwards attention was not required. They withdrew to the bath leaving me standing at the side of the bed, giving time for my steamy thoughts to cool and subside.
A quick flicker of Black Pearl’s eyes and a slight tilt of her head told me to join them in bed on the other side of the Master. I put out the candles and lamps and sat on the side of the bed, slipped off my pants, and slipped into bed.
I awoke to a room painted by the watery light of a breaking dawn. For a moment, I was unsure of where I lay, as I looked up at the unfamiliar underside of the elaborately carved and painted bed canopy.
Shortly, when I felt him stirring, I pushed down the coverlet to my waist to uncover my breasts, thought better of it, pulled it back up, and lay on my back pretending to sleep—waiting for the expected. Even so, it gave me quite a start to feel the touch of his hand on my breasts—that everywhere sign of what a man’s thoughts are leading to. Lazily, I turned towards him, to give him better access to his interests, and pretended to awake. My eyes opened to the warm smile of an invigorated and rested Master, gazing upon a shy and apprehensive slave girl about to receive her first bedchamber command.
How should I respond to his touching? Just lie in listless indifference and let him have his way with me, or acknowledge his touch with mine? He answered my unspoken question. With gentle firmness, he took my arm by the wrist and guided my hand down to his member, which I encircled with my fingers, at the same time being startled by its rigid abundance. It seemed even harder and larger than I remembered from the evening before when I attended to it and saw him thrust it into Black Pearl.
“Pleasure me, my pretty one, I am eager to savor one of your talents,” he whispered, as though trying not to awaken sleeping Black Pearl, the firm press of his hands on my shoulders leaving no question as to which talent he expected to savor. Fortunately, and not to mention Mustafa’s lessons, I had done this on occasion to my husband, although more in teasing play and never all the way, so I was knowledgeable, and surprisingly willing even in the absence of affection. I slid down under the silky bed coverlet to face my task, eye to eye, so to speak. “No need to fan the fire of desire, just put out the flames,” I thought, before taking him into my mouth.
Caressing hands and fingers on my ready breasts urged me on with a slowly rising tempo. I stroked back and forth as though moving to the quickening beat of a drum, before slowing to match the pace of his lustful rhythm. His thrusts deepened, encouragement and sounds of fulfillment were uttered. His issue came.
Disregarding Mustafa’s instructions, I discreetly spat out his seed and rubbed it into the bedclothes. There was no swallowing or burying of anything.
Despite these possible shortcomings, ignored or not noticed by Sheik Ali, he was pleased, saying, “For a girl of little experience you were delightful in your ways, not at all hesitant, and that makes for a good companion. You are well suited to serve me. Tonight you will be with me again. There are more ways for a slave girl to delight her master and earn her keep.”
“You like him don’t you?” asked Black Pearl later, as we gathered up our clothes and jewelry.
“I don’t know, it’s all too early to tell.” I answered.
“Well, I know you do and I know he likes you. I saw and heard everything. I was just pretending to be asleep.”
To talk amongst ourselves about what took place in the bedchamber between the Master and his night companions was unquestionably forbidden. Fortunately, the girls ignored this rule, and my story writing benefited greatly from these morning discussions. They often discussed and compared the most intimate details of encounters and it took me a while to grasp the meaning of words used to describe various goings-on such as lady position, making the sword dance, lazy man, and his morning glory. Each had a special meaning that was new to me.
At first I thought the girls were exaggerating and embellishing their stories with wild imagination, but I have learned that this was not so. The Master was most inventive and varied in his ways with women, and so were the girls with their Master.
Many who are opposed to slavery will have to forgive me for writing this, though some, no doubt, will understand. To many, I know it will sound trite and condescending, but it was the truth. Although the women were his slaves and lived daily under his whim, they understood and accommodated this relationship with him and lived contently with it, rarely lamenting their position or openly wishing for something else. Even those indifferent at times to his moods and orders served graciously. I saw emotions that swept through love and respect, boredom and enthusiasm, but never through fear and hatred.
In their small world, defined by the four walls of the harem and Sheik Ali’s callings, this was what life had to offer, and they grasped it gladly. They saw nothing extraordinary in their presence and purpose in a slave harem—it was their vocation, their duty and their purpose—just as I understood the terms of my commitment and held no complaint.
This softly spoken sentiment of Yasmeen may be an exception to the generality just described: “I have regret in my life—that Sheik Ali has not taken me as a wife, for I have loved him from the beginning. That silliness, I know, does not entitle me to be a wife, and besides, I am too old to be seeking the promise of a young man. He has never taken a wife,” she said, sadly. “I can make myself as pretty as the next girl and I am the most skilled of all his girls in the ways of the bed. There must be more to winning Ali’s heart than those things.”
Today is a landmark occasion for me. My past has caught up with the present, as far as my journal writing is concerned. You know now how I got myself into this situation and how it came to be that on this hot sunny afternoon I am sitting at this table, writing. From now on, I will write in my journal only when new events unfold. I will do this during the afternoon siesta while things are still fresh in my mind.
I have become quite familiar with the routine and workings of the harem, the roles of the various people, and the goings-on. However, before I start I must tell you about the toilets. They are well worth writing about. They are marvelous. You sit over a porcelain bowl set inside a painted wooden box and when you have finished you pull a handle back and forth and water washes away your doings. So much better than a hole in the ground with a wooden plank over it—and they do not reek, even on the hottest days.
At night, a wooden bar is lowered to lock closed the doors to the harem courtyard and two armed guards sit against them throughout the night, their guarding duties taken over by Mustafa and Talil in the daylight hours after the doors are unbarred. We are also required at night to bolt our room doors closed from the inside as a final precaution against intruders.
The two servant women assist us in our toiletries and look after the washing of our clothes and bed cottons. Twice a week two gardeners, an elderly man and his young apprentice, tend to the trees, plants and pools while our afternoon siesta conveniently confines us to our rooms. This is the extent of male presence in the harem, except for the Master, whose entry is always announced by the sounding of a large brass gong.
I find the antics of the slave girl Hortensia and the gardener’s young assistant amusing. He is an attractive youth—an opinion obviously shared by Hortensia—and a quiet courtship of sorts goes on between the young gardener and the sloe eyed Hortensia, for when he works in the garden in front of her room she tactfully opens the shutters, or stands back from the open doorway, and teases him wickedly by showing him what only a husband or master should see. He responds in kind—to the extent possible without raising suspicion—by working discreetly bare-chested whenever he is within her view. Her room is opposite mine and I have watched them. In front of her room lies the best-tended garden in the whole courtyard!
Sheik Ali and his harem gather each evening in the great hall for dining and entertainment. In the center of the large room is a square sunken area bordered by two steps leading up to a surrounding mezzanine. The lower sunken part is where we eat, and later it is the place for story telling and poems, singing and dancing, board games such as chess and backgammon, and other entertainment. Ali often reclines on a large upholstered divan set in the center of a huge carpet scattered with an array of cushions, taking pleasure from the attention of three or four serving girls. Mustafa selects the serving girls after consulting the written record he keeps of our menses and visits to the Master’s bedchamber. Others lie or stand along the sides of the room, often indifferent to the goings-on at the center.
I must mention one of the amusements of this place, a favorite game of the girls—possibly not of the Master. They blindfold him before each one in turn presents part of her anatomy for his feeling, such as the buttocks, leg or thighs—the girls claim breasts are too easy and are not offered. Cloth draped over the proffered part makes his task more difficult. The game is to see how many girls he can identify correctly. Those guessed wrongly accompany him to the bedchamber that night to refresh his memory.
They also try to upset Mustafa’s carefully planned roster by encouraging Ali to choose a girl not on his list for the evening. Success in this small amusement delights all…except Mustafa.
A bright oil lamp placed some distance behind a large cotton sheet forms the screen for a Magic Lantern. Between the sheet and lamp, girls act out scenes and stage poses, sometimes with props, many lewd and naughty, which tell stories from their wild imaginations. They depict in moving shadows, trees, birds, animals, and aroused men pursuing unwilling women, bringing to life stories for the audience.
Eunuchs are both blessed and damned. Blessed to serve in comfort from a position of importance—damned by castration (7) and the constant stimulation of their latent desires, desires that they can no longer relieve by lying with a woman. Mustafa, the chief eunuch, is fortunate. His slaver had cut off only his sac; he is a semivir eunuch. The still intact member above is useful for emptying his bladder but for nothing else. Nevertheless, I notice on occasion, when he is ministering to a girl, preparing her for her master’s enjoyment, that he often shows a slight stirring and bulge beneath his trousers. Talil, the second eunuch, is less fortunate. His captors cut off all his manliness; he is a sandali eunuch. Both sport beards and deep voices, signs that they met the knife as men, because castrated boys do not grow beards or hear their voices deepen.
Castration is a terrible fate, particularly for a grown man. In all likelihood, he had experienced the pleasures of manhood before they were cruelly and permanently denied him. Emasculation left memories intact and no means of relief for any desires or urgings that lingered on.
Sheik Ali bin Shareef al-Saalih is a beneficiary of the discovery of copper and gold in Buraydah, in the province of Qassim, a desperately dry, impoverished kingdom populated largely by nomadic warring tribes. This newfound wealth sustained an extremely wealthy class of ruling sheiks, and the building of a new and luxurious palace on the shore of the Red Sea in the market town of Makram. Slave concubines, their supervising eunuchs, household servants and staff moved by camel train from the old palace in Buraydah, protected by armed Bedouin mercenaries. Traveling from oasis to oasis, the journey took over thirty days to complete, so hostile is this country. This southward migration took place eight years before I arrived, spurred forward no doubt by the outbreak of fighting in the north and east and the increasing likelihood of invading Turks attacking and plundering the Buraydah palace.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/23262 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!