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Chapter One




That feeling of being mentally undressed by a person unknown creeps over me as I step off the train at London’s King’s Cross Station. Pausing to pretend to read a message on my phone, I peer surreptitiously about me until I can confirm my suspicions.

My instincts are right: there is someone — a female someone — standing just beyond the ticket turnstiles at the far end of the platform. Pocketing my phone, I shoulder my bag and walk briskly towards her, intending to pass by and escape into the crowds milling about on the station concourse. I present my ticket to the machine and step through, risking a glance to my left. What a figure she has! My insides seem to lurch — a warning bell — proof that even after two years of blissful marriage I am by no means immune to the allure of a beautiful stranger. Is my life of quiet domesticity about to be thrown into turmoil? A jab of illicit excitement sets my solar plexus a-quiver.

The girl is still staring wide-eyed at me over the rims of no-nonsense spectacles in red titanium. Four more paces and I’ll be past her.

“Excuse me, sir.” She has stepped forward, her voice educated, deep and alluring. “Might I trouble you for a minute?” Is she gearing up to offer me that once-in-a-lifetime chance to win a thousand pounds by filling in a survey on railway snacks? Am I about to be signed up for a monthly charitable donation?

A professional actor or conman might attempt at this point an expression of surprise, irritation with a hint of indifference. My career path having led me in different, less demanding directions, I can only stop, slack-jawed, and meet her gaze. Which is where it all goes wrong. Struggling to remember how to breathe for a moment, I fall headlong into eyes the color of autumn leaves swirling on the glassy surface of a woodland pond.

Glasses whipped off, she holds my gaze for an hour or so before clearing her throat and glancing down at her perfectly applied crimson nail varnish. Released from her spell, I take in that she is a head shorter than me — not quite as tall as my Bryony — olive-skinned and mid-thirties maybe. She is wearing an orange scarf, a loose white blouse with plunging neckline, a short gray jacket, and tight black jeans and boots. Despite the presence of a formidable tortoiseshell grip, wisps of lustrous dark hair refuse to be disciplined and fall across an oval face of exquisite proportions. She flashes me a dazzling smile, lips pink and voluptuous. “So, you’re okay for a quick word?”

“If it’s really quick,” I say, “I haven’t long.” Thrown off-balance by the golden, perfumed aura of the girl, the tone of my response is more curt, less English-gentlemanly than I’d like. “I mean … I’m sorry.” I’m floundering, as is no doubt her plan. “Actually, I’ve got a meeting at twelve.” This is a lie but is all I can think of on the spur of the moment. No point in explaining what I do to earn a crust: no one ever believes me.

“Well, I’ll be as quick as I can.” She steers me into the lee of a massive brick pillar and out of the stream of grim-faced commuters. A smooth brown hand comes to rest on my sleeve.

“Listen, I—”

“Hey, relax, Mister! I’m not after money.” She strokes under her chin and looks up at me, her very presence intoxicating. “My name’s Emilia Strang. I work for Futura Public. We’re a ‘street’ casting company based in Mayfair. Our job is to spot camera-friendly faces, non-actors who might be interested in appearing in foreign commercials.” She raises her eyebrows. “You’re not a professional model or actor, are you?”

“Anything but.” I try to sidestep her, but she has me backed against the pillar. “Listen, Emilia, I’m absolutely not interested. Really. I’ve been on camera in the past and—”

“So you already have experience?”

“Well, not in a professional sense — more in the … well, inadvertently, you might say … nothing actually paid. It’s a long and unpleasant story and, you know, I really…” We have locked eyes and any residual powers of rational communication ebb away like shaving water in a cheap hotel basin. “Thing is, er, Emilia, I’m already employed. I’m a university lecturer at Cambridge. In Mediaeval French Literature, as a matter of fact.”

She throws her head back and laughs. “As if someone like you would be involved in anything as outmoded and mundane as that!” Her hand is actually on mine now and I can feel her warmth seeping into me, tempting me. “But what I have to offer won’t disrupt your day job. Besides, if you really are what you say, hasn’t term ended?”

“Well, yes, we finished last week, but I have a wife and new baby to—”

“Listen, I’m a great believer in serendipity and coincidence. Let me read you our casting breakdown and you can decide whether or not this isn’t your special day after all.”

While she pulls an iPad out of her bag and flicks through the pages, I lean with exaggerated weariness against the wall; three-month old Chloe is only just beginning to sleep more than four hours at a stretch and neither I nor my darling wife, Bryony, are quite back up to speed as far as getting through the day is concerned. It was a long and difficult birth, an experience both of us would rather forget.

“Character 1: a handsome prince,” reads Emilia, those studious glasses back on her nose. “Tall, early to mid-thirties, traditionally ‘gorgeous’” — she glances up at me and pouts approvingly — “with expressive eyes, square jaw, wavy hair, broad shoulders. Not too typically modelly but must have perfect teeth. What do you say, sir? Too good an opportunity to miss?”

Given our joint interest in the appreciation of other people’s bodies, I know Bryony would tolerate my gaze settling momentarily upon Emilia’s generous cleavage. “W-well,” I stammer, looking up, the blood rushing to my cheeks, “I’m not one to brag but the description seems to fit — up to a point, I mean — but you still haven’t said what this is about. Much as I yearn to follow my instinct and run for a taxi, perhaps I ought to know the full facts.” I allow myself what I hope is a bashful smile, one which will probably come across as a lustful leer.

To my astonishment, Emilia lifts my chin with her forefinger. God, now I’m being molested in a public place. I’d have her for assault if I wasn’t already bewitched. “Sorry to say your face is perfect for my Prince.”

“No need to over-egg it.”

“Just saying.” Emilia pushes her glasses into her hair. “I’ll tell you what, is it me or is it getting warmer round here?” She unwinds her scarf. Her glorious neck is long, smooth-looking, and tanned. “Let me buy you a coffee. What’s your name, by the way?”

Don’t tell her. “Andrew. Andrew Billingham.”

“Good to meet you, Andrew.” We shake hands, her grip firm and warm, like other things we could mention, but not in polite company. She passes me her scarf to hold as a hostage so that I now can’t escape without stealing it from her. “What do you fancy?” Don’t answer that either. She indicates a nearby Costa. “Save us two spaces and consider whether five days in an exotic foreign location and three thousand pounds cash buy-out plus shooting days at three hundred and fifty pounds would be of any interest. Travel days at fifty per cent, naturally.”

I have no idea what she’s talking about but for the look of it, I smile. Not that she’ll notice. She knows as well as I do that I’m not going to refuse her anything. As indicated, I perch myself on an aluminum stool at the counter and watch Emilia out of the corner of my eye. Her enticing bottom swinging, I suspect, for my benefit, she wanders over to the bar and joins the queue for drinks. Twice, she smiles at me over her shoulder, keeping an eye on me. I am disconcerted by this glamorous girl’s attentions. She seems to be appraising me for tasty bits to nibble — like a lioness about to pounce on a grazing zebra, antelope, or springbok — any supposedly innocent creature from the Masai Mara, unworldly and idiotic enough not to notice a predator as obvious as this big cat about to eat it alive. Although I am no innocent — more a wildebeest, Bryony would say — the situation is just too incongruous. Part of me, the part I like to think occupies the high moral ground, remains on its guard. Until three minutes ago, I had been a mere junior university lecturer popping down to London to spend a couple of hours five minutes up the road in the British Library: my summer-vacation preparations for a new module I am to teach in October. After a series of unwanted adventures over the past three years, Bryony and I have finally managed to establish for ourselves a quiet routine well out of the limelight: an unambitious family life based on a foundation of much longed-for peace and stability. After much mutual soul-searching I left my wife and daughter at home with my mother-in-law Sarah on call and enough food and nappies to survive a year-long siege. I promised them I’d be back by six o’clock to take over baby duties. And now, here I am, accosted on this, my first outing alone since Chloe’s birth, already having my limited work time wasted by some unknown goddess in a public place.

Emilia returns with two lidded cardboard cups and a biscuit in a cellophane wrapper. “Thanks,” I say, my voice dry. “How did you know I’d not be able to resist a shortbread?”

“Just part of my little experiment to see what you can and can’t resist.” She smiles, slipping onto a stool beside me. Our knees touch; I adjust my position. “Have you mulled over my offer?”

“Yes.” I look into her eyes again: another mistake.

“And?”

“So here’s the deal.” I crack open my coffee cup and a gob of foam lands on her thigh.

“A little premature, Andrew?” She is giving me that enigmatic look so favored by seductive women. She lifts the foam from her pants and offers me her finger to lick. I take a paper napkin and clean it for her. I’m not that much of a tart.

“Maybe, Emilia, you could just tell me a little more about this mysterious project.” Her knee has found mine again. “I’ll listen very nicely before turning you down with infinite regret” — the only truth in this absurd speech — “before we shake hands again, go our separate ways and never see each other again.”

“And then you’ll wake up on the train home and it was all just a bad dream?”

“Pretty much.”

Her golden-brown eyes still fixed upon mine, she pops the lid off her cappuccino. “Listen, this week I’ve stood and watched thousands of dreary and unlikely men arriving at four London stations.”

“Really?”

“Liverpool Street, Charing Cross, Victoria, and here at King’s Cross. It’s what I do.” She takes a slow sip of coffee and I wonder how it would be to lick the half-moon of foam from the tiny hairs of that sensuous upper lip. She performs the task herself and something stirs between my legs. Christ, Andrew, grow up. “But until ten minutes ago I’ve seen nobody even remotely resembling what I know my client wants. You are perfect and have saved me a day tomorrow loitering with intent at Paddington Station. You are my man, Andrew Billingham. I know it, and I am never wrong.”


Chapter Two




Upon my return to Cambridge, it takes me seven minutes to walk from the station to our little terraced house on Tenison Road. The time is just one minute to six as I quietly open the front door. Judging from the aroma of burnt cheese, my mother-in-law has been cooking.

Bryony looks up from her customary position on the sofa. “Hello, darling man,” she whispers. I drop my document case into an armchair and bend to kiss my delicious wife. I breathe her in, my tongue lingering about familiar lips. “Bad man!” she hisses. “No rude kissing. That’s all a thing of the past, as you know.”

A jab of guilt. “Yeah, right,” I smile, taking her face in my hands and curving my tongue deeply into her mouth. “And how is the brave mother of my child?”

“I’m okay now, but I had to call in the cavalry at about three. Mum’s only just gone back to her B & B.”

“A hands-on grandma is worth her weight in gold.”

“I know. And she’s made us one of her lasagnas too.”

I turn and kneel beside the Moses basket containing my sleeping daughter. With the utmost care, I pull back a corner of the quilt and plant the lightest of feathery kisses on the back of her warm, round head. “I worship your mum’s very feet, Bryony,” I whisper. “And yours — and Chloe’s. It’s such a relief to see you again.”

“After all this time? You’ve only been away eight hours.”

“Nine hours eleven minutes door-to-door. It’s made me realize how much I love you.” I glance down at our baby. “And missed you, both of you.”

“Have you indeed? It must be very hard.” Bryony puts out a hand and strokes the front of my trousers. “Mm, not that hard, as it happens.” She gives me a half-hearted squeeze. “One day we’ll sort out Caesar again, I promise.” Neither of us likes to refer to my male appendage as a penis, phallus or, worse still, manhood, and so as “Caesar” he has long been known.

Being careful not to jog the sleeping baby with my foot, I ease myself into the sofa next to my tired wife.

“Little Miss Cutey’s only just gone down,” Bryony whispers, “so we might be able to grab an hour of peace, get to know each other again, like in the good old days of selfishness and coupledom. Your daughter’s been pretty lively today, determined to miss nothing.”

“Like mother, like child.”

 Bryony is silent for a moment. “True enough,” she sighs. “I do remember once being a fully energized, can-do-career-girl and wife — and after my maternity leave, I shall be—”

“Back in the saddle with me at home as house-husband?”

“Well, yes, that’s what we agreed isn’t it? You said you’d be alright with taking a sabbatical from lecturing and—” 

“Actually, Bryony, I was thinking about that today.” She pushes the hair off her face and looks at me, a flash of indignation in her eyes. I take her hand. “Look, this probably isn’t the moment, but I’m not sure whether I want to give up my College work. Apart from anything else, there’s no guarantee that my job will still be there if I duck out for a while. I know that’s what we agreed, but maybe we should sort out some official child-minding for when we both need to work. That’s the modern way, isn’t it?” Especially if Emilia finds me more lucrative work making commercials. “That way, I can carry on spreading the word about Mediaeval French Literature — which both my students and I do enjoy — and you can resume your career as prize-winning bridge engineer, globetrotter and, on an evening and at weekends—” I raise an eyebrow, “—rampant lover.”

Her eyes are filling with tears. I feel a complete shit. “You’ve been so patient with me,” she sighs, “so very kind and attentive, and I will make it up to you. I have to say I’m not that happy about going down the whole day-care, child-minding route for Chloe, but can we talk about it another day? I can’t face heavy negotiations with you when I’m feeling so wiped out.”

“Of course, my darling.”

She strokes my hair. “But have no fear, on your last point I shall do my best to become your ‘rampant lover’ again one day soon. It’s just that I’m so—”

“Don’t,” I say, kissing her hair. “I do understand. I’m sorry I even mentioned it, even as a joke.” I slip my arm round her shoulder and hold her close. “After an eighteen-hour labor, after the battering your body took, nobody’s expecting you to be back at the practicing procreation station and shagging like a rabbit. Give yourself a break, my darling. You’ve had the stuffing knocked out of you.”

“And you’re just the man to stuff it back in again, are you?” Bryony gives a brave, wan smile before her adored face crumples and the tears flow.

“Oh, my beautiful girl.” I gather her in as close as I can without squashing her — God, how I love her — until with a juddering sigh, the convulsions cease. I lie her back, propping her head in the corner of the sofa with a couple of cushions. As those magnificent blue eyes close, I lean in and kiss her tousled blonde and pixie hair. Even without her habitual hint of makeup, she is the most beautiful creature I have ever encountered. More so, far more, I tell myself, than the Emilia girl I encountered today, simply because I know and love my wife so well and we are soulmates.

I lean back and inhale the delicious scents permeating the room: baby, breast-milk, talcum powder, and that weird herbal cream Bryony rubs into her teats to stop them cracking under the strain of Chloe’s sucking. Sensing steady breathing, I steal an uxorious glance down her beloved body. Although obviously still fuller around the midriff than she was, it is already clear that Bryony has lost much of her pre-birth weight; her figure is well on the way to regaining its beautiful former tone and shape.

Despite a visceral craving to make the gentlest of love with my queen, I know to suppress these urges; to wake her now would be criminal.

I exhale and close my eyes, my mind turning as it so often does towards making love once more with my wife. It is not difficult to imagine lifting her bodily, lying her across my lap to begin the slow, seductive process of removing her clothing. In my mind’s eye, I revel in the glorious curves and shadows of her upper thighs and hips inexorably revealed as I push the fabric of her pants from under her buttocks; the irresistible draw of her tummy button and the arrow-like shape of tiny hairs which points to that inviting triangle of blonde curls between her legs. With a pang of forlorn excitement, my eyes flick open: yes, those loose trousers and panties could so swiftly be disposed of. How well I remember Bryony’s former impatience before love-making, how she would bend her knees and tug those garments over her ankles, often resorting to kicking them across the room in her need to get naked with me. Those were the days.

With Chloe fast asleep, it would be merely a matter of lifting that sweet-smelling, milk-stained T-shirt over Bryony’s head and pressing my mouth and nose into the warm, moist valley of her cleavage.

No, Andrew!

I take a deep breath and try to calm myself, but Caesar is boynging around like a jack-in-a-box between my thighs. Try as I might to catch up on some sleep I now begin to remember how I used to straddle Bryony’s naked form, her hips supporting my buttocks as I rode upon her, one hand fondling a breast, the other reaching behind me to explore her ever-ready clitoris. Then, releasing her breast, I would slip an index finger between her lips to probe inside her mouth, feeling between silky wet cheeks and teeth, the roof of her mouth, under her tongue, maybe as she sucked and nibbled at my finger. Below, I would slip a pair of fingers inside her, lifting and twisting until she was quivering for me, anticipating the arrival of brave Caesar.

As she began to purr and squirm under me, I would slowly extract the digit from between her teeth and paint a trail of cooling saliva across her lower lip, over her chin and down her smooth, pale throat until I reached that cleavage. She used to love me doing that, I recall, begging me between sighs to splay my fingers, fan them out and hover an inch or so above each breast, teasing and brushing her nipples as they rose, distended, to press against the palm of my hand.

At these delicious images, Caesar stretches a little more, making room for himself within the confines of my boxers, pushing up and against the elastic. Pressing down on the escape artist with the heel of my hand, I remind myself with a grim smile that Bryony’s pale and nowadays blue-veined and fabulous mammaries are for the time being the exclusive domain of our infant. For me they are off-limits, Bryony being unable to countenance my coming anywhere near them — let alone taking the nipples into my mouth — although I am screaming inwardly to do so. I also know better than to pressure Bryony about resuming even the most modest of sexual relations. For this breast-feeding new mum, snatched and gentle exercises on the bedroom carpet are one thing, but ‘intercourse-lite’, as she calls it, is still a step too far. We enjoy a gentle, nightly routine of cuddling and spooning, but sex is off the menu.

Half-opening my eyes, I risk passing a hand up and down Bryony’s left thigh, relishing her warmth seeping through the thin, blue material of her tracksuit bottoms. She does not stir. I yearn to relax and chat with her — there is so much to report when we’re both awake and up for some adult conversation about, say, my encounter with the Emilia woman and its ramifications. The erotically supercharged creature is still very much in my thoughts, although fading now into a guilty haze of unreality. For a moment or two, I replay my exchanges with her, trying to grasp what precisely she wants from me. She had seemed genuine, had given me contact details and various links and appeared convinced that I would meet with the approval of her mysterious ‘clients’. She had taken a veritable stream of photographs of me — close-ups drinking coffee, smiling, scowling, even a video of me doing ‘Prince’ walking up and down the station concourse. To my surprise, Emilia had complimented me on my natural confidence on camera.

A movement from Bryony. I lie back very still with my eyes shut in order not to rouse her further. Will she be cross with me for touching her thigh?

“Hello, darling man,” she murmurs. “I’ve been asleep.”

“I know.”

“Was I snoring?”

“Nope.”

“Good.” My belt and trousers are being deftly undone. What is she doing? A warm hand slips inside the waistband of my boxers, familiar fingers curling round Caesar, already raring to go after my recent meditations. Independent-spirited as ever, and hardly daring to believe his luck, he rears up like a stallion, stiffening under Bryony’s expert ministrations and insistent upon being released from the constraints of clothing.

Bryony is gazing at me with a look of naughty amusement and satisfaction. My throat is dry again. “My God, darling!” I grunt. “What precisely are you up to?” 

She smiles. “Just needed that power-nap. I’ve been watching you. Even with your eyes closed, I have the distinct impression you were mulling over matters erotic — both pleasant and unpleasant. Am I right?”

“You got me,” I stammer, lifting my hips and, with some urgency, pushing my trousers and boxers down to my knees. Caesar, at liberty at last, pings upright in the early evening light, Bryony’s hand moving with practised skill up, down, and around his veined stem. In a surreal twist for a new father, beyond the pillar of excitement Bryony is nurturing, I see Chloe shifting under her crocheted blanket. Mum and Dad freeze for a second, staring in dismay at the little bundle in her basket. Chloe emits a single squeak.

“Please not now, baby girl,” mouths Bryony, her eyes betraying how torn she is, tugged one way as a wife to satisfy her man and another as a mother to tend her child. “Just give me five minutes to deal with your randy old Daddy and I’ll be right with you, okay?”

“Tell you what,” I whisper, “we don’t want to traumatize the infant, do we? Give me a second and I’ll pop her upstairs to her own room.” Bryony looks up in some alarm. “I’ll leave the door open, darling. Don’t worry.”

I lift the precious basket and, aware that Bryony is observing my bare buttocks, carry the child upstairs. I watch her settle again and creep downstairs where Bryony is sitting up and waiting for me, her T-shirt discarded, her wonderful breasts at liberty. I slip into the sofa next to her and she begins to kiss me with more intensity than she has for months, the familiar erotic taste of her sending spasms of excitement down to my toes. I begin to relax at last as her tongue slips silkily between my lips, a hand exploring between my legs to seek out and cradle my balls. “My darling, my darling,” I sigh, throwing my head back, “I’m at the portals of heaven. It’s been so long.”

“I know, sweet man. Just lie back now and let me sort you out.” She releases my scrotum, reaches into the changing-bag on the floor and pulls out a clear plastic bottle of baby oil with a pink lid. With a single squeeze, she dribbles a dollop of the cool, clear liquid onto the tip of my aching penis and, with a deft downward movement of her hand, coats me with lubricant. Excess oil oozes into my pubic hair and trickles between my butt cheeks where it will doubtless add a fresh stain or two to the ancient leather sofa beneath us, scene of so much passionate activity in the past. “It’s not necessarily what Johnsons were thinking of when they invented this excellent product,” she giggles, “but it’ll have to do for the moment.” Her hand is moving rhythmically up and down. “I say, I’d forgotten quite what a pillar of society Caesar is. I anticipate though that he won’t be able to resist me for long!”

I seize the slippery bottle and squirt another tablespoon of gloop over Bryony’s hand as it rises and falls. My hips have begun to move in a circular motion, the leather cushions creaking softly. I swallow. “My darling Bryony, I—”

“Yes, Andrew?” She sinks her tongue into my mouth again, her lips full and wet on mine. She tastes exquisitely of soft fruit — apricots or peaches warmed on marble slabs under an Italian sun. I’m hallucinating. “You were saying?” she goes on. 

“Aaaaahhh!”

The room out of focus for a moment, I explode like a Roman fountain — since we’re talking Mediterranean — as a beam of evening sunlight bursts through a gap in the clouds outside the window behind us. Droplets of semen, illuminated like beads of mother-of-pearl from a broken necklace, glint and sparkle in the sudden blaze of the sunset. Above us, against the shadow of the bookcase, and raised aloft by my passion, particles of dust dance, a cascade of fairy confetti to celebrate this partial and unexpected reunion of man and wife.

Grinning and flushed with delight, Bryony presses her face into my neck. “Well, sir,” she says, “that didn’t take you long, did it?”

“Nnnggg.”

“What say you, my darling? I can’t understand a word.” She begins to belabor my face with kisses, her hand deftly squeezing every last drop from Caesar and making me shudder. “Thank you so much for coming, though.”


Chapter Three




Bryony is perched on the edge of our bed with Chloe clamped limpet-like to her left nipple. It is the infant’s last feed of the evening. Meanwhile, still tingling from my recent release, I am toweling myself off after a shower in our smart new en suite bathroom.

“I say, O nude and handsome husband,” comes an enquiry, “you don’t mind my surreptitiously observing you during your ablutions, do you?”

“Not at all, my angel,” I reply. “Whatever floats your boat.” I know that my beautiful wife has been watching me in the mirror on the wardrobe door; I have often paid her the same compliment since we remodeled our bedroom. I smile, meeting Bryony’s reflected gaze, the sheen of her pixie-blonde hair creating a halo of loveliness in the light of the bedside lamp. Her eyes are in shadow but I know she’s giving me that loving look I so don’t deserve. Not today. She is as yet unaware of my guilty conscience, innocent of the knowledge that on my very first sortie from the family hearth I have proved myself weak and unreliable, susceptible still to the unspoken suggestions — temptations — of another woman. Trying to banish these thoughts, I clear my throat, rubbing at my lower abdomen with a corner of the scrumpled towel. “I deliberately set the espionage mechanism at just the right angle for you,” I say. “Anything to please my lady.”

She blows me a kiss. “Ever chivalrous, eh? But I saw you looking at me too.”

A year ago she would have been off that bed in an instant, jettisoning any clothes and running to lean naked and coy against the bathroom door-frame, her mouth open and eager for love. My towel dropping to the floor, I would have taken her extended hand and pulled her against me, warm and damp, clean and ready once more for intimacy. Caesar would have leapt to attention under the ministrations of her coaxing fingers — or even lips — and then it would have been up to me to lift her long, smooth leg to my hip and enable her to impale herself upon me. Thereafter, amidst much squirming on her part and thrusting on mine — and often with tubes of toothpaste and bottles of toiletries being swept to the puddled floor, she would have fought her way through six or seven whooping orgasms. I might have pinned her hands to the steamy bathroom mirror or lowered her to the floor — maybe carried her to the bed, who knows? — but come inside her I would most certainly have done. Indeed, such would have been our passion that Bryony would have, and often had, demanded to be ‘taken’ anywhere — on the staircase, over the breakfast bar, in the shower, on the hearthrug, even once from behind over her dressing-table stool. Right now, though, she is looking at my ‘glorious physique’ (her phrase, not mine) with an expression of such sadness that she breaks my heart. The doctor had assured her a week ago that her physical prerogative would return. “Timing for every woman is different, Ms. Mowbray.”

I step into the bedroom and sit next to my little family, taking Bryony’s hand and watching the strong sucking movements of Chloe’s rosebud mouth as she drifts in and out of sleep.

“Andrew?”

“Yes, my darling.”

“Can I say something?”

“Sure.” I stroke Bryony’s cheek with the tips of my fingers.

“Well, seeing you drying yourself like that, I just wanted to say that it’s not that I don’t fancy you any more — because I do. You are as strong, toned, and supple as ever.” She grips my upper arm. “These gorgeous wide shoulders, muscular arms, and that not too well-defined six-pack have always turned me on — and still do, in theory at any rate.”

“Bryony, please, you don’t have to—”

“As for those pert tight buttocks of yours, the gentle, erotic sinews of these thighs and calves…” — her free hand is stroking my legs — “well, I love to watch them flexing and stretching as you rub yourself down. There’s something just so yummy about your dark leg hairs rising and falling—”

“Darling—”

“—Under the manly toweling and pummeling they receive after a shower. But give me your hand, Andrew.” She lifts the baby a fraction and guides my hand under the duvet. “Now feel between my legs.”

I do as I am bid — name me the man who would refuse such an order — and push my fingers gently across her tummy and through her hairs.

“Go on,” she purrs, “make some ‘enquiries’ like you used to.” My middle finger slips downwards across her clitoris. “Carefully now. What do you feel?”

“Well, I—”

“You see? Nothing. Even after watching your gorgeous, golden body in the shower and after all this talk of your physical attributes, I am as still as arid and parched as the bloody Kalahari.”

“Lights on, no one home.”

“Pretty much.” There are tears in her enormous, blue eyes. “What’s the use of me, darling man? A dormant clitoris and an indifferent, maybe extinct husk of a vagina: what the fuck is the point?”

“Bryony, it doesn’t matter. I can wait; you know I can. I love you.”

“I know, Andrew. But I worry that you’ll go off me. Could you bring me some water? This child of yours is sucking me dry.” I step to the bathroom. “Maybe it’ll get better when I stop breast-feeding.” 

“Listen,” I say, filling a glass, “we mustn’t worry. If the doc says it’s normal then we’ll just have to wait it out. I can cope if you can — especially if you don’t mind taking matters into your own hands now and again…” Beside her on the bed once more, I kiss away her tears. “Something at which you are particularly talented according to recent eye-witness statements.”

Bryony reaches down and weighs up my dangling cock. “Maybe I do still have my uses,” she whispers, her fingers gently squeezing. “But look at you, Caesar, you bad boy! It’s only been a few minutes and you’re already up on your hind legs again and begging for more!”

“Now don’t go blaming Caesar, my gorgeous: you’re the one messing with his head.” Bryony laughs quietly, her thumb edging back and forth across Caesar’s already slimy tip. “But if you let me get dressed I’ll pop down to the shop to lay in some red wine and salad to go with your mum’s lasagna.”

“Sounds good, Mr. Cruel-Sea-Hair,” she replies, observing my unruly locks. “Get dressed if you feel you must, but answer me one question before you go.” I am on my feet and fumbling with the buttons on my favorite denim shirt. What’s coming? “You said earlier that it was a relief to get back home this evening.”

“Did I?”

“You did. So what is a doting wife to make of such a curious statement? You’d only been gone a few hours. I trust nothing has already happened to upset the quiet domesticity we’ve fought so hard to secure.”

“Pregnancy and childbirth have not dimmed your powers of soul-reading, I see.” I pull on my trousers.

“Spill, Billingham.”

Plonking myself down on the dressing-table stool, scene of so much past action, as mentioned, I take a deep breath. “Well, the question is, O laser-sharp wife of mine, do you think I look like a prince?”

“I’ve always said so.” She arches one eyebrow.

“Because I was accosted at King’s Cross this morning by a woman—”

“Hah! I knew it!” Bryony flicks her hair back, some of the old fire returning to her eyes. 

“Who insisted,” I continue, having learned that the best way to counter wifely triumphalism is to plow the straight furrow of truth, “that my everso regal features could earn me the right to go to Moscow and star in a commercial for Russian toothpaste.”

This time Bryony raises both eyebrows. “Hold on, Mister, did that recent tsunami-orgasm scramble your brain?” 

“Yes, but no more than usual.” I kneel at the bedside, our eyes level. “It’s no use giving me that old-fashioned look, Bryony. I’m absolutely serious. This woman — Emilia someone — wants me to fly out on Friday for five days, do some prince acting—”

“Presumably in the company of some devilishly pretty princess?”

“Possibly, but I have no information on that score…”

“Uh-huh.”

“And return on Tuesday or Wednesday, depending on how it all goes.”

Her lips pursed, Bryony glances quizzically at me before addressing her baby. “Right, little girl,” she smiles, “off to bed with you. No falling asleep on the nipple.” She inserts a little finger into the baby’s mouth and breaks the vacuum. Chloe wriggles and lets out a squeak of frustration, her lips still pouting hopefully. “Andrew, could you just see if she’s got any wind and then put her down? And while you’re doing that, prepare ye for wifely interrogation.”


Chapter Four




My stomach churning with anticipation, I burp my tiny daughter and lay her gently in the cot in the bedroom next to ours. Placing a pink woolly blanket over her and kissing a warm cheek, I wait until she settles and then pad back to Bryony. When we are both under the duvet, I put an arm round her shoulders. “Am I to expect the Spanish Inquisition, dearest one?”

“Yes.” She leans her head against mine and begins to fiddle with the blue material of my shirt. “Given my current state of sexual incapacity, husband, I felt you might like to share with me your — or this Emilia’s — projections for goings-on in Moscow. If you anticipate that I must prepare myself for life as a single mum, I need to know as soon as possible. A girl needs to make plans, you know. Flats to rent, lovers to install etcetera.”

I pull her towards me, kissing the tip of one pixie ear. “Emilia has not mentioned the sleeping arrangements, it’s true, but she is equally vague about when I’ll be back. I imagine that it’ll all depend upon how professional I am and whether I piss off the director or not with my lack of experience.” I adopt a transatlantic drawl, unconvincing even to me. “‘Hey, guys, listen up, let’s like — try for just one more here: shot nine, take seventeen, eighteen, nineteen … thirty-five, sixty-nine … one hundred-and-eight … and action!’”

“Silly boy.”

“I can already see myself letting them down: the gormless Englishman, untrained actor unable to hold a toothbrush convincingly on camera. The Russkies might not get their commercial in the can until two thousand and forty-five. And God knows what the sleeping arrangements will be by then.”

Bryony begins to giggle. “You’re such an arse.”

“I’ll probably never come back because there’ll be endless huddled conversations in the studio between the producers and the toothpaste people before the director comes over and whispers to the gaffer or the best boy or the first A.D. or whoever the hell it is: ‘Er — like — maybe someone could persuade our asshole of a prince to — like — try acting this time?’”

“Andrew, stop!” Bryony grabs a pillow and hits me in the face with it. “Don’t think any more about it: the whole thing’s a scam!” She pushes back the duvet and scrambles round to face me. “You dullard man,” she hisses, holding my face with both hands, “you and I have been taken in so often before, haven’t we?”
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