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‘And the way she’d looked at him! How dare she? She’d made him look away, humbled him with her gaze! Was he not the man and she the woman? And had her strange, dark eyes not glowed with pleasure as she’d done so?’ (‘Little Herr Friedemann’ by Thomas Mann, 1896.)


The Adoration of Adele Adams — Part Three

Had an artist been passing he or she would have longed to paint them, or carve a sculpture of them in celebration of the power and beauty of love.

JOSEPH FLED from his home with a burning rage in his heart but with no purpose or destination in mind. Driven by the need to escape his marriage, and by the hurt done to him by his wife, he marched across the city, making no eye-contact with other pedestrians and striving, with little success, to empty his mind of thought and feeling.

He’d eaten nothing, yet had no appetite, but he purchased a bottle of water and drank from it as he walked without stop for over an hour until he found himself in the square outside King’s Cross railway station. He went into the station and joined the crowd gazing up at the departure boards. A train for Leeds was leaving in fifteen minutes and, for no reason other than it was the next departure, he bought a ticket, and boarded the train.

When the train pulled out of the station he felt his spirits lift as if he might be about to start a new life, and live as an ordinary man again. He bought a sandwich and a coffee from the passing vendor, and once he’d consumed them, he lay his head back and fell into an exhausted sleep. But then the dreams came, trapping him anew, and forcing him to relive the pain of the night before all over again.

Once more he saw Adele in Laurent’s arms, and found himself prey to Adele’s sly inducements. Yet it wasn’t these memories, terrible as they were, that hurt him the most. It was the memory of a sound that lashed his soul — the sound of his wife’s laughter. He’d always found her laughter lovely beyond words, a music that delighted his heart, but now the memory of it brought him only pain. She’d laughed as if she hadn’t a care in the world! She’d caused him immeasurable hurt, and yet it had meant no more to her than a game, a joke she could laugh about!

It wasn’t the pain that tormented him so much as the knowledge that his suffering had added to her pleasure, and yet knowing this lit a sweet flame in his senses. To his despair, he found joy in the memory of being ruled by his wife. Adele was a heartless woman, he had no doubt of that now, and she deserved none of the love and devotion he’d shown to her in their marriage. She deserved only his anger, and yet his love for her knew no bounds.

In his dream, Joseph became swept up in a storm of rage and desire, the rage feeding his desire, and the desire fuelling his rage. How could he have let her treat him like this? Why had he given in like a fool? Bemused by his stupidity, he vowed to force a change in his life and character. He’d show them how proud and strong he could be. Luxuriating in a dream of a new life, he knew with certainty that he’d wipe the memory of his foolishness from the face of the earth. It was a richly pleasurable conviction that went a long way towards easing his feelings of rage and helplessness.

And then a hand was shaking him by the shoulder, and he started awake from his dream. Expecting to see Adele and Laurent, his fists were clenched in readiness to strike, but it was only the train conductor who clipped his ticket and moved on, leaving Joseph to come to terms with the ordinary world of the train carriage. But how could anything be ordinary after what had happened? Marriage and holy vows, trust and devotion, did they have any meaning at all, or were they just masks to hide the emptiness of existence, and the absence of true, selfless love?

Joseph tried to find sleep again, but the righteous fury he’d felt in his dream had inflamed him in a way that made him uncomfortably aware of what he was wearing beneath his jeans. He’d spent the night fully dressed on the study floor while Laurent and Adele had slept upstairs in the master bedroom, and he was still wearing the clothes Adele had chosen for him. ‘You’ll wear my knickers under your jeans,’ she’d told him, her words coming back with haunting clarity. ‘That way you’ll feel me close all the time, and you’ll know that I love you and own you no matter what.’

‘Own you,’ he could accept — why else had he danced so helplessly to her tune? — but ‘Love you?’ No, he didn’t believe that, not any more, not after she’d treated him so cruelly. She’d never loved him, he decided, seeking out further reasons to hate her. She’d only married him in order to live in his town-house, and turn him into her servant. She’d bewitched him, used her beauty to crush and bind him. He made up his mind to go to the washroom at the end of the carriage and change into a pair of boxer shorts, yet he remained in his seat, gazing out the window at the passing countryside, a man in a dream.

The train arrived in Leeds at just before three o’clock, and Joseph slung his small blue rucksack over his shoulder and walked out of the station into the city. He’d never been to Leeds, and had no idea what to expect, but he was immediately struck by its thriving modernity. Like most Londoners, he believed his home city to be without equal, and so he was surprised to find that another ‘lesser’ city possessed a scale and multi-cultural vitality that easily matched London’s. He’d only been walking a few minutes when he came across a grand-looking hotel called Quebecs. He climbed the steps and went into the lobby. They had a room available on the third floor, and he took it, glad to have found a shelter from the storm, a safe place to lie low and lick his wounds.

His room was spacious with a king-size bed, a mini-bar and a luxurious bath and shower-room. There was hardly any traffic sound due to the double glazing, but it was a very warm day, and he thought of opening the windows, but he decided the air conditioning was good enough and, taking a chilled beer from the mini-bar, he sat in the armchair by the window. He looked at the television and read the greeting on the screen, ‘Quebecs welcomes Joseph Cairns and wishes you a happy and comfortable stay.’

He recognised the name as his, and yet it woke no sense of identity in him. It was as if he’d lost all connection to his past, and with it any regard for his life and character. Perhaps because his heart was dead, he no longer had any interest in life. Possessed by self-loathing, but also by a craving for purity and innocence, he stood and undressed until he was standing naked except for Adele’s pretty knickers. He told himself to take them off, and yet, strangely calmed by them, he kept them on as he pulled back the covers and got into bed. Huddled in the soft linen sheets he felt a painful longing for his wife. How lovely it would be to lie beside her and hold her in his arms. He’d wake in the middle of the night and lie in the darkness listening to her soft breathing. He clenched his eyes tight shut and tried to force her out of his mind but then his phone made its message received sound for the fifth time since he’d left the station. He knew who it would be, and he decided not to check his messages, but he found himself getting out of bed and taking his phone from his jacket pocket. He had two voice messages and three texts from Adele. He couldn’t bear to hear her voice, but he opened her texts, and read them.

‘Where are you?’ read the first text. ‘I’m so sorry if I hurt you. Please call me. I love you. Ax.’

She must have come home early from work and discovered he was gone. Well, it served her right, he decided. He wouldn’t be her lap-dog any longer, her foolish and servile husband. No longer would he be a toy for her to play with, and do with as she liked. Those days were gone. She was on her own now, and she’d just have to get used to it. As Joni Mitchell sang so memorably in Big Yellow Taxi, ‘You don’t know what you got till it’s gone.’

‘We need to talk,’ read the second text. ‘Please call me. Ax.’

The third text was more desperate. ‘I’m very worried about you,’ it read. ‘If you don’t want to talk please text and let me know you’re alright. Please, Joseph! Ax.’

Adele’s texts caused Joseph to experience a rush of conflicting emotions, the most powerful of them a vengeful pleasure that she was worried and upset by his absence. And yet, beneath that, he felt deep regret and sorrow. He’d always loved her, and wished only happiness for her in life, and it felt wrong to wish her ill, and cause her pain. If only she hadn’t gone so far, he told himself. If only she hadn’t treated him in a way no man could ever forgive, then he could still love her, and his life would be bearable. He thought of his name again, and wondered if she might have respected him more if she’d taken his surname after their marriage instead of keeping her maiden name of Adams.

Adele Cairns.

It was a good enough name with a pleasant sound to it, and he berated himself for not persuading her to take his surname. Perhaps if he had she’d have felt a closer, more primitive connection with him as her husband and she wouldn’t have invited another man into their marriage. She’d be Mrs Cairns, his wife and loyal companion, not Madame Adele, his cruel and selfish Mistress.

His phone made its sound again, indicating the arrival of another text, but suddenly overcome by weariness with the whole ridiculous business of life, he switched off his phone and got back into bed where, lulled by the muffled sound of traffic, he fell quickly asleep.

It was after six when he woke. He’d been asleep for over two hours and he felt much the better for it. He took a shower and dressed in clean clothes and underwear. Lying on the floor where he’d dropped them, Adele’s pretty knickers seemed to mock him, and he picked them up and went to throw them in the bin, but something stopped him. He told himself he didn’t want the chambermaid to find women’s underwear in his room, but he knew it was more than that. Adele’s knickers, so soft and weightless in his hand, still carried an emotional and erotic power that made them precious to him and, despite his anger at her, he couldn’t bear to throw them out. Through them, ridiculous as it was, he felt a connection to his wife, a dark and troubled connection, but a connection all the same, and that was better than nothing. Crushing her panties in his hand, he stuffed them into a side-pocket of his rucksack.

He felt properly hungry for the first time in days, but decided not to eat in the hotel. He passed through the reception area and out into the city where he was struck once more by the vibrancy of the streets and bars. He strolled aimlessly, happy to lose himself in the bustling crowds celebrating the end of the working week, the women so pretty in their summer dresses and smart work clothes. Yet he felt ill-at-ease among the innocent seeming couples and groups of office workers. Oppressed by the burden of his depravity, and by the memory of his weakness, he felt like an alien visitor from an older, now ruined planet. The thought prompted a sudden memory of David Bowie as the alien in ‘The Man Who Fell To Earth,’ and the moment when, after his girlfriend has assured him there is nothing he can do or say that will shock her, Newton undoes his suit of flesh, and shows her the horror beneath.

The horror beneath.

That was his world now, his realm.

That was where he had to live, and survive if he could.

Most of the restaurants were full, but he found an Italian restaurant in a narrow side-street that had a window table free. He ordered a pizza with anchovies and olives and a Peroni beer. He drank his beer and opened up his phone while he waited for his food to arrive. He had three more voice mails from Adele, and six more texts, but also, interspersed among them, a handful of voice mails and texts from Eve. Adele must have contacted Eve, and now Eve would be doing her part to fix things. He felt a sudden and very sharp sense of loss at being apart from the women he loved best in the world, but then he remembered how Adele had made him wear a dress the last time Eve had visited — God, how helpless he’d felt in his polka-dots and lace, and how mercilessly they’d teased and tormented him. His anger and shame re-awakened by the memory, he wondered if they’d ever truly been his friends, and if they’d always secretly seen him as an object of ridicule, a living doll to play with and dress as they liked.

He wolfed down his pizza and ordered another Peroni before deciding to open Adele’s new texts.

‘I’m out of my mind with worry,’ he read. ‘Don’t leave me in the dark like this. Let me know you’re ok that’s all I ask.’ He opened another text, and read, ‘I take all the blame. I’m stupid and selfish, I admit it. Forgive me, Joseph, I beg you.’

Her next three texts grew progressively more desperate and pleading, and then he listened to her most recent voicemail. Hearing her voice cut him like a knife. Sounding drunk, she could barely speak for crying, and kept saying, ‘Please, Joseph’ and ‘I love you’ over and over again. Normally so cool and self-possessed, her distress brought tears to his eyes, and he relented and decided to call her, but then he opened her last text which had a very different tone.

‘How dare you leave me to worry all this time without getting back to me. I told you I’d be cruel and you accepted it. You wanted it as much as me, but you’re too frightened to admit it. You’re a coward and a hypocrite, and I should never have married you!’

‘Well, there she is,’ Joseph told himself, his anger burning all the fiercer for being vindicated, ’the real Adele Adams,’ but then he received another text, and opened it to read, ‘I didn’t mean that, I’m sorry. I’m drunk and worried sick about you. Take care of yourself and come back to me. I love you and need to know you’re safe. Ax.’

Torn between anger and compassion, he listened to one of Eve’s voice mails.

‘Sorry to hear you and A are in the wars,’ she said. ‘A’s very worried. If you don’t want to contact her, call or text me and I’ll let her know you’re ok. I only want to help. Hope to hear from you soon. Take care.’

Comforted by her steady voice, and grateful for the compromise she offered, he texted her right back —

‘I’m okay. Jx.’

Barely a minute passed before he received her reply.

‘Thank-you, Joseph. That’s wonderful. I’ll call A and let her know. x.’

He ordered a brandy and an espresso coffee, and took his time over them, watching the world go by outside the window. The groups of passers-by were wilder and noisier now that the happy hour had come and gone. Just like London, he thought.

He received another text from Adele which read, ‘Eve called me. Thank God you’re alright. I’m so relieved, you’ve no idea. I won’t call or text again, but I’ve asked Eve to call you. Please speak to her and keep in touch. I’ve drunk a whole bottle of wine and I’m going to bed now. Come home soon. Love you. Axxx.’

No sooner had he read the text than his phone rang. He saw it was from Eve. He wanted to remain distant and alone, and yet he longed to hear her familiar voice again, and so he answered the call.

‘It’s only me,’ Eve said, sounding calm and faintly amused. ‘I’ve been put on suicide watch, but you’ll have gathered that.’

‘I’m still alive,’ he said.

‘Glad to hear it,’ she said. ‘Come to my flat if you need a bed. I’m working all next week, and then I’m flying to California so you’ll have it to yourself. You can stay as long as you like.’

‘I’m not in London.’

‘Where are you?’ she said, sounding surprised.

‘Leeds.’

‘Do you know someone there?’

‘Not a soul.’

‘Then what are you doing in Leeds?’

‘God knows.’

‘Have you been drinking?’

‘What do you think?’

‘Drowning your sorrows?’

‘Taking them for a swim.’

‘Fair enough,’ she said. ‘Adele told me what happened.’

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Alright, but I’ll keep you company if you want. I’m in Oxford, but shooting’s finished for the day. I could be in Leeds in a few hours, by eleven if I put my foot down.’

‘I’d rather be on my own.’

‘Too bad, I’m coming. Text me where you are.’

‘No, Eve, listen …’ but she’d already hung up.

He paid his bill and walked back to his hotel, carrying a hard resentment towards Eve. Why had she not listened to him? Why did she think she could ignore his wishes, and do as she liked? He wouldn’t tell her where he was staying, that would show her. She could drive round England all night for all he cared, but when he got back to his room he texted her the name of his hotel. Beneath his anger, he felt very lonely and unhappy, and he yearned for someone to help him out of the wilderness.

He drank another beer and flicked through the TV channels, never settling for long on any one programme. At around ten to eleven he went down to the lobby to wait for Eve, but she didn’t arrive until nearly half past, looking tired and irritable after struggling to make sense of the hotel’s parking arrangements.

‘I need a drink,’ she said, giving him a weary hug.

‘Thanks for coming,’ he said, very moved that she’d come all this way to be with him.

‘I’m glad you’re in one piece,’ she said, alarmed by how gaunt and unhappy he looked.

‘Only on the surface.’

‘Humpty-Dumpty?’ she said.

‘That’s me,’ he said.

They found a corner table in the large, plush bar which was still busy despite the late hour. For the first time Joseph took in what a pleasant hotel it was. The staff were friendly and, despite its closeness to the train station, the furnishings and decor had the welcoming charm of a country inn. They ordered a bottle of red wine, and Eve ordered a steak, saying, ‘I haven’t eaten since this morning. My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.’

To Joseph’s relief, she didn’t talk about his problems with Adele, but told him instead about her work as a hairdresser on set, and how unglamorous and boring film-making was. ‘Hours and hours of waiting around punctuated by short scenes of banal dialogue endlessly repeated,’ she said, ‘but it pays the bills and helps keep me in the manner to which I’ve become accustomed.’

And then she told him she’d soon be spending a month with Peter in California.

‘Don’t you mean Ivor?’ he said.

‘I don’t call him that any more.’

‘Why not?’ he said. ‘You always call him that.’

‘He doesn’t like it, and I agree with him. I called him by a silly name to keep him at arm’s length, as if it was only a fling and not a proper relationship. But he says he loves me, and he’s asked me to marry him, so the least I can do is call him by his real name.’

‘So it’s getting serious?’

‘Maybe, who knows? We’re spending a month together, to see how it feels to live as a couple.’

‘So no more Ivor The Diver?’

‘He’s dead and gone, it’s Peter now.’

‘Then here’s to Peter,’ he said, offering a toast to her distant partner.

Then they talked for a while about football. They were both Spurs fans and, while they loved the manager Mauricio Pochettino, they bemoaned the lack of new signings, and the endless delays in the construction of the new stadium. Eve couldn’t believe they weren’t keeping the old stadium’s name of White Hart Lane. ‘It’s the loveliest name in football,’ she said. ‘Why change it?’

It was only after she’d eaten her steak, and was well into her second glass of wine, that she ventured into more dangerous territory.

‘Well, girl,’ she said. ‘Now you know.’

‘Know what?’ said Joseph.

‘What it’s like to be with a man.’

Joseph stared at her in amazement, and then laughed out loud in shock.

‘Straight to the point,’ he said.

‘You know me,’ she said.

‘I’m not gay, you know,’ he said.

‘Alright, if you insist.’

‘You know I’m not.’

‘I know that you like women, but that doesn’t mean you can’t like men as well,’ she said. ‘Not that it matters one bit if you do, at least not to decent, intelligent people, but it’s power that’s important here, isn’t it? Power and pride, hurt pride most of all.’

‘Is it?’ he said.

‘You know it is.’

‘If you say so.’

‘Can I be serious for a moment?’ she said, leaning across the table and putting her hand on his, ‘and talk about Adele?’

She saw him stiffen at the sound of her name, and the wariness come back into his eyes.

‘Do you have to?’

‘I think I do, yes.’

‘On you go, then,’ he said, but he’d sat back in his chair, and wouldn’t look at her.

‘I’ve spoken a lot to her today on the phone, listening to her try to make sense of things. She feels terrible about hurting you, and knows she took things too far, but you know what Addie’s like — she’s impulsive and hot-headed.’

‘You mean thoughtless and selfish,’ he said, giving her a dark look.

‘No, I don’t mean that at all,’ said Eve. ‘She got carried away by the thrill of it, that’s what I mean. She knows she’s free to go with other men, and she wanted to make you part of it, not just tell you about it. She was bringing it closer to home, sharing it with you.’

‘So she says.’

‘She does, and I believe her.’

‘More fool you.’

‘It felt right, she told me,’ Eve continued, ignoring his remarks, ‘and so she backed her instincts, and didn’t stop to think. She honestly thought she was bringing you into her relationship with Laurent, not cutting you out of it. Okay, it was cruel on the face of it, but she believed it was the kind of cruelty you’d enjoy.’

‘Cruel to be kind?’ he said witheringly.

‘Well, why not?’ said Eve. ‘She knows what you’re like, and she thought it would excite you to see her with Laurent — have everything out in the open instead of hiding away in a hotel. She even thought you and Laurent might become friends.’

‘That’s just being wise after the event,’ Joseph said bitterly. ‘She couldn’t have cared less about me, or what I liked or didn’t like.’

‘I don’t think you’re right.’

‘You weren’t there.’

‘That’s true, I wasn’t.’

‘She was doing what she wanted, suiting herself like she always does.’

‘Isn’t that what a Mistress is supposed to do?’

‘In a fantasy, maybe, but not in real life.’

‘But this was real, Joseph, and she thought you knew that.’

‘Jesus,’ said Joseph, taking a long drink of wine. His head was spinning and he was beginning to doubt everything, even his anger.

‘She said she’d talked to you about bringing Laurent to the house. Is that true?’

‘We’d talked, yes.’

‘And you’d agreed?’

‘In a way, I suppose.’

‘She told me you’d agreed Laurent could spend the night, and you knew what to expect.’

‘I’d agreed, yes, but I didn’t know what to expect,’ he said, trying to get to the truth of it. ‘I certainly never expected her to make me submit to him, at least not like that.’

‘She didn’t plan for it to happen the way it did. She just went with her instincts. It was happening before she could stop it, she said.’

‘She knew exactly what she was doing, and she loved every moment. She was laughing, Eve, you should have heard her. She was laughing.’

‘Then shouldn’t you have been happy for her, knowing you were giving her pleasure, making her happy? You’re her servant after all, or were you lying about that?’

‘I wasn’t lying.’

‘Then where’s your problem?’

‘You know perfectly well.’

‘I’m not sure that I do.’

‘There are some lines that should never be crossed, certain rules and limitations that should always be respected.’

‘You’re saying that Addie went too far?’

‘I am, yes.’

‘Addie would say differently.’

‘Then she’s a liar.’

‘You say that because you’re angry, but maybe she wasn’t disrespecting you at all, maybe she was respecting you by trusting you to be honest with yourself, and face up to your true nature. Of course she was doing what she wanted, but she thought you wanted it too. Addie’s a clear-headed and honest woman. She doesn’t complicate matters, she hasn’t the patience. A part of her really does see you as her slave, and when she’s in that mood she expects you to put her wishes before everything else. She expects you to suffer for her, and take pleasure in your suffering. Being a Mistress comes naturally to her, and she doesn’t question her right to be in charge, or judge her actions as unfair or wrong. And in the same way, she doesn’t think any the less of you for wanting to submit, in fact she admires you for it, but she expects you to be honest with yourself.’

‘So now it’s my fault.’

‘I’m not saying it’s anyone’s fault, except that maybe you need to think about the consequences of your desires, and take responsibility for them. You can’t let Addie be your Mistress and take lovers, and then run a mile when she brings a man home with her. You can’t surrender your pride and then decide to be proud. You can’t dress her in stockings and heels and then complain when she puts her foot on your neck, and keeps it there. That’s not how it works, and I think you know that. So maybe it’s not Addie who’s let you down. Maybe it’s the other way round. Maybe it’s you who’s let her down not just by running away from her, but by running away from yourself.’

‘Is that really what you think?’

‘Maybe, I don’t know, I’m just trying to make sense of it and stop you feeling sorry for yourself. Addie’s hurting too, and she misses you, you need to know that.’

‘I couldn’t care less.’

‘You don’t mean that.’

‘I can assure you I do.’

‘Well, I don’t believe you, and try to think of it from her side for a moment. Imagine what it must feel like for a woman to have a slave and lover at the same time, to feel adored and desired by two men at once. No wonder it went to her head. She said it was incredibly sexy, and she thought you felt the same.’

‘She would say that, wouldn’t she?’

‘Come on, you can’t deny you like being her slave. I’ve seen how much you like it.’

‘Maybe I do, but this was different.’

‘It was, I admit that.’

‘It was too much, really it was.’

‘I see that, and so does Adele, but was it sexy? Did you like it? Be honest now. If you’re not you’ll never be able to sort this out.’

‘Alright, part of me did like it,’ he said, striving to see clearly through a fog of shame. ‘But it was too strong a feeling, and it frightened me. Maybe Adele can live at that altitude, but I can’t, and I hate myself for liking it. I can’t bear to think about it, I can’t even believe it happened.’

‘You’re in shock, like you’ve been in a car accident.’

‘Actually, that’s exactly what it feels like.’

‘You’ve left your real feelings behind, and you’ll feel better once they catch up with you.’

‘God knows.’

‘I’m no expert,’ she said, giving his hand a squeeze, ‘but I know s&m can be dangerous, and frightening if you go too far. That’s what makes it so powerful, but if you swim in murky waters you’re going to get dirty.’

‘Really?’ he said dismissively. ‘And I suppose if I play with fire I might get burned.’

‘Alright, but clichés only get to be clichés because they’re true. And it’s also true that Adele loves you. She’s told me that today time and time again.’

‘I don’t believe her.’

‘Well, I do.’

‘She’s got a funny way of showing it.’

‘You both have,’ said Eve, ‘but try to give her the benefit of the doubt.’

‘And what if I can’t?’

‘That’s up to you, Joseph. I can only do so much, and I’m certainly not taking sides, I hope you know that.’

‘I do know it,’ he said, sorry for his ill-temper. ‘And I’m grateful that you’ve come all this way.’

‘I feel another cliché coming on.’

‘That’s what friends are for?’

‘That’s the one.’

Joseph laughed, and poured the last of the wine into their glasses, saying, ’But I am grateful, truly I am. There’s not another person in the world I could talk to about this.’

‘Does that mean I’m as messed up as you?’

‘Nobody’s that messed up.’

‘True,’ she said, smiling at him fondly. ‘What are your plans for tomorrow?’

‘I don’t have any.’

‘None of my actors are filming until Sunday, so I’m at your service. I need to be home by mid-afternoon. I can drive you back with me if you like.’

‘I’m not ready to go back.’

‘That’s fine. Sleep on it and let me know in the morning. I just want to get you home safe and sound. What you and Addie do after that is none of my business.’

‘I appreciate that,’ he said, touched once more by her friendship and fair-mindedness.

‘I have to sleep,’ she said, finishing her wine. ‘I’ve been up since five, and I’m out on my feet. I hope you don’t snore.’

There were no rooms available, and she had to share with Joseph. She seemed entirely at ease with the arrangement, undressing in the bathroom, and coming to bed in her t-shirt and knickers.

‘Bathroom’s free,’ she said. ‘You can change into your nightie and put your curlers in, and don’t forget your cleanser.’

‘Ha-ha.’

‘And no hanky-panky,’ she said, switching off her side-light and getting into bed.

‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ he replied.

‘Liar,’ she said, and then fell silent. Joseph peered down at her pretty face and saw she’d fallen instantly asleep. Smiling at her wit, and moved by her companionship, he undressed to his boxers and got into his side of the bed. The bed was very wide with a firm mattress so it was easy not to disturb her or encroach on her space. It wasn’t long before he joined her in sleep, but he did wake in the middle of the night, and lie in the darkness listening to her breathing. It wasn’t Adele, but it was a woman he cared for deeply, and her presence eased his troubled soul.

They slept late and only just made it down in time for breakfast. Feeling an easy companionship, they ate mostly in silence, Eve reading and sending messages on her phone, and Joseph reading The Guardian newspaper.

‘Well?’ said Eve once she’d finished their second pot of coffee. ‘Are you coming with me or not?’

’I’m not,’ he said. ‘I need more time on my own, and I can’t bear the thought of seeing Adele.’

‘I’ve just been texting with her. She’s desperate to see you.’

‘I’m not sure I care.’

‘Then do it for me,’ she said, giving him a serious look. ‘If I don’t bring you back I’ll feel I’ve failed not just you, but Addie as well. And you’ll have to face her soon enough one way or the other. She’s your wife, for God’s sake, and she’s living in your home. You may as well get it over with than sit around here getting drunk and feeling sorry for yourself.’

‘You have such a sensitive way about you.’

‘I do, don’t I?’

‘Honestly, I don’t know what to do.’

‘Then come with me. Go on, make me happy. Be good, and come home with your Auntie Eve. I’ll give you a box of chocolates and, if you’re a really good girl, I’ll buy you a new pair of skates.’

He took a deep breath, and said, ‘Alright.’

‘You’ll come with me?’ she said, her voice rising with happiness.

‘I will,’ he said, ‘but only because it’s you.’

‘I love you for that,’ she said, rising from her chair and throwing her arms around him. ‘You won’t regret it, I promise. You’ll be a sweet and happy girl again in no time.’

The long drive passed uneventfully. Taking turns at the wheel, they tuned into a radio play that didn’t have too many boiling kettles or ringing doorbells, and then listened to Eve’s driving music — thunderously loud Dwight Yoakam and Creedence Clearwater Revival interspersed with Bobby Gentry, Lucinda Williams and kd lang. ‘I love this music,’ Eve said in between singing along to Bad Moon Rising. ‘I’m this much away from buying cowboy boots and a shirt with tassels.’

By the time they reached London Joseph had developed a new liking for country music, but doubt and anxiety got the better of him as they walked from Eve’s car to his house.

‘You’ll be fine,’ said Eve, taking his arm.

‘I’m not sure I will,’ he said, fearing the worst.

At that moment the front-door flew open and Adele ran out, flinging her arms around Joseph, and holding him so tight he could scarcely breathe.

‘I’m so glad you’re back,’ she said, her voice trembling with emotion. ‘So glad, so glad, so glad, so glad,’ she kept saying, never letting him go.

Somehow they found their way into the hallway where Adele continued to cling to Joseph.

‘Well, I’m going now,’ said Eve, smiling at Adele’s fervour.

‘I love you too,’ said Adele tearfully, letting go of Joseph, and embracing Eve. ‘How can I ever thank you?’

‘I’ll tell you how,’ said Eve. ‘By being kind to each other, and by not rushing into situations you’re not ready for. I’m working all next week, and then I’m going to America for a month, so I won’t be here to pull you out the ditch.’

‘We’ll be fine,’ said Adele. ‘Now that Joseph’s home.’

‘You’d better be,’ said Eve sternly. ‘You need to sort things out and get through this. And that means not letting pride and anger get in the way of your real feelings. When I get back from America I expect to find you living in joyful wedded bliss with or without another man in your bed. I mean it, I’m warning you. Have I made myself clear?’

‘You have,’ said Adele fondly.

‘Joseph?’ said Eve.

‘Very clear,’ said Joseph.

‘Okay, then,’ said Eve, kissing first Adele and then Joseph. ‘I’ll see you when I see you.’

And then she was gone, closing the front-door behind her. Suddenly alone and awkward, Adele and Joseph could hardly look at each other. After a few moments they began to speak at the same time, and then stopped, waiting for the other to speak, and then they spoke over each other again, not hearing what the other said.

‘Sssh,’ said Adele, putting her finger to his mouth. ‘There’s too much to say so don’t say anything. Just come upstairs with me, please.’

She began to climb the stairs, looking back at him when he didn’t follow her.

‘Please,’ she said again.

Unable to resist, he followed her up the stairs, but he kept his gaze down and didn’t let himself look at her legs beneath her swaying dress. He didn’t want to desire her. It would be more than she deserved, a form of forgiveness.

Joseph felt a sharp pain in his chest when he followed her into their bedroom. Adele may have looked sweet and innocent in a simple cotton dress, but he remembered that Laurent had been the last man to sleep with her in this room. She hadn’t been innocent then, but he saw that she’d tidied the room, and changed the sheets on the bed. She’d made some attempt to rid the room of Laurent’s ghost. It was a small mercy, but he was grateful for it.

‘Lie down with me,’ she said in a small voice, leading him to the bed.

‘We need to talk,’ he said.

‘Not now,’ she said. ‘Lie down, Joseph, please. I need to be with you.’

He lay down with her, and held her in his arms. His embrace was stiff and awkward, yet he loved the smell of her hair, and the feel of her coltish body against him. Despite his anger, he couldn’t help but be aroused by her.

‘This is what I want,’ she said, a trembling need in her voice. ‘I’ve been so worried, and I’ve missed you so much, missed you and missed you.’

She kissed him, and then, reaching under her dress to take down her panties, pulled him on top of her.

‘I know you must hate me,’ she gasped, ‘but please, I need this, I need it so much.’

Aroused by her need, he undid his jeans, letting her pull them down over his buttocks before taking him deep inside her with a long groan of desire.

‘Love me,’ she gasped. ‘Please love me.’

Anger and pride mixing with desire, his thrusts were hard and fierce. He wanted to conquer her, prove to her who was master, but the sheer joy of being inside her overwhelmed him, and he climaxed quickly, crushing her in his arms and crying out as if in pain, but she wasn’t finished with him. Gripping his buttocks, she held him inside her, saying, ‘You’re staying where you are. I’m not letting you go, not ever. ’

He wanted to pull out and be free of her, but she wouldn’t let him, and she held him inside her for long minutes, whispering endearments in his ear, telling him she loved him for all eternity. And then, hunting for his mouth with hers, she teased him with hungry little kisses until he was kissing her back. Very aroused, she moaned into his mouth, and began to move under him with a rocking motion so sweet and sensual it made him hard again in a way that astonished him.

‘Oh, God,’ she gasped. ‘Joseph, my lovely Joseph.’

Now that he’d already come, he felt invincible, and with that confidence came a deeper, more primitive fury that tore through him like a storm.

He snarled like an animal as he made love to her, punishing her for her selfishness and betrayal, and for the power she’d wielded over him.

‘Yes, Joseph, yes,’ she cried out, moving with him, welcoming his anger as her due, wanting him to punish her, take out his anger so he could love her again.

He felt her tense, and saw her grimace and heard her cry out as she came, but he kept going, deeply gratified to see the shock and panic come into her eyes. Since she liked sex so much he’d give it to her. He’d teach her a lesson, show her what it felt like to be helpless. He’d possess her as his slave just as she’d possessed him.

Joseph lost himself in the joy of mastery. It felt wonderful to take charge of her, drive her beyond pleasure into mindless rapture, but then she spoke in a small, quivering voice.

‘Kiss me, Joseph,’ she moaned. ‘Please kiss me.’

He didn’t kiss her, he crushed her mouth with his, looking to silence her, put her in her place once and for all, but she pulled him into an embrace so deep and warm he was soon with her again, loving her, cherishing her, giving himself to her, body and soul. In her thrall once more, his control slipped, and he was hers. The orgasm began in his legs, moving up inexorably to his balls and from there to his brain, making him cry out like a warrior in battle. Sensing how close he was, she moved faster, urging him on, relishing her female power, and crying out in triumph, ’Come for me, Joseph … Come now … It’s for you … It’s all for you …’

And then the wave struck, lifting them and carrying them far up the beach, leaving them lost, barely conscious, and miraculously together again.

When they woke it was late in the afternoon, and they lay for nearly an hour, not speaking, but taking comfort just from being with each other. Eventually Adele rose from bed, and pulled Joseph behind her into the shower room. She turned on the spray and they took turns to pee while the water grew hot. Under the shower they washed each other lovingly, Adele laughing in delight when Joseph grew hard in her soapy hand.

‘Someone’s been missing me,‘ she said, gazing at him with her lovely, sparkling eyes.

It was a warm evening and, once they’d dressed, they left the house and strolled hand in hand through the park, letting their hair dry in the sun. Adele looked lovely in tight blue jeans and black t-shirt, and Joseph put his hand around her waist as they walked, thrilled by the roll of her hips beneath his hand. An exceptionally handsome couple, they drew admiring glances from passers-by, but they were too lost in each other to take in the world around them. Feeling very close to him, Adele decided she could risk talking about what she’d done.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘Being your Mistress went to my head, and I got carried away like a fool. I never meant to hurt you, not in any real way.’

‘I know that,’ he said.

‘Can you forgive me?’

‘You’re already forgiven.’

‘Even after what I did?’

‘Even after that.’

‘Do you mean it?’ she said, her heart leaping in joy.

‘I do,’ he said in a way that reminded Adele of their marriage vows. ’And I’m sorry too.’

‘You’ve done nothing to be sorry for.’

‘I have,’ he said. ‘You were honest with me, and I should have been honest with you. I wasn’t ready for what happened, but it was weak and stupid of me to run away. I should have trusted you, and waited for you to come home. I love you, Adele, and I never want to lose you.’

‘You never will,’ she said, tears misting her eyes.

They stopped walking, and kissed, before walking on again.

‘I’m going to talk about Laurent,’ she said, her heart quickening with apprehension, ‘but only to get it out of the way. Is that okay?’

‘It’s okay,’ he said, glad she’d brought it up. He didn’t want to talk about his rival, but he knew it had to be done.

’When I realised you’d gone, I called him and told him what had happened. He was kind and understanding, and nearly as worried as me — he really didn’t mean you any harm — but I’ve asked him to back off, and not call me any more. I told him I’ll call him once or twice a week, but no more than that, and I’ve agreed to see him when he’s next in London, but that won’t be for over a month, and he won’t be coming to the house, I was very clear about that, so please don’t worry. I’ll meet him at his hotel as I used to. I’m still very fond of him, that hasn’t just gone away, but I want this time to be about us, about you and me and our marriage. I’m going to heal the hurt I’ve done you if I can,’ she said, her voice trembling with emotion. ‘I don’t want you to feel jealous or frightened ever again. I’ll try to make everything as it was, and show you how much I love you and care for you. I want to be your wife, Joseph, and make you happy.’

‘I am happy,’ he said.

‘Are you?’ she said, ‘truly?’

‘Truly,’ he said.

‘I love you, you know that, don’t you?’

‘Yes, but it’s lovely to hear you say it.’

‘I love you, I love you, I love you,’ she said until he silenced her with a kiss.

Had an artist been passing he or she would have longed to paint them, or carve a sculpture of them in celebration of the power and beauty of love.

ADELE WAS as good as her word. She did make their marriage as it had been, and in some ways even happier and closer than before. For a week and more after his return she spoiled her prodigal husband in every possible way, buying him gifts of clothes and books, taking him out to restaurants and shows. She bought clothes and underwear for herself too, the sexiest she could find, elegant and alluringly feminine, and she’d wear them for him, flaunt herself in them, come home in the middle of the day and let him fuck her in her sexy dresses and lingerie. She even cooked for him, and did the housework and ironed her own skirts and blouses. Eventually Joseph had to intervene, telling her that she didn’t have to do the cooking and housework. ‘It’s easier if I do it,’ he said. ‘I work at home, and I really don’t mind. In fact, I quite like it.’

‘You just like being my slave,’ she said with a mischievous grin.

‘Of course I do,’ he said. ‘I adore you, and always will.’

‘In that case,’ she said, pushing him down on the sofa and sitting astride him, rubbing her pretty nose against his. ’I’ll have to remember and be your strict and bossy wife from now on, won’t I?’

‘If you want,’ he muttered, so aroused he could hardly look at her. He missed being her slave, and secretly longed for her to take charge of him again.

‘Well, it’s always nice to have someone else do the housework,’ she told him playfully. ‘After all, a Mistress shouldn’t need to get her hands dirty, should she, not when she has a pretty little helper to do her work for her, not when she has a willing slave to run after her hand and foot? And apart from anything else, I hate ironing.’

Adele laughed at her silly remarks, but Joseph didn’t laugh with her. He kissed her lovely throat, and remained silent, but she felt his hardness beneath his jeans, and saw the hunger in his eyes, and Adele knew immediately what she must do.

And so she brought Madame Adele back into their marriage, but she did it carefully, lightly, so as not to frighten Joseph, or remind him of his evening with Laurent.

Joseph went back to cooking and cleaning, and soon he was doing all the housework just as he’d done before. Adopting a lightly dominant manner, calling him ‘sweet slave,’ or ‘darling helper,’ Adele would instruct him to run her baths, look out her clothes and underwear, run errands for her, sometimes kneel at her feet in the way she knew he loved, but she always took the greatest care to let him know she loved and respected him, and desired him as her husband and lover as much as her slave. They had sex most nights, and often during the day, and once more their marriage was blessed with happiness and trust.

Yet they were both keeping a secret from each other. It was essentially the same secret, but neither knew that, or dared to give voice to it.

Joseph had not forgotten Laurent’s visit to their house. He never spoke of it, but the memory of it haunted him, deepening his submissive desires until he hungered for Adele to treat him cruelly, and show him no mercy. He fantasised about her inflicting cruel punishments and indignities on him, and worse, he dreamed of Laurent once more coming to the house. One night he dreamed of Laurent and Adele standing side by side at his grave, Laurent in an immaculate black suit, and Adele in an elegant black dress and heels. Despite the other people attending his burial, Laurent and Adele kissed deeply, openly, flaunting their love and desire for each other. He woke from his dream in a fever of tormented desire, and could not find sleep again until the next night.

He was very frightened by these shameful desires, and terrified of revealing them to Adele. He knew their power, and where they may lead. He didn’t want to risk their precious, new-found happiness, and told himself he must make do with living as Adele’s play-slave, and domestic servant. God knows, it was a good and happy enough life, and he had no reason to ask for more. And yet, the more he tried to banish the sickly yearnings from his mind, the stronger they became, growing inside him like a vine, the tendrils stretching and spreading hour by hour, day by day until they reached to every part of him.

Adele, too, was haunted by the memory of Laurent’s visit, and the exquisite thrill it had given her to enjoy two men at once. And yet it had shocked her terribly when Joseph had left, and the relief she felt at having him back as her loving husband was entirely genuine. And she truly did love Joseph, and so she tried to stop herself from thinking about Laurent. She called him only infrequently, keeping her manner distant and off-hand. She’d agreed to meet him when he was next in London, but she planned to end their relationship, and from then on remain faithful to her husband. Yet, for all her wifely devotion and good intentions, she carried an anger towards Joseph in her heart — an anger for not bowing to her wishes, and allowing her to make Laurent part of their lives. Even as she played at being Madame Adele, enjoying the fun of being the Mistress of the house, she longed for a deeper, darker authority over her husband, and she’d imagine punishing Joseph, taking a crop or whip to him, and really hurting him. Some nights, when Joseph lay sleeping by her side, she’d touch herself and think of dominating Joseph in such a way, finding a pleasure so great she’d have to bite her lip to stop from crying out. That she wanted to be Joseph’s real Mistress with the freedom to do entirely as she wished, she hadn’t the slightest doubt. More than that, a part of her thought of it as her right. But she also had no doubt that giving in to her desire for Laurent would risk ending her marriage. She’d learned her lesson, and told herself she must be happy with what she had. After all, she told herself, Joseph was a kind and loving husband, and most women weren’t half as lucky.

But there were rare moments when Adele let her disguise slip, and her anger show. One evening, when Joseph was taking too long over undressing her for bed, she spoke sharply to him.

‘Hurry up,’ she snapped. ‘This is for my pleasure, not yours.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said contritely, stung by her anger which he recognised as genuine and not part of their game. ‘Have I done something to upset you?’

‘No, Joseph, you haven’t,’ she said, annoyed at herself, and pushing her anger back into the shadows. ‘You’re a sweet and obedient husband, but it’s not always easy to be a Mistress, you know. Sometimes it puts me in a mood, and I want to hurt and punish you just for the sake of it. It wakes a hunger in me and I just want to be cruel.’

‘Then maybe you should be cruel,’ he said, his mouth dry, and his heart missing a beat.

‘Be careful, Joseph,’ she said, giving him a long look. ‘Or I may just take your advice.’

But not everything in their marriage was about sex. They went about their normal lives, working hard in their careers, and going out with friends, most of them Adele’s as Joseph had no real friends of his own, only a few acquaintances from work he occasionally met up with for a drink, but at home their appetite for role-playing showed no sign of lessening. If anything it grew stronger, and Adele often joked that they’d become addicts to their silly game.

‘I’m addicted to you,’ Joseph would reply fondly. ‘Any man would be, and I want more and more of you until I die of it.’

‘Don’t talk of dying,’ she’d say.

‘It would be a happy end,’ he’d answer, the light of love in his eyes. ‘In service to my lovely Mistress.’

‘You’re a fool,’ Adele would reply, her pretty looks and girlish laugh putting him deeper under her spell.

Adele didn’t neglect his liking for wearing woman’s clothing, and from time to time she gave him her knickers to wear, or tied a little apron around his waist when he was working in the kitchen. She knew how such small acts of dominance deepened his arousal, and one evening when she returned from work, she handed him a small gift parcel from a famous department store, saying, ‘This is for you, Joseph, for being my closest friend, and the best husband a woman could ever wish for.’

When he opened the parcel, a lovely full-length, cream-coloured slip with delicate shoulder-straps and elegant lace at its hem and bodice fell into his hands like water from a mountain stream.

‘It’s beautiful,’ he said, thrilled more than he could show. ‘You’ll look lovely in it.’

‘I’m sure I would,’ she said, seeing through his pretence, ’but you know perfectly well it’s not for me.’

‘I can’t wear this,’ he said, his cheeks reddening, but his eyes bright with wonder.

‘Of course you can,’ she said. ‘What’s to stop you?’

‘It’s for a woman,’ he protested weakly.

‘That’s never stopped you before,’ she said.

‘It’s t-too pretty,’ he stammered.

‘Nothing’s too pretty for my girl,’ said Adele, kissing him on the cheek and laughing when it turned even redder. ‘Well, aren’t you going to thank me for buying you such a lovely present?’

‘Thank-you,’ he said helplessly.

’You can wear it under a dress,’ she said, ‘that’s really what it’s for, but I think you should wear it to bed every night as your nightdress. I’ll wear a slip too, if you want, then we can be girls together. We can cuddle up like that every night. I think you’ll like that, Joseph, I know I will.’

‘Please, Addie, I can’t.’

But Adele just laughed. She knew it wasn’t wearing women’s clothes that excited him the most, it was being made to wear them. That was what thrilled him most deeply, and she enjoyed it too. It gave her a lovely feeling to exert her authority over him by making him dress like a woman. It was such a fun way to steal away his maleness, and keep him under her sway. And besides, he was ridiculously pretty, and looked wonderful in woman’s clothing.

‘You can wear it, Joseph, and what’s more you will,’ she said, making her voice stern and cold.

‘Please …’

‘I’ll hear no more about it,’ she snapped, knowing how much he liked it when she spoke down to him like this. ’You’ll wear what I tell you to wear, and that’s that. Have I made myself clear? Well, Joseph, have I?’

He said nothing, just gazed at her with a lost, yearning look in his eyes that both moved and aroused her.

If an angel ever came to earth, she thought, this is what he’d look like.

’Yes,’ he said finally, tears of gratitude in his eyes.

‘Yes, who?’ she said, keeping her manner stern.

‘Yes, Madame Adele,’ he said, a quiver in his voice.

‘More like it,’ she said, very aroused by his surrender, and understanding more than ever that dominance and submission had become as much a part of their marriage as eating and breathing.

From then on Adele insisted he wear his slip every night in bed, and she wore one too, an elegant blue slip almost as pretty as his. The feminine lace and silk of the lovely garments made Joseph even more submissive, and Adele would usually take the lead in sex, loving the way their silken slips meshed together as she made love to her pretty husband.

She made him wash their pretty nightdresses by hand, and hang them over the shower-rail to dry. She liked to see them dangling there as she brushed her hair or fixed her make-up. They reminded her of the sensual bond they shared, and the power she held over him.

Adele’s dominance over Joseph grew stronger by the day and, excited by her growing power, she added new rituals to their role-playing, new tricks to deepen her authority. She discovered a particular joy in sending him off to bed early. It was an easy way to demonstrate her authority and, as well as that, she greatly appreciated having some time to herself. Joseph hardly ever left the house and, for all she enjoyed his company, she sometimes found his presence oppressive.

She’d send him upstairs to change into his nightdress while she watched TV, or worked on her laptop.

‘Off you go,’ she’d say in the offhand way that thrilled him. ‘It’s your bedtime.’

It would often be only eight o’clock or even earlier, and Joseph would protest, saying, ‘It’s too early.’

‘Are you arguing with me, young lady?’ Adele would say, giving him an amused but severe look.

‘No,’ he’d say, quelled in an instant.

‘Just as well,’ she’d say. ‘Besides, I’m bored with you, so up you go. I decide on the bedtimes in this house, and young girls need their beauty sleep.’

He’d go upstairs in a daze of devoted arousal, change into his nightdress, wash his face and brush his teeth, and then come downstairs to be inspected before bed. She’d take a few moments to look him over and, if she was satisfied, she’d send him up to bed to wait for her in an agony of anticipation. But if she wasn’t satisfied — or if she made up a reason for him to fail her inspection, a dirty fingernail perhaps, or an unshaven chin — then she’d make him stand in the corner like a naughty child. It amused her to look over at her husband made so helplessly subordinate by his love for her. She’d drink wine, and watch TV, call friends or listen to music, going over to Joseph every now and then to pat his pretty bottom, or reach round and fondle him through the smooth silk of his nightdress, saying in his ear, ‘Face the corner, Joseph. You need to learn your lesson, and understand your place in this house for I truly am your Mistress, and you are my slave.’

Yes, they were play-acting, and they knew it, but they inhabited their roles with such pleasure and conviction that the power exchange between them felt real, and deeply, infinitely arousing; so real that at times they believed they’d discovered a new and higher form of reality.

More and more Adele would interrogate Joseph while he stood in his nightdress with his face pressed into the corner, the questions and answers growing familiar over time until they became the chorus in an erotic ritual.

’Who am I?’ she’d ask him in her coldest voice.

‘My Mistress,’ he’d reply, staring helplessly at the wall.

‘And who are you?’ she’d say.

‘Your slave,’ he’d answer.

‘Can that ever be changed?’

‘No.’

‘Then you are my slave for all eternity.’

‘Yes.’

‘For ever and ever.’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you an obedient slave?’

‘That’s for you to judge.’

‘Why are you standing in the corner like a silly fool?’

‘Because you sent me here,’ he’d reply, a tremble coming into his voice.

‘And why have I done that?’

‘To punish me.’

‘Do you deserve to be punished?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why do you deserve to be punished?’

‘Because you wish it.’

‘What’s my name?’ she’d ask then, amused but also aroused by his answers.

‘Madame Adele,’ he’d say, a tremor running through him.

‘The Mistress of the house.’

‘Yes.’

‘And you must do what Mistress says, mustn’t you?’

‘Yes,’ he’d say, aroused beyond all sense.

‘No matter what?’

‘Yes.’

‘Would you buy a whip for me if I asked?’

‘Yes, Madame.’

‘Would I punish you with it?’

‘Yes, Madame.’

‘You’d suffer that for me?’

‘Yes, Madame.’

‘Would you cry out for mercy?’

‘Yes, Madame.’

‘Would I show you mercy?’

‘No, Madame.’

‘Would you want me to?’

‘No, Madame.’

‘And do you love me?’

‘Yes,’ he’d say, moved almost to tears.

‘How much do you love me?’

‘Very much,’ he’d say, loving her with all his heart.

‘Is that all?’ she’d reply.

‘No, Madame.’

‘Then how much do you love me?’

‘To the end of time,’ he’d reply.

‘Very good, Joseph,’ she’d say, keeping her voice bored and lazy as she returned to her armchair, leaving him in his corner. She never let him know how much their ritual aroused her. Much better for him to believe he was of no consequence in her life. ’Keep this up, and I may retain you as my slave,’ she’d inform him. ‘Who knows, you may even earn a reward.’

And Joseph’s rewards were frequent and delightful as sex after such rituals took them to dizzying heights of joy which in turn made Adele want to deepen her authority, and so she decided to experiment with tying Joseph up. Strangely perhaps, given how far they’d already travelled along this road, this was not something they’d tried before, although Adele had tied up a number of her lovers, and enjoyed the freedom to tease and torment them before and during sex. Once, she allowed herself to be tied, but she hadn’t enjoyed the experience, and had no desire to try it again. She‘d learned that submission wasn’t for her, unless it was to her own desires.

Some of these men had possessed leather cuffs and blindfolds, one even had a gag and a small whip, but she and Joseph had never owned any sex-toys, and Adele thought now might be the time to buy some. A brief search of the web uncovered countless sites selling bondage and s&m toys of every description and price, and Adele knew that London had many shops where such items were openly for sale, and yet Adele felt she didn’t need toys to satisfy her desires. And so, for now at least, Adele decided to improvise.

The first time she bound Joseph, she dressed in a tight silk blouse and short leather skirt, and sneaked up behind him while he was working late one evening on an illustration which happened to be of an elegantly dressed nineteenth century lady on horseback. High on her steed, the lady looked proud and domineering, a little like a highway robber, and Adele couldn’t help noticing that, in both her face and figure, she bore a striking resemblance to herself.

Perhaps Emma’s right, she thought with amusement, perhaps he really can’t get me out of his mind.

‘Come with me,’ she whispered in his ear, startling him.

‘I’m working,’ he said.

‘There’s a surprise waiting for you upstairs,’ she said, kissing his neck, letting him smell her perfume and feel her hair against his cheek. ‘A wonderful surprise.’

‘I need to finish this,’ he said, irritated with her.

‘It can wait,’ she said, turning him to face her so that he saw her short skirt and black nylons and heels, and her slightly translucent blouse with the pretty lace of her bra showing faintly beneath. A little obvious, she knew, but sometimes obvious was best.

‘Don’t you want to know what your surprise is?’ she asked him, amused to see the desire come so quickly into his eyes.

‘I think you’re the surprise,’ he said, leaning forward to kiss her.

‘Oh, it’s much better than that,’ she said mysteriously, evading his kiss, but taking his hand and leading him towards the door. ‘You have me all the time, this is so much better.’

‘It can’t be.’

‘Oh, it is, I promise.’

‘What is it?’ he said, aroused by her playfulness.

‘Wait and see.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Don’t be silly, it wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you.’

‘Come here,’ he said, dying to kiss her.

‘Later,’ she said, laughing and leading him into the hall. ‘After you’ve had your surprise.’

He followed her up the stairs, mesmerised by her nylon-sheathed legs and black leather skirt. Inhaling her scent, his heart beat in time with every step she took so enchanted was he by her feminine grace and beauty.

She’d drawn the curtains in their bedroom, and the only light came from scented candles scattered around the room. The soft candlelight gave the room the sensual allure of a chamber, Joseph thought with excitement — a secret place where some dark and magical rite was about to be enacted. The white bed-linen made the bed seem pure and welcoming, but a black stocking lay at each corner transforming the bed into a sacrificial altar.

When he saw the stockings Joseph understood at once what she meant to do, and a savage arousal coursed in his veins.

‘You’ve guessed, haven’t you?’ she whispered, kissing his throat. ‘You know what I’m going to do.’

‘Yes,’ he said, in awe of her.

‘I’m going to make you my prisoner.’

‘Oh, God,’ he said, swallowing hard.

‘I’ve decided it’s time we gave it a try,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why we’ve never done it before, but better late than never, don’t you think?’

He said nothing, just gazed at her with such helpless adoration she burst out laughing.

‘Honestly, Joseph,’ she said, ‘can’t you put up a fight?’

‘No,’ he said, infected by a delightful weakness, ‘I can’t.’

‘Why on earth not?’

‘You’re too beautiful.’

’You could at least make an effort.’

‘I love you,’ he said devoutly.

‘Of course you do,’ she said, ‘but that’s no excuse to be so feeble.’

‘Isn’t it?’ he said

‘It would be more fun if you resisted a little.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, shamed yet thrilled by her gentle mockery.

‘I don’t really mind,’ she said in a long-suffering way. ‘But I think you should be my naked prisoner, don’t you? It’ll be sexier that way, so off with your clothes. Hurry now, don’t keep me waiting.’

She helped him undress until he stood naked before her.

‘How eager you are,’ she said, fondling his erection. ‘It’s sweet, really it is, but just think, soon you’ll be tied to the bed. You won’t be able to kiss me or touch me then, will you? You won’t be able to do anything at all, but I’ll be free to do whatever I like. Poor Joseph, I’ll have you completely at my mercy.’

‘God,’ he gasped, his eyes closing in delight.

‘It’s lovely to be dressed while you’re naked,’ she said, tuning in to his submission, and so growing more dominant. ‘It just feels so right, but I think we should put you in your nightie, don’t you, then you’ll be my pretty prisoner? Yes, that’s exactly what we’ll do.’

Taking his nightdress from under his pillow, she pulled it over his head, and down over his body.

‘Dear Joseph, you’re as pretty as a girl, except for this,’ she said, caressing his maleness where it pushed against the silk of his slip.

She laughed to feel him tremble, and said, ‘Perhaps you should kiss me now, when you have the chance. Would you like to kiss me, Joseph, while you still can?’

For an answer he kissed her deeply, their tongues flicking together, and his hands caressing her through the smooth leather of her skirt.

‘That’s it,’ she teased him. ‘Touch me, feel me, for soon you won’t be able to. Soon you’ll only be able to look and not touch.’

He groaned in desire and kissed her again and, Adele, her own arousal growing, undid the buttons on her blouse and pulled it open, showing him her lovely breasts in her pretty bra.

‘What about these?’ she said, her voice low and teasing. ‘Don’t you want to kiss my breasts?’

His mouth fell at once to her breasts, kissing her cleavage, and then her hardening nipples through the flimsy lace of her bra.

‘You’re lovely,’ he gasped in between kisses. ‘So lovely.’

‘And what about this?’ she said, taking one of his hands and guiding it under her skirt. ‘Don’t forget this.’

Still kissing her breasts, his hand slid upwards to the heavenly valley between her thighs, loving the shape and warmth of her beneath her underwear.

‘You like that, don’t you?’ she said, pushing against his hand.

When he gave another groan of desire, she laughed and said, ‘Since you like it so much, you should kiss me there too, don’t you think. Yes, Joseph, I think you should get down on your knees and kiss me there.’

Immediately he knelt at her feet, and pressed his mouth adoringly to her shapely knees.

‘That’s what I like to see,’ she said. ‘My slave on his knees at my feet.’

Laughing warmly, she raised her skirt, leading his mouth all the way up her lovely nylon-clad thighs.

‘This is what you want, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘What you want most of all?’

‘Yes,’ he gasped, staring in wonder at the lovely sight.

‘Then kiss me,’ she said.

His mouth flew to her panties where he kissed her adoringly. Growing desperate, he reached to pull down her hose and panties, but she smacked his hand, and said sternly, ‘Bad boy, I’ll decide if you can do that,’ and he went back to kissing and nuzzling her through her underwear.

Adele gave a secret smile, thinking he was like a big, silly dog with his nose under her skirt like that, but she found his passion for her arousing, and she decided to stop him before she lost control, and gave him what he wanted.

It was time to insist on what she wanted.

‘You can stop now, Joseph,’ she instructed him.

‘No,’ he groaned, pressing his mouth so hungrily against her she had to take a step backwards.

‘Yes,’ she said, taking a few more steps back so that he fell forwards onto his hands and knees. ‘You’ve kissed me very nicely, but now it’s time I put you down for the night. Up you get then, up onto your feet.’

He stood dazedly, a lost look in his eyes.

‘Are you going to be good for me?‘ she asked. ‘Are you going to be a good and pretty slave for your Mistress?’

She saw the hunger come into his eyes, and a flash of anger too, yet he nodded his head in acceptance of her rule.

‘That’s good,’ she said. ‘Then lie down on the bed like a good boy.’

He lay down on his back, and gazed up at his Mistress.

‘Perfect,’ she said, putting a pretty knee on the bed before sitting astride him, trapping him beneath her glorious weight.

‘That feels so nice,’ she said, ‘having you under me like this, having you where I want you.’

He thrust up against her, but she sat up from him, saying, ‘Stay still unless I tell you.’

He lay still, and she settled on him again, giving a little wiggle to claim him as her own.

‘Stretch out your arms so I can tie them,’ she said, smiling down at him.

He did as he was told, and she took one of his wrists and began tying it to the headrail with one of her nylons.

‘When I was a girl I had an uncle who took me sailing,’ she told him. ‘So I’m good with knots.’

As she leaned over to secure his wrist, her soft, fragrant hair trailed across his face, and the lace of her bra touched against his lips so that he kissed it, moaning in desire.

‘Now the other one,’ she said, tying his other wrist and laughing as he kissed her other breast.

‘There’s no stopping some people,’ she said through her laughter as she pulled the knot tight. ‘There, now, see if you can escape.’

He tugged against his bonds. The nylon stretched a little, but it held firm, sending a wave of such dark and delicious delight through his senses he knew at once that he’d want her to tie him again and again.

‘Pull harder,’ she said. ‘Really try to get free.’

He pulled harder, twisting his wrists, and tugging frantically, but once again his bonds held firm.

‘You can’t get free, can you?’

‘No,’ he gasped.

‘No matter how hard you try?’

‘No.’

‘God, that’s sexy,’ Adele murmured, kissing him and pushing down against him. He groaned into her mouth, and she felt him pulse against her, but she dismounted just in time.

‘No you don’t,’ she said. ‘That would spoil the fun.’

She tied each ankle quickly but securely, and then stood smiling down at him with satisfaction.

‘Well, how does it feel?’

‘I d-don’t know,’ he stammered, his brain a mess.

‘Oh, I think you do know,’ she said. ‘I think you like it very much.’

He remained silent, not wanting to admit to such a thing.

‘I can see you like it,’ she said, reaching down and touching him through his slip.

He sucked in air through his teeth, and tried to pull away, but there was no escape.

‘There’s no point pretending you don’t like it,’ she laughed, glancing down at his erection outlined beneath the silk. ‘I’m afraid this is a bit of a giveaway. A lie-detector, you could say.’

He began to shiver as if he’d caught a fever but she only laughed, and pushed his slip up his thighs, caressing him with the lace hem in a way that made him groan in delight. Adele felt her own breath quicken. It was lovely to touch him so intimately when he could do nothing to stop her.

‘If it’s any consolation, I like it too,’ she said. ‘I like it very much.’

He gazed at her, thrilled and tormented by her beauty, by the sight of her nylon-sheathed legs beneath her leather skirt, by her lovely full breasts in her little lace bra, and by the bewitching smile in her eyes and around the corners of her mouth. It didn’t matter where he looked, it only inflamed his arousal.

‘It’s lovely to have you as my prisoner,’ she said, welcoming the wetness between her legs. ‘It’s so sexy to know I can do what I like with you.’

He made a groaning sound, and thrust up against her hand.

‘I think I might get to like this,’ she murmured, experiencing a delicious surge of female power. ‘Don’t you think the same, Joseph? It feels so right, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Yes,’ he gasped, mad with desire.

‘Yes, who?’ she corrected him.

‘Yes, Madame,’ he said, his heart skipping a beat.

‘Better,’ she said. ‘But now I’ve taken you prisoner, what should I do with you, I wonder? I could lift up your pretty nightdress, I suppose, and have my way with you. Would you like that, Joseph?’

‘Yes, Madame,’ he said, longing for her.

‘Or I could let you worship me with that sweet tongue of yours. Would you like that?’

‘Please,’ he gasped, beside himself with desire.

‘Or I could just stay and tease you.’

Once more he made a groaning sound, his eyes mad with desire for her.

‘I could do all those things,’ she said huskily, ‘and I’d enjoy them very much, I’m sure, but there’s something I’d enjoy even more. Can you guess what it is, Joseph?’

’N-no, Madame,’ he stammered helplessly.

‘Shall I tell you?’

‘Yes, Madame,’ he pleaded.

‘Going away and leaving you.’

‘No!’ he wailed, possessed by a sudden and terrible dread of being abandoned by her.

‘Yes,’ she said, very aroused by the power she held over him, and by the prospect of abandoning him. ‘You have to understand how little you matter. You need to learn that a Mistress can do what she likes with her slave, and if that means him suffering in her absence, then so be it.’

‘Please, don’t,’ he said.

‘Beg me not to,’ she said, for the thrill of it.

‘I beg you, please don’t leave me.’

‘You beg very sweetly, Joseph,’ she said, going towards the door, ‘but I’m afraid it’s not enough.’

‘Please, I’ll do anything.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing you can do, tied up like that. I’m going now.’

‘No!’ he cried, but his desperation only added to her excitement.

‘Goodbye.’

‘Please, you can’t!’

‘I’ve told you, I can do what I like.’

‘Please, don’t!’

‘I won’t forget you altogether,’ she said, looking back at him from the doorway. ‘I’ll enjoy thinking of you tied down with my stockings while I can do what I want, go where I like. Perhaps I’ll read a book or watch a film, or do a little work — there’s an article I need to finish — or I’ll ring someone and go out for a drink, or maybe invite friends over. Imagine that, Joseph — I could be downstairs laughing and drinking with friends while you’re up here tied to the bed in your nightdress. Think how helpless you’ll feel, but you’d better be as quiet as a mouse, or they’ll hear you, and come upstairs to investigate. Or, who knows, maybe I’ll bring them up and show you off to them — my little prisoner in his pretty nightdress. It’s a lovely thought, you have to say. Goodbye, Joseph.’

‘No!’

‘Sweet dreams,’ she said, waving airily over her shoulder as she left the room, pulling the door firmly shut behind her.

The noise of the door closing sounded in Joseph’s head like thunder, and he pulled against his bonds with all his strength, but it did no good. He called out after her, his voice growing louder and more desperate with every cry, but his only replies were the sound of her steps going downstairs, and the door to the sitting-room closing. Then he lay in silence, trying to calm himself and come to terms with his situation. She’d done it! She’d really left him tied up like a fool! He squirmed, and tugged once more against his bonds but, even as his anger flared, he felt an unwanted arousal grow inside him that made him welcome her cruelty, and love her with all his heart.

Adele planned to finish her article, then call some friends but she couldn’t concentrate for thinking of her prisoner upstairs. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake off the pleasure it gave her to take such a primitive control over Joseph. How sweet it felt to be free while he was helplessly bound. And what must he be feeling? Alone and foolish, she imagined, not only giggling at the memory of how she’d ignored his pleas not to leave him, but also squeezing her thighs together to catch the wave of sensual delight. His imprisonment, and the thrill of putting him in bondage, fed the dominant streak in her nature, and the only person she really wanted to call was Laurent. It would be lovely to enjoy a glass of wine and talk to him while her husband was helpless. The prospect of hearing Laurent’s deep, slow voice aroused her greatly. Perhaps she’d tell him she’d tied Joseph up, and share the thrill of her dominance with him — she knew that he, like her, enjoyed the thrill of power — but she resisted the temptation to call him. She was still scared of that part of her, of her longing to give herself to Laurent and deny Joseph, and of how it had almost ruined her marriage, and so she drank her wine and listened to music, Neneh Cherry’s lovely new album ‘Broken Politics.’ But still she couldn’t settle, and after a few minutes she longed to go back upstairs to play with her bound slave, and tease and torment him to her heart’s desire.

But it was even more erotic to think of him alone and yearning for her, and she determined to leave him for as long as she could. Glancing at her watch, she saw it was almost nine o’clock, and she decided to leave him for a full hour. Calmed by her decision, she refilled her glass and sat in front of her lap-top. Her curiosity deeper now she’d actually put him in bondage, she once again searched for sites that sold restraints and bondage equipment. Limiting her search to shops in London, she soon lost herself in photographs and descriptions of cuffs and gags and hoods and whips and crops as well as such exotic items as male chastity cages, and a truly terrifying instrument of male torture called a humbler. Some of these shops had links to professional mistresses and story-sites and she entertained herself with eye-opening accounts of dominant wives and submissive husbands. She dismissed these accounts as nonsense, crudely made-up stories to excite sad, lonely people, but didn’t she have her husband tied to the bed upstairs? There was nothing made-up about that. And the stories chimed with her mood, deepening her arousal. Maybe she was sad and lonely too, she reflected, clicking on the website for a sex-shop in London that advertised itself as ‘Owned and run by Women for Women.’

The description appealed to her, and made the shop sound not only more female-friendly but also bolder and more fun than some of the sites she’d visited, and the site lived up to its promise. There was a photograph of its owners, two attractive, intelligent looking women in proud middle-age, and a good-humoured mission statement about women taking ownership of their sexuality. Clicking through the products she saw that the shop specialised in dildos, vibrators and strap-ons ranging in price from thirty to hundreds of pounds, as well as sexy but elegant clothing and lingerie, and she found a section called ‘Taking The Reins’ which featured items of female dominance and male submission. She checked the shop’s location, and made a note of it, planning idly to pay it a visit when she was next in that part of the city.

The faint sound of Joseph’s voice calling to her from upstairs made her look at the time and, to her amazement, she saw it was well past ten. Poor Joseph had been bound and alone for an hour and a half! What a state he’ll be in, she thought, not without some amusement, as she hurried upstairs to untie him.

‘Where have you been?’ he said angrily when she came into the bedroom. ‘You’ve left me here for hours.’

‘Well, I was busy,’ she said, laughing at his outraged expression, ’and I forgot all about you.’

‘This isn’t funny, Adele,’ he said, his eyes dark with fury.

‘Maybe not to you.’

‘I mean it.’

‘Oh, don’t make a fuss,’ she said, aroused by his anger, and the way he tugged at his bonds. It added such spice to her dominance it seemed almost a shame to untie him.

‘Untie me, Adele,’ he commanded her.

‘Adele?’ she said. ‘What happened to Madame?’

’To hell with that’ he said. ‘This has gone far enough.’

‘Oh, has it?’

‘Yes, it bloody well has!’

‘That’s a matter of opinion,’ she said, irritated by his bad language and aggressive manner. To gather her thoughts, she went into the shower-room.

‘What are you doing?’ he shouted after her, astonished that she hadn’t untied him.

‘What do you think?’ she called back.

He had no choice but to listen to the sound of her using the toilet in the shower-room. He heard her tear off some paper followed by the faint rustle of clothing as she stood and pulled up her underwear, and then he had to endure the sound of the flush, and the tap running as she washed her hands. Then the tap was turned off, its sound replaced by a noise he couldn’t at first place, and then it came to him. She was humming to herself! My God, he was desperate to be set free, and she was humming! He even recognised the tune as Stevie Wonder’s ‘Living For The City.’

‘Have you calmed down?’ she said, appearing in the shower-room doorway where she dried her hands slowly with a towel as if she hadn’t a care in the world.

‘No, I have not calmed down,’ he said, infuriated by her casual manner. Couldn’t she see how badly he needed to be set free? ’Untie me.’

‘I might,’ she said, a smile on her pretty face, ‘and then again, I might not.’

‘For God’s sake, stop messing about,’ he said

‘Is that what you think I’m doing?’ she said, feeling another stab of irritation. ‘Messing about?’

‘Yes, that’s exactly what I think you’re doing. Now untie me, this minute.’

‘This minute?’

‘Yes, I insist.’

‘It may have escaped your attention but you’re in no position to do any such thing,’ she said, ’and besides, it looks to me as if you’re enjoying yourself.’

‘I’m not enjoying myself,’ he protested, coming erect beneath his nightdress. She was right. It felt wonderful to be her prisoner.

‘Liar,’ she said, with a knowing smile. ‘That’s only your pride talking, not the real you.’

‘Let me go,’ he gasped, a delightful weakness taking possession of him.

’But you look so nice in your pretty slip, I’m sure you don’t want me to untie you.’

‘Damn it, I do!’

’You don’t mean that.’

‘I d-do mean it,’ he stammered weakly

‘You don’t sound very sure.’

‘Untie me!’

’But you like being my prisoner,’ she said. ‘I know you do.’

He gave a helpless groan, confounded by the strange, conflicted delight he found in her trampling over his pride.

‘Do you really want me to untie you?’ she asked him.

In truth he longed to be her prisoner for all eternity, and it was only pride that made him say, ‘Yes.’

‘Well, I’m not going to,’ she said, knowing what he really wanted. ’I was going to as soon as I came into the room, but the way you spoke to me changed my mind. I really can’t allow you to speak to me so rudely and with such little respect. I’m your Mistress, you need to remember that. I intend to teach you a lesson, and so you’ll be staying right where you are until I decide otherwise, and you have only yourself to blame, I want you to think about that when I’m gone.’

‘You wouldn’t dare,’ he said, rage burning in him like a fever.

‘Wouldn’t I?’ she said, folding her arms bossily, and looking down at him in a way that made him feel very small.

‘No,’ he said, ‘you wouldn’t.’

‘Well, let’s find out, shall we?’ she said, turning and walking briskly towards the door.

‘Don’t you bloody …’ he shouted, but he was interrupted by the door slamming shut, and once more he was left with only hurt pride and anger for company.

Adele felt upset when she got downstairs, as if she’d been in a real argument. Joseph’s petulance had angered her, but it had also given her an excuse to demonstrate her authority more thoroughly and, despite her anger, it had aroused her to ignore his angry pleas, and impose her will so imperiously. If she was really going to take charge of their marriage then she’d have to be strong and fearless, and push beyond the rules she’d set herself. As Mistress of the house, what was to stop her? And besides, it truly would be a valuable lesson for him, she decided, a lesson in humility and respect.

She poured another glass of wine and listened to his voice calling out angrily from upstairs. For a time it aroused her to ignore his cries, but she soon became irritated by them, and stormed upstairs to make him be quiet.

‘I’ve heard quite enough,’ she scolded him as she burst into the room. ‘You’ll keep quiet and stop crying like a baby.’

‘I’ll stop when you untie me,’ he shouted, his face flushed with anger, and his whole body straining against his bonds.

‘You’ll do what you’re told.’

‘I demand to be set free.’

‘You can demand all you like.’

‘I mean it!’

‘Slaves don’t make demands. It’s above their pay-grade.’

‘I’m warning you, Adele.’

‘And I’m warning you,’ she said. ‘If you don’t stop your stupid racket I’ll make you be quiet.’

‘I won’t stop,’ he said, rage burning in his eyes, ‘and you can’t make me.’

‘In that case,’ she said, kicking off her shoes and reaching under her skirt to take down her underwear, ‘you leave me no choice.’

‘What are you doing?’ he said, staring at her in confusion.

‘I’m your Mistress, and you’ll show me respect,’ she said, disentangling her panties from her tights, and looming over him, a very stern and angry expression on her face.

Before he could say another word, she’d stuffed her panties into his mouth. His eyes suddenly wide with shock, he shook his head from side, and tried to spit them out, making a muffled, lowing sound like an animal in distress, but she pushed her panties all the way in, and then lifted his head from the bed, winding her hose twice around his head and mouth before tying them tight to hold the gag in place, and prevent him from pushing it out with his tongue.

‘There,’ she said, standing from the bed, and looking down at him with satisfaction. ‘Let that be a lesson. I’m very disappointed with your behaviour tonight, with your rude language and silly complaints. You’ll lie here in silence and contemplate your attitude, and how you may change it for the better. This is no game, Joseph. You don’t get to set conditions, or tell me what to do. Of course you don’t. I’m your Mistress, and you’re my slave, be in no doubt about it. I’m going to leave you now,’ she said, picking up her shoes from the floor, ‘and when I come back you’ll have learned your lesson or face the consequences. Is that clear?’

He shook his head vigorously from side to side, and made his lowing sound again.

‘You can make that silly sound all you like,’ she said. ‘I won’t be able to hear you. Goodbye, Joseph, and when I next come upstairs I expect to find a good and obedient husband who has mended his ways.’

And then she was gone, slamming the door behind her. Joseph lay staring at the ceiling in a state of shock. Only able to breathe through his nose, he experienced a surge of panic, and he tugged at his bonds frantically but it did no good. He was her prisoner more than ever, helplessly gagged now as well as bound. He tasted her from her panties, and saw again her stern, angry face as she’d gagged him. The image frightened him but it also thrilled him to the core, reminding him of his fantasies of defeat and surrender. Was this not what he most wanted, to be utterly dominated by his beautiful wife, to suffer shameful, impossible indignities at her whim? Was it not what he wanted more than anything in the world? Anger and pride still ruled him, but he felt desire stir powerfully at his centre, and rise slowly to enslave him. A tremor shook his body. A number of the candles had gone out, and others had begun to gutter. Soon he’d be bound in darkness. It was a fearful thought, but it also calmed him, and brought him a strange and twisted delight.

In the sitting-room, Adele drank her wine, and paced up and down. Excited by the extremity of her dominance, she felt wild and fierce. It gave her a lovely feeling of freedom to be naked beneath her skirt, and she longed for something to earth her arousal. Joseph needed to learn that she held the reins in their marriage, and he could stay upstairs for as long as she saw fit. Once more Laurent came into her head, and she wished he was here. It would be lovely to be with him with Joseph safely imprisoned upstairs. Perhaps if she’d done that to begin with Joseph would have been able to accept Laurent’s presence in the house. If only she’d been more careful, and taken things more slowly, he wouldn’t have bolted like a frightened horse. But, no, she’d rushed in like she always did, and pushed Joseph into a situation he wasn’t ready for.

Tantalised by thoughts of Laurent, she took up her phone and found his number, but she didn’t make the call. She was trying to restrict herself to two calls a week, and she’d spoken to him twice that week already. He wouldn’t be in London again until the end of the month, and talking on the phone only woke a need in her she couldn’t satisfy.

Instead of calling Laurent, she lay back on the sofa, and thought of his wide smile and strong shoulders, and the manly vigour of his love-making. She greatly enjoyed sex with Joseph, but Laurent’s strength and passion thrilled and possessed her in a way she’d never known, neither with her husband, nor with her many lovers. There was nothing particularly remarkable about the sex they had. They didn’t do anything they hadn’t done countless times before with other partners, it was just that sex with Laurent felt so easy and natural, as if in some animal way they were meant for each other. For all his physical strength, and the urgency of his desire, he had a gentle way about him that Adele found irresistible. His broad back and big hands made her think of him as a farmer or fisherman, and she found herself fantasising about living as his dutiful wife. She saw herself cooking for him, cleaning and sewing his clothes, lying in bed at night watching him take off his dirty work-clothes and boots. It was a preposterous, Lawrentian fantasy for a modern woman to have, and she told herself off for it, but it aroused her all the same, and she allowed the fantasy to build in her head, seeing herself pull back the covers to welcome him to bed. He’d be tired after his day’s work, but that wouldn’t stop him, and she reached under her skirt to touch herself as she imagined him taking her in his arms.

Nearly an hour later, a little the worse for drink, and drowsy with desire, Adele climbed the stairs to deal with her slave. She didn’t say anything when she came into the room, she just stood by the side of the bed with her arms folded and looked down at him. Joseph looked back at her warily, perhaps even a little fearfully. There was still anger and defiance in his eyes, but it was muted now, and Adele felt pleasantly sure of victory.

‘Well, well, what have we here, I wonder?’ she said.

He tried to keep hating her, but he found her almost frighteningly sexy with her arms folded like that, and with that determined, slightly smug expression on her face. And he remembered she was naked beneath her skirt. Oh, God, she was naked.

His helpless arousal amused Adele, and she laughed openly, and said, ‘Listen carefully, Joseph, I have a test for you. Are you ready to listen? Nod your head if you are.’

He remained still for long moments, but then he nodded his head.

‘Good,’ she said, ‘then here is your test. I’m going to undo your gag so you can speak, but there are only certain words you may say. If you say those words and no other, I will reward you and then set you free, but if you say anything else, or if you complain or show the slightest hint of anger, I’ll replace your gag and leave you like this for the rest of the night, and believe me, I’ll do it. Have I made myself clear?’

Once more he took a few moments before nodding his head.

‘Then here is what you must say when I ungag you,’ she said, leaning down and whispering in his ear, ‘I love you Madame Adele. Thank-you for tying me.’

Furious at the thought of offering her such a complete and shameful surrender, he scowled and squirmed in his bonds, but Adele was merciless.

‘Oh, come on,’ she said, ‘it’s not so hard, not if you remember your place, but I’ll say it again so you can’t go wrong — I love you, Madame Adele. Thank-you for tying me. Say those words, and no other, and everything will be alright. Are you ready?’

He glared at her, and yet he nodded his head.

‘Very well,’ she said, undoing and unwinding her tights from around his head. ‘But I’m warning you, Joseph. If you don’t do as I say you’ll be spending a very uncomfortable night.’

Pulling the gag from his mouth, she smiled down at him in a way she knew would only add to his torment, saying, ‘Well, then, Joseph, I believe you have something you wish to say to me?’

The light of madness in his eyes, he tried to speak but his mouth was too dry. He gave a harsh cough, and then swallowed to clear his throat.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’m listening.’

He longed to scream out his anger at her, give full vent to his male pride, but the words that left his mouth astonished him.

‘I love you, Madame Adele,’ he said. ‘Thank-you for tying me.’

‘You’re very welcome,’ she said with warm approval. ‘You can say it again if you want.’

‘I love you Madame Adele,’ he said, this time with a sob in his voice. ‘Th-thank-you for tying me.’

Saying the words crushed yet delighted him so utterly he felt as if she‘d taken possession of his soul.

‘That’s more like the Joseph I know,’ she said, pleased by the catch in his voice. ‘You can cry if you like, I won’t mind.’

He started to say the words again, but then began to weep in both defeat and happiness.

‘That’s it,’ she said tenderly, moved but also very aroused by his tears. ‘Don’t fight any more, give in to your Mistress. Let the tears come, let them come.’

‘I love you, Madame Adele,’ he said through tears.

‘I know you do,’ she said, kneeling on the bed before pulling up his nightdress and sitting astride him. ‘But you don’t have to be the big, proud man, not with me, not any more. You’re only a slave, Joseph, that’s what you need to remember. For once and for all you can put away your silly pride, and surrender to me, you know that, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ he said, his heart aching with love for her.

‘Then be happy,’ she said, wiping his tears with the sleeve of her blouse. ‘For now that you’ve learned that lesson, you can have your reward.’

She pressed down on him, letting him feel how wet she was, the hem of her short leather skirt touching his stomach and the tops of his thighs, and then, with a fluid motion of her hips, she took him deep inside her.

‘There,’ she said. ’See what happens when you’re good, see what happens when you please your Mistress.’

Crying out in joy, Joseph tugged in desperation against his bonds. She was so beautiful, so proud and haughty, he longed to hold her in his arms, and feel every part of her against him — he’d lose his mind if he couldn’t hold her — but she just smiled down at him, rocking slowly, savouring her power, and her knowledge that she was truly his Mistress.

‘Say the words again,’ she said, her arousal building, growing urgent. ‘I like to hear them.’

‘I love you, Madame Adele,’ he gasped. ‘Thank-you for tying me.’

Just saying the words rushed him to the brink of orgasm, and he began to thrust up with a frantic hunger, but Adele only laughed, and sat up from him, and remained still, just out of his reach.

‘Not so fast,’ she said, undoing the buttons on her blouse before taking it off and dropping it onto the floor. ‘I’ll decide when you can come, Joseph. It’ll be my decision, not yours.’

She leaned forward, laughing as he kissed her breasts through the lace of her bra.

‘Sweet Joseph,’ she murmured, giving herself to him once more.

He groaned in ecstasy, and she increased her rhythm, thrilled to feel him leap and pulse inside her. An edge of panic coming into his groans, he tugged furiously against his bonds, and she knew he was trying to stop himself from coming.

‘Ssssh,’ she said, moving with a steady, remorseless rhythm. ‘It’s alright, Joseph. You don’t have to hold back. You’re only a slave, my lovely husband and slave. All you can do is come, come for your Mistress.’

And with those words he lost all control, all sense of identity and existence. He must have lost consciousness too, for when he came round he was untied, and Adele was lying sweetly in his arms.

‘Dear Joseph,’ she mumbled sleepily. ‘It was lovely to tie you and have you at my mercy … So lovely … I’ll do it again if you want … Again and again … All you have to do is ask.’

‘I love you, Madame Adele,’ he whispered, sure that he was dreaming.

JOSEPH’S FIRST experience of being bound woke a hunger in him so fierce and insatiable it quickly grew into an addiction. He wanted more and more, sometimes going so far as to beg Adele to tie him. Adele had also enjoyed the experience, but she enjoyed even more pretending she found it tiresome. ‘Not again,’ she’d say as she led him upstairs to his prison, or ‘if you insist.’ It made her feel superior to let him think she was bored and above such silly games, and it gave her a particular pleasure to warn him of the dangers of his new addiction, knowing that her warnings only deepened his hunger. ‘I think you need to be careful,’ she’d say. ‘The more I tie you up, the more I think of you as my slave, and who knows where that may lead.’

‘Please, just do it.’

‘You’re asking for trouble, believe me.’

‘I don’t care.’

‘Well, you should care,’ she’d say, a frown on her face. ‘Soon the day will come when I won’t think of you as my husband any more. I won’t be able to take you seriously. You’ll be nothing but a house-maid, a toy for my amusement, and then where will you be?’

But he was too far gone to heed her words, and he’d beg her to tie him.

‘Please tie me,’ he’d say. ‘Do what you like with me. I am your toy … You own me … You own me.’

‘Very well, Joseph,’ she’d say, aroused much more than she’d show, ‘but don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

Adele was blessed with a mischievous imagination, and she became more and more inventive in her use of bondage. One Saturday afternoon she tied his hands behind his back and bound him naked to the banister in the hallway outside the kitchen. She left him like that until he began to beg for release, and then once more she stepped out of her panties and pushed them into his mouth, saying, ‘Honestly, Joseph, you’re an open book. Well, be careful what you wish for.’

As she gagged him, his eyes opened wide with fear, but he grew fiercely aroused, proving to her beyond doubt how much he craved her dominance. Smiling at him, she put on her coat, saying, ‘I’m just popping out for a while. I shouldn’t be too long. Be a good boy while I’m out. Who knows I may bring some friends home with me. Think what a surprise you’ll give them.’

He waited for an hour in a state of unbearable arousal and anxiety, terrified that she might bring someone home with her, and he’d be seen by another person in such a humiliating position. As he struggled against his bonds, it was the thought of Adele bringing Laurent home with her that filled his mind. The prospect of being exposed to his rival in such a way brought him an agonising thrill of arousal for it was Laurent he most dreaded being seen by, and so, in turn, it was Laurent he most wanted Adele to bring back with her. In his mind’s eye he saw them kissing in the hallway while he watched helplessly in his bonds.

And so it was greatly to his relief, but also hugely to his disappointment, that Adele was alone when she returned.

‘There you are,’ she said, smiling at his naked arousal. ‘And so happy to see me.’

She draped her coat over his shoulder, saying, ‘Look, Joseph, promotion — you’re now my coat-stand.’

Aroused to be treated as a piece of human furniture, he watched helplessly as she took off one of her pretty high-heeled shoes. ‘I love this,’ she said. ‘There’s so much fun I can have with you when you’re like this.’ Teasing him with slow caresses, she fitted her shoe over his erection, fitting his balls snugly inside the heel to keep the shoe firmly in place. Behind his gag, he made a sound of muffled shock, but Adele just laughed. Greatly to her amusement, her shoe was an excellent fit, leaving him with the thin, sharp heel of her shoe protruding from his groin instead of his human appendage.

Adele experienced a dark and guilty thrill of excitement at what she’d done to him. He wasn’t a man any more, he was scarcely even human. She’d transformed him into a creature of her erotic imagination; her very own creature who must live forever in her service.

‘I should enter you in one of those art competitions,’ she said through laughter. ‘“The Only Useful Man In London,” I’d call it. Make way, Damien Hirst, I’d be sure to win the prize.’

A few days later, after enjoying a delicious lunch at a newly opened Thai restaurant, and writing a rave review of it, Adele recognised one of the street-names on her way back to the underground. It was the street with the sex-shop she’d looked at on the web, and she turned into the street and walked along it until she found the shop. Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves — she’d never been in a sex-shop before — she went inside to have a look around. To her relief it was well-lit and nicely laid out, and the pretty shop assistant who approached her had an appealingly open and welcoming manner.

‘Good afternoon, Madam,’ the young woman said. ‘Is there something I can help you with.’

‘Full disclosure,’ Adele said, reading the name Francesca on the woman’s little blue name-badge, ‘I’ve never been in a sex-shop before.’

‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ said Francesca. ‘It’s no different to any other shop except that it’s more fun — a toy-shop for grown-ups. Please look around, and come and ask if you need any help.’

Adele did just that, walking slowly around the shop looking at dildos and vibrators, and at riding-crops and paddles, and at some surprisingly elegant lingerie and dresses, as well as at boots and shoes, and a lovely brown leather overcoat that cost over a thousand pounds. She’d never felt the need to use a dildo or vibrator — she thought them rather cold and impersonal — but a display of carved mahogany dildos took her eye. One in particular, called a Benna, had a curved, flowing shape she found sensual and highly erotic. Its sculpted elegance along with the allure of natural wood, made it look as if it had been designed not only to penetrate a woman, but to first caress and seduce her, and to inspire her most intimate dreams.

In the far corner of the shop she found a display of cuffs and chains, and collars and leashes, but she couldn’t see the item she was looking for, and so she approached Francesca.

‘Yes, Madam,’ the young woman said, pleasantly attentive but not too formal.

‘My partner sometimes has too much to say for himself,’ said Adele. ‘I wonder if you have something that might help with that.’

‘I’m sure we do,’ said Francesca, a likeable spark of conspiracy in her eyes. ‘If you’ll just come with me.’

She took out a wooden drawer and laid it on the counter and showed Adele a variety of gags.

‘What would you recommend?’ Adele asked, bamboozled by the choices on offer, and more than a little intimidated by their appearance. These did not seem remotely like toys, they looked to her like real instruments of restraint.

‘Are you looking for long-term or short-term?’ Francesca asked.

‘I don’t have the first idea,’ said Adele. ‘How long would qualify as long-term?’

‘Everyone’s different,’ said Francesca, ‘but I’d say anything over two hours.’

‘In that case, definitely long-term,’ said Adele, thinking how she sometimes left Joseph bound and gagged for several hours.

‘Then these two are probably best,’ said Francesca laying a black rubber ball-gag alongside a long, flat gag that looked to Adele exactly like a horse’s bit. ‘They’re both highly effective for long-term use. Made of hard rubber, they come with a little padlock if you want to lock them on. They’re usually worn with hand-bondage so you probably won’t need to lock them, but locks can be handy if you want to keep your husband hands-free while he’s cooking, or doing the housework.’

‘Yes, I can see that might be useful,’ said Adele, liking the idea of keeping Joseph gagged while he did the housework, ’but how did you know it’s for my husband. For all you know, I have an army of slaves. You may be looking at a bulk order.’

‘That’s very true,’ said Francesca, laughing at Adele’s remark. ‘It was an educated guess. You’re wearing a wedding-ring.’

‘Well, you’re quite right,’ said Adele, liking the young woman, ‘but it’s really his safety I’m thinking about. I’ve been using items of my clothing up till now, and the other night when I went out and left him I suddenly had this fear of him struggling for air, and had to come rushing home. He was completely fine but all the same I don’t want to have that worry again. I don’t want to do anything that might hurt him.’

‘Both of these are perfectly safe,’ said Francesca, holding up the ball-gag and showing Adele the air-holes drilled through it. ‘They both restrict speech but not air. With the ball-gag, air can always be taken in through these holes. And with this one,’ she said, pointing at the bit-style gag, ‘the long, flat design allows air in above and below the mouth-piece.’

‘In that case I’ll take this one,’ said Adele, holding up the mouth-bit style of gag. ‘I prefer the way it looks. It reminds me of a horse’s bit.’

‘It does, doesn’t it?’ said Francesca in a way that made Adele feel she approved of her choice. ‘Is there anything else I can help you with?’

By the time Francesca had finished with her, Adele had agreed to buy a set of leather wrist and ankle cuffs along with lengths of chain in different lengths. She also chose a brown leather neck-collar and matching leash.

‘A good choice,’ said Francesca. ‘You’ll soon have him walking to heel with those. Do you discipline him, may I ask? Do you need a whip or crop perhaps?’

‘He’s really quite well-behaved,’ said Adele. ‘I don’t think I need to punish him like that.’

‘If you ever decide that you do, this one’s rather lovely,’ said Francesca, indicating a brown leather riding-crop. ‘It’s so elegant, and it feels lovely in your hand, but it really packs a punch, believe me.’

‘Perhaps another time,’ said Adele, sorely tempted by the crop.

‘Of course, Madam.’

In a locked glass cabinet near the counter, Adele glimpsed some small, metal cages, and she couldn’t help asking about them.

‘Are those what I think they are?’ said Adele.

‘If you mean male chastity cages,’ said Francesca, ‘then, yes, they are.’

‘Do they work?’ said Adele, genuinely curious to know.

‘The cheaper versions, not really,’ said Francesca. ‘But the more expensive models, particularly if properly fitted, are completely inescapable.’

‘Really?’ said Adele.

‘Yes, really,’ said Francesca.

‘How long can they be worn for?’

‘As long as you like. An hour, a day, a week, a year, sometimes permanently.’

‘Permanently?’ said Adele, shocked but aroused by the thought of wielding such authority over a man.

‘It’s not as unusual as you might think,’ said Francesca.

’Don’t they go mad?’

‘Actually, in a way I think they do, but it’s a lovely kind of madness.’

‘In what way is it lovely?’

‘It leads to a very deep and genuine devotion in the slave. The very deepest kind, I believe, and once a woman experiences that level of devotion from her slave she doesn’t want to give it up. In many ways putting a man in chastity is the ultimate expression of a woman’s sexual freedom and power.’

‘You’re very knowledgeable,’ said Adele, trying to sound calm, and hide the rush of arousal caused by Francesca’s words. She felt a connection with the young woman, as if they could be friends.

‘I’ve had some experience in such matters,’ said Francesca, the fun and mischief in her eyes making Adele like her all the more. ’Would you like me to open the cabinet and show you some of our cages?’

‘Not today,’ said Adele, as tempted by the idea of locking Joseph as she had been by the thought of beating him with a crop, but she knew how headstrong she could be, and she made herself resist the temptation. ‘I’m not sure we’re quite ready for that.’

‘If you ever change you mind, let me know,‘ said Francesca. ‘But please remember it’s always better to bring your husband in to be properly measured. It makes all the difference, I promise. And then, a few weeks later, when his cage has been custom-made and delivered to the shop, you bring him back for his fitting, and you only buy the cage if you’re completely satisfied. We take care of everything, every last detail.’

‘You do all that here?’

‘Yes, we have a room upstairs. Everything’s completely private and confidential.’

‘And who does the measuring and fitting?’

‘As a matter of fact, I do,’ said Francesca, breaking into a broad grin that made Adele grin back.

‘Well, in that case, I’ll certainly bear it in mind,’ said Adele, very aroused by the thought of this lovely young woman measuring and fitting Joseph, and helping her put him so deeply and irreversibly under her rule.

‘I hope you do,’ said Francesca.

‘One last thing,’ said Adele, indicating the curved mahogany phallus that had earlier taken her eye. It really was a lovely object, she thought, possessing the sensual grace and beauty of a miniature Henry Moore sculpture.

The Benna alone cost two hundred and fifty pounds and, with the leather cuffs and hard rubber gag, the collar and leash, as well as two pairs of Italian stay-up stockings, Adele’s bill came to just under five hundred pounds, but she felt elated when she left the shop, thrilled with her purchases and eager to try them out, yet she hid her purchases behind her dressing-table when she got home. Suddenly beset by nerves, which was unlike her, she decided she wasn’t quite ready to use her new toys. She’d wait until she grew used to the idea of them before trying them out on Joseph.

Three nights later, when Joseph was on his knees massaging her feet, Adele decided the time was right, but she wanted to make sure Joseph was very deep under her spell before she took things further.

‘You may kiss my knees,’ she said in her haughtiest voice.

Immediately he raised his head and kissed her nylon-clad knees, murmuring gratefully, ‘Thank-you, Madame.’

She was wearing a tweed pencil skirt, a more staid style than she normally wore, but Joseph loved how stern and business-like it made her look. And he could smell her perfume, and glimpse the shadowy heavens beneath her skirt.

‘You’re looking up my skirt again,’ she said, an edge of scorn in her voice.

‘I’m s-sorry,’ he stammered.

‘You’re worse than a schoolboy, I don’t know why I put up with you.’

Stung by her words, Joseph hung his head in shame.

‘Never mind,’ she said in a bored voice. ‘You’re only the slave, and it hardly matters what a slave sees, does it?’

‘No, Madame,’ he said.

‘In that case I have a treat for you,’ she said. ’I want you to go upstairs to the bedroom and look behind my dressing-table. You’ll find a shopping bag there. Bring it down to me, but don’t dare look inside it. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, Madame.’

‘Then what are you waiting for?’

She smiled to see him hurry out of the room. God, she loved to play like this. It brought a spark into her life that made her feel the world was a magical place.

‘Thank-you, Joseph,’ she said when he brought the shopping bag into the room. ‘I hope you haven’t been peeking.’

‘No, Madame,’ he said. He hadn’t looked, but he was intrigued and excited by the mysterious bag.

‘Give it to me,’ she said, smiling at him when he handed her the bag. ‘Now, before I show you what’s inside, I’d like you to take your clothes off. I always like it when you’re naked and I’m still dressed. Hurry up and do as you’re told.’

Darkly excited, he quickly obeyed.

‘Come a little closer,’ she said, lazing on the couch.

When he stepped nearer she reached out and ran the backs of her fingers up and down his thigh, laughing to see him come quickly erect.

‘Kneel at my feet,’ she commanded him.

His heart pounding, he did as he was told.

‘There,’ she said. ‘Now you’re ready to see what’s in my bag.’

Peering inside, she reached in and took out the two packets of Italian stay-up stockings.

‘You’ve seen me in stockings many times before,’ she said, showing him the shiny packets, ‘but these look particularly sexy, don’t you think? They’re in such a lovely shade. If you’re a very good slave, I may even let you see me in them. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’

‘Yes, Madame,’ he said helplessly.

‘I thought so,’ she said. ‘Now these,’ she said, reaching into the bag, ’will really make you my prisoner.’

She took out the four leather cuffs and laid them on the couch, amused by the look of alarm in his eyes.

‘Tying you with my stockings is all very well, but I thought we’d try some proper restraints. They can be clipped together as handcuffs, or they can be used separately to tie your ankles and wrists wherever and however I like. Look how strong the buckles are, and the leather’s so soft. As soon as I saw them I had to have them.’

She took out the lengths of silver chain and laid them beside the cuffs, saying, ‘You’ll feel like a proper slave when I put you in chains. There’ll be no escape then, Joseph, believe me. None at all.’

Smiling to see the shiver run through him, she caressed his cheek, and said, ‘You really are my slave, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, Madame,’ he said.

‘And a slave needs a collar, doesn’t he?’

‘Yes, Madame,’ he said, so bewitched he barely knew what he was saying.

‘I’m glad you agree,’ she said, taking the brown leather collar out of the bag, and showing it to her startled slave. ‘Your very own collar. Well, what do you say?’

‘Th-thank-you,’ he stammered, his fear of the collar only adding to its allure.

‘I really do want to take charge of you, Joseph,’ she said tenderly. ‘It’s not a game. I want to own you, make you mine. Lean forward, I’m going to put your collar on you now.’

Laying his head on her lap, he shivered in arousal as she fitted the collar around his neck and fastened its buckle.

‘There,’ she said. ‘Lift your head, let me see you in it.’

He obeyed instantly, gazing at her in wonder.

‘Oh, Joseph, it’s lovely on you,’ she said, delighted with the collar, and how well it looked on him. ‘I’m so glad I chose brown and not black. It matches your eyes and hair. How does it feel? I haven’t fastened it too tight, have I?’

He felt the collar. It was tight, but only in a pleasing way that made him feel owned and possessed.

‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s not too tight.’

‘Do you like wearing it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Does it make you feel like a real slave?’

‘Yes,’ he said, strangely proud of his collar, as if it marked him as her formal servant and property.

‘I wonder if you’ll like this as much,’ she said, taking the leash from the bag. ‘I know you don’t really need a leash, but I couldn’t resist it, and besides, I thought it might be fun. The young woman in the shop said it would keep you to heel. I wonder if she’s right. Let’s see, shall we?’

Amused, and gripped by a playful excitement, she clipped the leash onto the metal ring on his collar.

‘Dear Joseph,’ she said in delight. ‘You’re just like a puppy.’

Standing from the couch she gave the leash a tug, and made him walk behind her on all fours.

‘Good dog,’ she said. ‘Sweet puppy.’

Joseph followed his Mistress in a daze of helpless arousal, breathing in her perfume, and gazing at her pretty nylon-clad legs.

‘Heel, boy,’ she said, giving a sharp tug that made him hurry to keep up with her.

‘Sit,’ she said in a stern voice.

Obediently he sat up for her on his haunches

‘Good boy,’ she said, kneeling by her puppy to pat his head and scratch his ears. ‘I love this. It should feel silly but it doesn’t feel silly at all.’

Suddenly overcome with emotion, Joseph hid his face in her lap.

‘Poor Joseph,’ she said fondly, loving him for the trust he put in her. ‘Is it too much for you? Well, you’ll have to be strong because I haven’t finished with you yet.’

She felt him tense, and she said. ‘Oh, yes, puppy, I have something else in my bag for you.’

She took something from the bag but quickly hid it behind her back.

‘Now this frightens me,’ she told him gravely, ‘so it will probably terrify you. I really do need you to be brave for this? Will you do that, Joseph? Will you be brave for your Mistress?’

Swallowing in alarm, he nodded his head.

‘Promise me, I don’t want you taking fright on me.’

‘I promise,’ he said in a very quiet voice.

‘Then here it is,’ she said, taking the black rubber bit from behind her back and showing it to him.

He stared in confusion, not able at first to identify the sinister looking object.

‘Can’t you tell what it is?’ she said, going straight on to tell him. ‘It’s a gag, a bit to put in your mouth, and keep you quiet. I worry about you choking when I use my clothes to gag you, and so I thought I’d buy a proper gag to be on the safe side. It’s a scary looking thing, isn’t it, like a toy at all?’

She saw the fear come into his eyes, but she also saw how aroused he was, and she smiled at his excitement. She liked to be cruel, but only if he wanted and enjoyed it.

‘Honestly, Joseph, what are you like? The stricter I am, the more you like it. Let’s try the gag on you, but I’d better wash it first. Come with me.’

Holding his leash, she walked towards the kitchen with him crawling behind her on his hands and knees. ‘It’s alright,’ she laughed. ‘You can stand up now.’

He stood and walked behind her, his arousal clearly visible.

‘You hardly need a leash, do you?’ she said, taking hold of him by his erection. ‘Not when you’ve got this.’

He stood in a daze by the sink watching her wash the gag with soap and hot water before rinsing it and drying it with a dish-towel.

‘Open wide,’ she said, holding the gag to his mouth.

He told himself to refuse, and yet, unable to resist her command, he opened his mouth and made a soft groaning sound as she pushed the bit between his teeth.

‘A minute ago you were my puppy,’ she said, pulling the bit tight and buckling its strap behind his head, ‘and now you’re my pony with a bit in your mouth. There’s never a dull moment with Madame Adele, you have to say.’

Her teasing manner aroused him all the more, and he couldn’t help but press against her skirt, trying to find relief from his desire.

‘Steady, boy,’ she said, laughing as she stepped behind him. ‘I still have to fit the padlock. I know you won’t try to take it off, but it’s sexy knowing you can’t even if you want to.’

She fitted the little padlock through the buckle and snapped it shut. The sound seemed to send a shockwave through the room, and they looked at each other with a new excitement in their eyes. Their Mistress-slave marriage had entered a darker, more extreme stage and they both knew it.

‘Try and take it off,’ she said. ‘I want to make sure you can’t.’

Joseph tugged at the strap around his head, but it was fastened so tightly he could move it neither up nor down. His fingers brushed against the little padlock, and he felt his loss of speech all the more keenly. That feeling, along with the sensation of the collar gripping his neck, its leash dangling down his back as far as the crack between his buttocks, woke a fever of submissive arousal so deep he feared he might lose his mind, and yet Adele seemed relaxed and cheerful as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

She touched his cheeks where the sinister black bit pushed against the corners of his mouth.

‘That looks uncomfortable,’ she said, ‘but I’m sure you’ll get used to it. Try and speak. Go on, I want to see if you can make yourself understood.’

He gazed at her angrily, trying to communicate his outrage at such a request, but she just laughed at his expression, and at the way he’d grown even more aroused.

‘Go on,’ she said. ‘Say “Good evening, Madame.” Try that.’

He tried to speak but all that came out was ‘Eev Mam,’ which only made her laugh all the harder.

‘How about, “Is there anything further you require of me, Madame?”’ she said, adopting her haughtiest voice and manner.

He attempted to obey her, but all that came out was an incoherent babble that made him feel as weak and foolish as an infant.

‘Poor baby,’ she said. ‘You can’t even talk any more. I’m taking everything away from you, soon you won’t have anything at all.’

She led him back into the sitting-room where she clipped two of the leather cuffs together and used them to bind his hands behind his back.

‘You’re mine now, Joseph,’ she said, very aroused by his helplessness. ‘I can do what I like with you.’

Taking hold of his leash, she amused herself by leading him around the house, going from room to room, pointing out the places she could tether him if she wanted. It gave her a pleasant feeling to tug him by his leash, and she noticed that his arousal never faltered as he followed behind her. His excitement re-assured her. How could this be wrong when he liked it so much?

But she hadn’t forgotten the last item in her bag, and she took him back into the sitting-room to show it to her slave.

‘The cuffs and gag are for us to play with,’ she said, taking out the curved mahogany wand, ‘but this is for me. It’s entirely for the pleasure of your Mistress.’

She smiled at his look of confusion.

‘You don’t know what it is, do you?’

Unable to speak with the gag in his mouth, he shook his head.

‘A dildo is too crude a word for such a lovely object. Whoever made it knew that women don’t just need to be penetrated, they need to be caressed and seduced in a thousand different ways. Look at its beautiful shape, the way it bends and curves, and it’s so nice that it’s made of wood not plastic or metal. Being made of wood makes it seem almost alive, and think of all the ways I can touch myself with it. I need something to keep me company, don’t I, when you’re tied up or running round doing the housework? You’re not much use to me then, are you? There are times when a woman needs something more than a slave. This is my new lover, Joseph. It even has a name, Benna, and how handsome and strong he is. I think I’m a little in love already.’

To deepen his torment, she stroked the curved baton down his cheek, and then tapped it against his straining erection as if to demonstrate its superior strength and virility.

‘Oh, I’m going to enjoy myself with this, Joseph,’ she said. ‘In fact I’m going to try it now. I’m sure you’d like to watch, but not this first time, I think. I’m shy, and besides you’d only get jealous.’

She led him out into the hallway and tethered his leash to the banister.

‘You can wait here while I enjoy myself with Benna,’ she said, pushing her skirted thigh against his erection, the roughness of the tweed adding to his submissive delight. Whatever he said behind his gag was unintelligible, but his eyes were wild and desperate. ’Try and stay calm, Joseph, and learn your place. You can think of the fun I’m having. Isn’t that the best feeling for a slave, to know that his Mistress is having fun?’

A lovely wildness between her legs, she turned and left him alone and denied. All Joseph could do was stare after her, and then wait in a fever of submissive arousal so strong it made him delirious.

OVER THE next week Adele grew very close to Benna. She quickly learned how to pleasure herself with its sleek wooden curves, and it gave her a particular thrill to deny Joseph. Sometimes she gagged him and cuffed his wrists and ankles on his side of the bed while she lazed beside him, pleasuring herself with her insatiable new lover. The combination of her self-pleasuring and Joseph’s bound presence, as well as her sense of absolute female authority, gave her shattering orgasms, and often, when her pleasure was at its greatest, she’d imagine being with Laurent.

‘Poor Joseph,’ she’d say. ‘I don’t need you any more, not now I have Benna to keep me company.’

The first few times she did this, she’d relent and untie Joseph and let him make love to her, but she soon discovered that it aroused her much more to scorn him.

’Go and get my panties,’ she’d tell him as she took out his gag and unfastened his wrists and ankles. ‘You can have the pair I wore today. They’re in the basket in the shower-room.’

She’d laugh at his haste as he hurried to obey.

‘That’s all you’re good for,’ she’d say as he got back into bed. ‘My worn knickers.’

‘I love you,’ he’d say, aroused beyond all sense or shame.

‘Then make your mess for me,’ she’d goad him. ‘Go on, show me how much you love your Mistress. And hurry up about it, I’m bored with you.’

Enchanted by her scorn, his climax drained him utterly, yet made him yearn for deeper indignities, and Adele was not slow to provide them.

She added a new chore to his domestic duties. In the mornings he’d have to wash Benna, before drying it and putting it back on her bedside table. Adele would often be getting dressed or putting on her make-up while he did this, and she’d say, ‘I expect you to take care of my lover, Joseph. You are his servant every bit as much as you are mine, and you will show him the greatest respect.’

Of course the spectre of Laurent lay behind these indignities. They knew that, but they could not speak about it. In their own ways, they both yearned for Laurent to come back into their marriage, but the pain and hurt his visit had caused was still too raw for them to speak openly of their desires.

But then the day came when Adele had arranged to meet Laurent at his hotel, and they had no choice but to speak of him. Adele felt too anxious about Joseph’s feelings to involve him in helping her dress the way she’d done in the past, but she knew she had to say something before she left, and she called him up to the bedroom where she was sitting at her dressing-table putting the finishing touches to her make-up.

‘I’m seeing Laurent tonight,’ she said, peering into the mirror as she put on her lipstick. ‘But you know that, don’t you?’

‘Yes, I do,’ he said, stung by how elegant and beautiful she looked in a blue satin dress and black heels. A part of him hated that she was seeing Laurent, another part of him longed for her to go to him. And yet another part of him, a part he fought against with all his strength, yearned for her to bring Laurent back to the house as she had before.

‘Are you alright about me seeing him?’ she said, looking at his reflection in the mirror.

‘I think so,’ he said, far from sure.

‘Well, I don’t know if I am,’ she said, turning towards him with a serious expression on her face. ‘I’ve nearly cancelled our date twice today already. I want to be with him, and then I don’t until I end up feeling lost and frightened, and do you know what frightens me the most?’

‘What?’ he said.

‘The thought of you running away like you did last time. I couldn’t bear it if you did that. I think that’s why I like tying you up so much, because then I know you can’t run away.’

‘I won’t run away, Addie.’

‘Do you promise?’

‘Where would I go, what would I do?’

‘That didn’t stop you last time.’

‘As long as I don’t have to see him, I’ll be fine.’

‘You haven’t promised.’

‘Alright, then, I promise I won’t run away. Will that do?’

‘Actually, it won’t,’ she said, taking his collar from her dressing-table. ‘Kneel, Joseph. I’m going to put you in your collar.’

He knelt before her, breathing in her lovely perfume, and gazing at her shapely knees framed so elegantly by the flowing hem of her dress. When she placed the collar around his neck he experienced a delightful sense of weakness as if she truly did own him, and could do whatever she wanted with him.

‘What I’d really like to do is tie you to the bed while I’m out,’ she said, fastening the collar with busy little fingers, ‘but I need to learn to trust you, and besides I’d only worry there’d be a fire and you wouldn’t be able to escape. You’ll wear this collar instead. It will bound you to me as if by magic, and you won’t forget for a single second that you’re my slave. You won’t forget, will you?’

‘I won’t forget.’

‘Not for a single second?’

‘Not for a single second.’

‘That’s still not enough,’ she said, going over to her shoe rack and selecting a pair of black high-heeled shoes. ‘Yes, these will do,’ she said half to herself, placing them on the floor in the middle of the room, and telling him, ‘Every hour on the hour when I’m out, you will kneel and kiss my shoes, and after you’ve kissed them, you will say, “I love you Madame Adele, and I’ll never leave you.” Let me see you.’

Aroused beyond all reason, he knelt by the shoes and bowed his head to kiss each toe-tip before saying, ‘I love you, Madame Adele, and I’ll never leave you.’

It may have been role-play, but Joseph felt the words as a sacred, binding oath.

‘Oh, Joseph,’ Adele said tearfully, pulling him to his feet and embracing him. ‘I do these cruel and silly things because I love you, and never want to lose you. Can you forgive me for being such a selfish woman? I must be mad. Why else would I want Laurent when I already have a wonderful man like you? But I do want him, God save me, I want him so much.’

‘Then go to him,’ he said, a lump in his throat.

‘Do you mean it?’

‘I do,’ he said softly. ‘I want you to be happy, and I want you to be free.’

‘God, Joseph,’ she said. ‘You’re better than I deserve, so much better.’

‘You’re lovely,’ he said. ‘Laurent’s a lucky man.’

So moved she could barely speak, Adele managed to say, ‘I’ll be home by midnight,’ before turning and fleeing from the room.

Bereft by her departure, Joseph paced up and down until he gained some control over his pain and jealousy, and then, fingering the collar around his neck, he couldn’t stop himself from kneeling once more and kissing her shoes, saying softly, ‘I love you Madame Adele, and I’ll never leave you.’

What else could he do? He was her slave and she was his Mistress, and the knowledge of his servitude thrilled and terrified him. Struggling to breathe, and with a tight feeling in his chest as if he was about to take ill, he kept kissing her shoes, and repeating his mantra like a holy fool.

On her short walk to Laurent’s hotel Adele fell victim to a deep and troubling confusion. She longed to see her lover, and yet she wondered if her life wouldn’t be simpler and happier if she remained faithful to her husband, and made herself live a more conventional life. Maybe, in searching for sexual joy and freedom in her life, she’d only succeeded in making herself a prisoner of sex. Now was her chance to break free of her chains, and live as an ordinary, married woman.

But any thoughts she had of ending her relationship with Laurent vanished as soon as he opened the door to his hotel room, and took her in his strong arms, whispering, ‘My love, my love, I’ve been dreaming of you … Dreaming and dreaming.’

In an instant Adele gave herself to him, experiencing a happiness so strong and simple she felt, not that she was having an affair in a hotel-room, but that she’d come home. They’d planned to go out for a meal, but they stayed in and didn’t move from the bed. At around nine Laurent rang room-service and ordered steaks along with another bottle of red wine.

After they ate, they lay in each other’s arms, and spoke of their love.

‘I need more than this, you must know that,’ Laurent said.

‘I know,’ she said, touched by his ardour, but also afraid of where it may lead.

‘I’m doing all that you ask of me. I don’t call you, I keep my distance, but it’s driving me crazy.’

‘I’m sorry, but I don’t know what else to do.’

‘I’m going to come to your house. I’ll take you from him, make you mine. I’ll do it, I’m warning you, I won’t be able to stop myself.’

‘Stop it, Laurent, that doesn’t help.’

‘For God’s sake, you need to take charge of him, give him what he wants.’

‘It’s not as simple as that.’

‘Why not, he’s still your slave, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, more than ever, but you frighten him, make him fear he’s going to lose me.’

‘Well, he’s right to be frightened. I want to take you from him, make you mine. If he wants to keep you in his life, he’ll have to learn to live with that.’

‘That’s not so easy. Think of it from his point of view, having to surrender to another man.’

‘But it’s what he wants, you know that as well as I do. I saw that when I came to your house, and you need to give him what he wants.’

‘He’s not ready.’

‘That should be your decision, not his.’

‘He’s still my husband, and I love him, and don’t want to hurt him again.’

‘You can love him as your slave.’

‘Yes, but it’s not the same.’

‘He’ll get used to it.’

‘Don’t be unkind.’

‘I’m sorry. I’m impatient, and I can’t live without you.’

‘It’s my fault,’ said Adele, kissing him. ‘I pushed him before he was ready. If I’d taken it more slowly, I’m sure he’d have come round.’

‘Forgive me, but I don’t care about him. I only care about us.’

‘That’s not fair to me or to Joseph.’

‘I can’t help that,’ he said. ‘Do you know what I dream about?’

‘No,’ she said, moved by his passion for her.

‘Of coming to your house freely and openly,’ he said. ‘Joseph would be there, but he’d welcome me, and take my coat before bringing me a drink. And then you’d come into the room and throw your arms around me. We’d kiss like Romeo and Juliet, and Joseph would do nothing to stop us. He’d know it was right, the way things had to be. That’s what I dream of, Adele. It’s not good or kind, I know. Maybe I’m a bad man, a cruel man, but it’s what I want, and I’m never going to lie to you.’

‘Oh, God,’ she moaned, pulling him close. ‘It’s what I want too.’

’Then we’ll do it,’ he said, pushing inside her.

‘Yes,’ she cried. ‘Yes, yes!’

Later, after she’d dressed, Laurent saw her to the door, saying, ‘Tell Joseph I’m asking for him, and I look forward to seeing him soon.’

She started to protest but he silenced her with a kiss, and said, ‘I can’t wait another month before seeing you. I’ll come next weekend and spend every minute with you. I’ll come to your house.’

‘No, Laurent.’

‘It’s what you want.’

‘Give me time.’

‘Don’t be a coward.’

‘You know I’m not that.’

‘Then come to Paris, we’ll have the whole weekend together. We’ll go out, I’ll introduce you to my friends. We’ll wake up in each other’s arms. Say you’ll come, say it.’

‘I’ll come,’ she said, swept away by the force of his passion.

WHEN ADELE arrived home she found Joseph standing at the top of the stairs like a pale, little ghost.

‘There you are, Joseph,’ she said, feeling very sure of her power over him. ‘Have you missed me?’

‘Yes, Madame,’ he said, awed by her presence.

‘Have you been good while I was out?’

‘Yes, Madame.’

‘Did you like wearing my collar around your neck?’

‘Yes, Madame,’ he said.

‘And did you kiss my shoes every hour on the hour as I instructed you?’

‘Yes, Madame,’ he said again, not telling her he’d kissed them much more frequently than that. Kissing her shoes had allowed him to earth his desire, and get through the evening without losing what was left of his mind.

‘And what did you say while you kissed my shoes?’

‘I love you, Madame Adele, and I’ll never leave you.’

‘That’s what I like to hear,’ she said, happy to put him in his place. ’Aren’t you going to ask me if I had a good time?’

‘D-did you have a good time?’ he stammered, barely able to look at her.

‘Oh, I had a lovely time,’ she said. ‘Laurent was very pleased to see me, and it really was a delight to see him again. I’ve no idea how I managed to drag myself away and get home before midnight, but here I am, your obedient and ever-loving wife.’

He lifted his head and she saw what she thought was anger in his eyes, a dark fury that made her fear he might attack her, but then she understood it wasn’t anger at all — it was desire.

‘Is this what you want?’ she said, opening her coat, and letting him see her legs in her elegant satin dress.

He gave a groan of pain, and seemed to buckle as if he might fall to his knees.

‘Go on, then,’ she said, scornful of his weakness but also very aroused by it. ‘If it’s what you want.’

Dizzy with desire, Joseph sank to his knees before his wife and Mistress, and then bowed his head to kiss the toes of her shoes.

‘Very good, Joseph,’ she said, thrilled by the power she held over him, and by the memory of being with Laurent. ’That’s how a slave should welcome his Mistress.’

‘I love you, Madame,’ he said, a crack in his voice, ‘and I’ll never leave you.’

‘Kiss my knees, Joseph,’ she commanded him.

Immediately he kissed her shapely knees, inhaling her perfume as the soft hem of her dress brushed against his face.

‘Laurent’s asking after you, by the way,’ she taunted him. ‘He sends you his best wishes. Isn’t that thoughtful of him, to send you his regards so kindly?’

Holding the hem of her dress daintily in her fingers, she moved it slowly from side to side, knowing it would inflame him, and destroy what remained of his resistance.

‘Well, Joseph,’ she said. ‘Would you like to worship your Mistress?’

‘Yes,’ he gasped.

‘Louder,’ she said.

‘Yes!’ he said.

With a sigh of pleasure, she took down her underwear, and cried out in delight when his mouth found her nakedness. He kissed her with such hunger he pushed her back against the wall, but his ardour only added to her arousal, and she gripped his hair and pulled him even closer, saying through her joy, ‘That’s for you, Joseph. It’s all for you.’

SEVERAL TIMES in the next week Adele tied Joseph, and left to his thoughts while she pleasured herself with Benna, and dreamed of Laurent. Being with Laurent had made Adele even more assertive, and Joseph felt the full weight of her authority. On Sunday evening, she gagged him, and cuffed his wrists behind his back before pushing him into the cupboard that held the vacuum cleaner, and the other cleaning tools. ‘This will remind you of your place in my house,’ she said, closing and locking the door, and leaving him in darkness for over two hours. Crouched uncomfortably in a corner, Joseph enjoyed his imprisonment, and took particular pleasure in the sounds Adele made as she moved freely round the house. He also found the dusty smell of the vacuum cleaner arousing, and he even liked the smell of the furniture polish. Deep in his heart, he recognised these as the scents of his servitude.

But behind her dominance, Adele still loved Joseph, and she knew they had to talk about Laurent, and so on Wednesday night after they’d eaten, she didn’t tie him, or put him in his collar and apron, or send him off to bed. Instead, she poured him a glass of wine and pulled him down beside her on the couch.

‘Let’s just be Adele and Joseph tonight,’ she said, ‘not Mistress and slave.’

‘Okay,’ he said, feeling wary. He knew she wanted to talk, and that made him anxious.

‘I’ve been very cruel to you recently,’ she said, laying her head on his shoulder.

‘I don’t mind,’ he said.

‘I know you don’t,’ she said, ‘but I do. I’ve been hiding behind being your Mistress. I’ve been cruel and dominant with you when I should be talking to you about our marriage, and what’s next for us.’

‘Isn’t that obvious?’

‘I’m not sure if it is.’

‘We’ll go on loving each other,’ he said, looking to put an end to their talk. ‘I’ll be your slave and you’ll be my Mistress.’

‘That’s true,’ she said, squeezing his hand, ‘but there’s something else, you know there is.’

‘You mean Laurent, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I mean Laurent.’

‘We don’t need to talk about him.’

‘I think we do.’

‘Why? You’ll see him in his hotel when he’s in London, and everything will be fine.’

‘But everything’s not fine, not any more.’

‘Of course it is,’ he said, trying to sound calm and failing miserably.

‘I don’t mean to hurt you,’ she said tenderly. ‘I promise you I don’t, but this went wrong last time because we didn’t talk it through properly. I was selfish and impatient, and did something you weren’t ready for. It was stupid of me, and I don’t want that to happen again.’

‘It’s not going to happen,’ he said, his heart in his mouth.

‘I need to talk to you honestly,’ she said, a very grave expression on her face. ‘It won’t be easy for you to hear, but I want you to listen. Can you do that for me, Joseph?’

‘Alright,’ he said in a very small voice.

‘I loved seeing Laurent last week,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t sure if I would, but being with him again, being his lover, made me understand I can’t live without him.’

Joseph gave a sob, and put his hand to his heart in a way that brought tears to her eyes.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, ‘but I can’t help it. I need more of him in my life, much more.’

‘Can’t you be happy with what you’ve got?’ he said, a pleading look in his eyes.

‘I thought I could,’ she said, ‘but now I know I can’t. He wants to come to the house again, and I want him to come. Forgive me, Joseph, but I can’t hide it any more. Don’t ask me to explain it because I can’t. It just feels right to me, so right.’

‘It’ll be the end of me, Addie, I promise you it will.’

‘Of course it won’t be,’ she said, laughing kindly through her tears, and feeling an endless fondness for him. ‘I’ll still love you, you know I will. In fact I’ll love you all the more for accepting what you are.’

‘You mean a slave?’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘but don’t be ashamed, it’s a brave and lovely way to be.’

‘You don’t mean that.’

‘I do,’ she said, not sure if she was telling the truth.

‘I’ve seen the way you look at me sometimes, as if I’m an insect that’s crawled out from under a rock.’

‘It’s just part of my act,’ she said, still not sure if she was lying or not. ‘It’s fun to look down my nose at you, to play at being your cruel and selfish Mistress, and I only do it because I know it’s what you want.’

‘God, Addie,’ he said, covering his face with his hands, ‘I’ve no idea what I want.’

‘Well, it’s time you made up your mind,’ she said, forcing herself to be strong.

‘What do you mean?’

‘The other night when I came home after being with Laurent,’ she said, risking all, ‘and when you knelt to me the way you did, I could see how much you liked it, how much you wanted me to be with him.’

‘God, Adele!’ he exclaimed, looking to get to his feet.

‘Don’t run away,’ she said, holding him back. ’Stay with me, please. Stay with me and tell me the truth.’

‘I don’t know the truth,’ he said, pale and despairing.

‘I think you do,’ she said, ‘you’re just too afraid to say it.’

‘Do you want me to say I liked what happened when he came to the house?’ he shouted at her. ‘Do you want me to say I liked sleeping on the floor while you slept upstairs with him in our bed? Is that what you want me to say?’

‘If it’s the truth,’ she said gently, ‘then, yes, it is what I want you to say.’

‘Alright,’ he said, tears beginning to stream down his face. ‘I didn’t just like it, I loved it. God, Addie, I even dream of it? Are you happy now?’

‘Don’t cry,’ she said, wiping his tears.

‘I’m a mess,’ he said. ‘I hate that you want him more than me, but I want you to want him. I want him to take you from me, I want you to be his not mine.’

‘Sssh,’ Joseph,’ said Adele, stroking his face. ‘It’s alright.’

‘It’s not alright,’ he said, trembling with emotion. ’It can’t be.’

‘He’s my lover and you’re my husband, that’s all,’ she said. ‘That doesn’t mean you’re weaker than him, any less of a man, or less important to me or to the world. You’re different, I agree, but that’s fine, people are allowed to be different, and I love you, and I’ll never stop loving you, even when I’m being unfaithful to you. In fact, sometimes I think that’s when I love you most.’

‘Do you mean that?’

‘I do,’ she said. ‘You must have felt it, how much I love you when I take charge of you, how happy it makes me to be your Mistress.’

‘I’ve felt it,’ he said.

‘Well, then, there you are,’ she said with infinite warmth and kindness. ‘It’s just our way of loving each other, and there’s nothing to be ashamed of.’

‘But I am ashamed,’ he said.

‘Maybe that’s part of the fun for a slave,’ she said, smiling at him, trying to lift his spirits. ‘Maybe the best part.’

‘God knows,’ he said, managing to smile back at her.

‘We weren’t ready before,’ she said, a new excitement rising inside her, ‘but I think we’re ready now.’

‘For what?’ he said, already knowing the answer.

‘For Laurent,’ she said. ‘To bring him into our lives, and share our marriage with him.’

‘God, Addie, I can’t,’ he said.

‘Of course you can,’ she said. ‘It’s what you want, you know it is, you’ve just said so.’

‘It is what I want,’ he said, looking very dejected, ‘but that doesn’t mean I’ve got the strength to do it.’

‘Oh, come on,’ she said. ‘You’re strong and brave, I know you are.’

‘I’m not that brave.’

‘Think of how excited you’ll be when Laurent comes to the house. It won’t be like last time. I’ll make sure you’re ready. I’ll be very bossy with you before he comes, or I’ll tie you up in the spare bedroom. That way you won’t even have to see him — unless you want to. Say you’ll do it, Joseph, please.’

‘No, Adele, I won’t.’

‘Why not, it’s what we both want?’

‘Please listen,’ he said. ‘If Laurent comes here again, if he comes to the house, it would leave me with nothing, nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. He’d have taken everything from me, and I’d have nothing.’

‘Isn’t that what a slave wants, to have nothing, to be no-one?’

‘Yes, I believe it is,’ he said, struggling to get to the truth, ‘but that doesn’t make it right. If you bring him to the house again, it will destroy me.’

‘It doesn’t have to do that. It might be the making of you.’

‘No, Adele, I’m not strong enough. You may be, but I’m not.’

‘I’m your Mistress,’ she said, suddenly angry and impatient with him. ‘I could make you do it.’

‘You could,’ he said, a part of him wishing she would, ‘but please don’t. It may be what I want, but I wouldn’t be able to bear it.’

‘You can’t know unless you try.’

‘I just know,’ he said.

‘So you don’t want to be a part of my relationship with Laurent?’

‘Only from afar.’

‘You don’t want him to come to the house?’

‘I don’t,’ he said. ‘That must never happen again.’

‘Where does that leave me? Can I only see him every six weeks in a hotel room?’

‘Isn’t that enough?’

‘No, it’s not,’ she said. ‘Not any more.’

‘I can’t help that.’

‘No, but I can,’ she said. ‘If he can’t come here to the house, then I’ll go to him. In fact I’ve agreed to go to Paris on Friday. I’ll be staying for the week-end and returning on Monday.’

‘You can’t,’ he said, shocked by her news.

‘Of course I can, don’t be silly.’

‘You’re still my wife.’

‘I am, but I’m also your Mistress, and in this case that takes precedence.’

‘Please, Addie …’ he began to protest, but Adele spoke over him.

‘Think yourself lucky I’m not insisting he comes here. You’ll help me pack, and keep everything spick and span in the house while I’m away. You’ve left me no choice, Joseph. I want more of Laurent in my life, and if that means going to Paris then that’s what I’ll do. Is that understood?’

‘Yes,’ he said, crushed by her authority.

‘Then go and stand in the corner,’ she commanded him. ‘You need to remember your place.’

His brain reeling, and with a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, Joseph did as he’d been told. She was his Mistress now more than she was his wife and, deep in his blood, that was what he wanted her to be.

IN THE few days before her departure Adele ruled over Joseph with an iron fist. She constantly spoke down to him, and showed him little pity or affection. She wasn’t angry at him, although she resented his cowardice about Laurent, but she sensed it would be easier for both of them if she kept his foot on his neck. It gave him no opportunity to question her actions, and it helped keep her own doubts at bay.

Her train to Paris was leaving on Friday afternoon at one o’clock, and by late morning she was in her bedroom packing and, true to her word, Joseph was helping her.

‘My prettiest underwear,’ she instructed him as she folded her dresses and placed them in the small suitcase on the bed. ‘I want to look my best for Laurent.’

With trembling hands, Joseph took her loveliest knickers and bras from her drawer and placed them on top of her dresses in her suitcase.

‘They’ll do nicely,’ she said briskly, ‘and put some stay-up stockings in too, perhaps the Italian ones I bought last week. He likes me in stockings.’

In a fever of bitter-sweet torment, Joseph found the flat packets in her stocking drawer and put them into her suitcase. Adele put two pairs of high heeled shoes into a little cloth bag and pressed it down on top of her clothes, and then put in her make-up bag before closing and fastening the suitcase.

‘All ready,’ she said, excited to be gone. ‘My taxi will be here any minute. A week-end in Paris with Laurent, what could be better than that?’

She looked at Joseph and saw the tears gathering in his eyes.

‘Oh, come on, don’t cry,’ she said, her gentle laugh only making Joseph feel worse. ‘Be brave for your Mistress.’

Three days on his own knowing she was with Laurent, Joseph thought in despair. It would drive him mad. He’d never get through it.

‘Tears won’t do any good,’ she continued, ‘and anyway you should be happy for me, not sad.’

‘I am happy,’ he said, trying to make sense of his absurd existence.

‘Then try to show it,’ she said. ‘There’s no reason why you can’t enjoy yourself when I’m gone. Look,’ she said, hurrying over to her shoe-rack, ‘I’ll put these shoes out for you again, I’m sure that will help.’

She placed the pretty shoes on the floor in the middle of the room, and said, ‘You can kneel and kiss them like you did before, not every hour, but in the morning when you get up, and at night before you go to bed. Will you do that?’

‘Yes, Madame,’ he said, dreading her departure, but also aroused by the thought of being so cruelly abandoned.

‘And you can wear your nightdress every night too,’ she said, taking his lovely slip from under his pillow, and spreading it out on the bed. ‘Look how pretty it is. You can wear it in bed, and lie and think about me with Laurent. You’ll like that, I know you will.’

He tried to speak, but could only make a silly choking sound.

‘Come here,’ she said gently, pulling him into a warm embrace.

‘I’ll miss you,’ he said.

‘Of course you will,’ she said, not allowing herself to weaken. ‘But that’s only to be expected. A slave should miss his Mistress when she’s away, it’s the way of the world. But I’m going to make you a promise, and you need to listen carefully, alright?’

In a place beyond speech, he nodded his head.

‘No matter what, no matter how lonely you are without me, or how much you worry, never forget that my train gets back into London at two o’clock on Monday afternoon. I’ll be on that train, Joseph, I promise you. In fact, you can come and meet me at the station. You can carry my suitcase like a good servant, would you like that?’

She was smiling at him as she spoke, and he couldn’t help but smile back through his tears.

‘Yes,’ he managed to say.

‘Then it’s a date,’ she said, kissing his pretty mouth. She tried to feel sorry for him, but she couldn’t. Her mind was already full of Paris and Laurent.

At that moment they heard the distinctive sound of a taxi engine pulling up outside the house.

‘I have to go,’ she said.

Joseph carried her suitcase downstairs and out to the taxi.

‘I’ll call you,’ she said, giving him a hurried embrace. ‘I won’t make a time, maybe tomorrow or Sunday.’

‘I love you,’ he said, his heart breaking.

’I love you too,’ she said before getting into the taxi.

She gave a little wave, and blew him a kiss as the taxi drove away.

WHAT ASTONISHED Adele most about Paris was how quickly she felt at home there. She didn’t know the city — she’d only visited it once as a small child — but Laurent welcomed her with such warmth, and showed off his home city with such pride and knowledge that she soon fell in love with it. They went for long walks, and he took her to a wonderful restaurant on Friday night, and then to bed where they stayed until late the next morning.

His flat was spacious and elegant, the large windows offering a charming view of a tree-lined boulevard with a number of pavement cafés on the far side of the street.

‘It couldn’t be more French if it tried,’ she said, standing by the window drinking coffee.

‘Do you like it?’ Laurent asked her, putting his arms around her.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she said.

‘Then you must come as often as you can.’

‘I will,’ she said, turning to kiss him.

That evening Laurent cooked for her, and then took her to a bar. He wanted to introduce her to his friends, and he’d invited around twenty of his closest acquaintances to come along. Most of them were couples five or ten years older than Adele, and they seemed very cool and aloof in their French way. They couldn’t all speak English as well as Laurent, and she had very little French, so they conversed mostly in halting English, but they were friendly enough in their own way and, by the end of the evening, she felt they’d accepted her as the new woman in Laurent’s life.

On Sunday Laurent’s ex-wife Irène and her partner Sabine had invited them to come for lunch. They lived in the flat above, but Laurent hadn’t introduced her to them yet, and Adele felt an inevitable apprehension about meeting his ex-wife.

‘I bet she’s beautiful,’ she said to Laurent as they got dressed to go upstairs.

‘Soon you’ll see for yourself,’ said Laurent, smiling to himself as he tied his shoe laces.

‘And chic and clever and charming and skinny and talented,’ said Adele, wishing she’d chosen another dress.

Irene turned out to be all of those things. A small, slender woman with piercingly intelligent eyes, she had an effortless grace and impatient manner that Adele found intimidating, and Sabine was no less impressive. A tall, black woman with close-cropped hair, she had the slow, proud beauty of a dancer. Adele already knew they were both senior medical consultants, and that they had made Michel, Sabine’s now deceased husband, into their slave.

Adele struggled not to feel outdone by them, and the constrained mood around the table was worsened by the presence of another couple. The man, a handsome Nigerian heart surgeon of around fifty or so, had been introduced to Adele by Sabine as Doctor Dymbela, and given no first name as if he was too important to be called by anything other than his formal title. His partner, whom Adele took to be his wife, was a tall, sleepy-eyed Swedish woman called Maja with very pale skin and snow-white hair. They made a strange pair, a little like a magician with his assistant, Adele thought, but both Irène and Sabine deferred to them, and listened to Doctor Dymbela’s deep-voiced pronouncements with an almost exaggerated respect. At one point she was sure he said, ‘We are all the ghosts of those who have gone before.’

Sunlight shone brightly into the room from the window behind Doctor Dymbela, and as Adele was sitting opposite him, she had to squint to make out his features. His appearance seemed to change in front of her eyes. One moment he looked like a much older man of seventy or more, and the next he looked like a young man of thirty or less. He spoke slowly and, in Adele’s opinion, very dully about a variety of subjects including fish, cars, computers, mathematics and cancer. At one moment she felt sure he was smiling at her in a flirtatious way, and she decided that she didn’t like him, and that he was both pompous and sinister.

After their meal Irène suggested they go into the garden for coffee and brandy and, on the way downstairs, Irene took Adele by her arm and spoke privately in her ear.

‘Don’t think badly of Doctor Dymbela,’ she said. ‘He’s not an easy man to like, but he was a great help to us when Michel and Sabine became so terribly ill. Sabine wouldn’t have survived without his care and advice, and we owe him a huge debt of gratitude.’

The garden was pleasant and secluded and the brandy and coffee, hardly to Adele’s surprise, were delicious. Doctor Dymbela and Maja didn’t stay much longer, and the mood improved immeasurably once they’d gone. Irene and Sabine relaxed, and began to laugh and talk in a way that made them seem far less intimidating. And they sat together, touching and cuddling in a way that Adele found sweet and romantic. After about an hour, and several more brandies, Sabine rose to her feet and stretched lazily, saying, ‘I’m going to tidy up in the kitchen. This is when I most miss Mimi. When he was alive I never had to lift a finger.’

‘To Mimi,’ said Irène, and they all raised their glasses in a tender and respectful toast to Sabine’s departed husband.

‘We need to find another slave,’ said Sabine, gathering the coffee cups.

‘I suggest Laurent,’ said Irène, smiling mischievously at Adele.

‘Laurent is a good man,’ said Sabine, ‘but he is not a good slave.’

‘I’m not,’ said Laurent, getting to his feet, ‘but that doesn’t mean I can’t do the dishes.’

‘Get inside, slave,’ Sabine said sternly but with a glint of humour in her eyes. ‘You have work to do.’

‘If I’m not back soon,’ Laurent said to Adele, ‘come and rescue me.’

’It’s lovely to see him happy again,’ Irène said to Adele once Laurent and Sabine had gone inside.

‘Is he happy?’ said Adele.

‘Since he met you, yes, he is,’ said Irène. ‘In fact, I’ve never seen him happier.’

‘That’s good to know,’ said Adele.

‘Do you mind me speaking personally?’ said Irène.

‘Not at all,’ said Adele. She liked Irène, and already felt at ease with her.

‘I know you’re going home tomorrow, so this will be our only chance to talk,’ she said, pulling her chair closer. ‘When I fell in love with Sabine I hurt Laurent very badly. I still love him dearly but as a friend now, not as a lover or a husband. More than anything, I want him to be happy, and so I have a proposition to put to you.’

‘A proposition?’ she said, suddenly feeling wary.

‘It will sound crazy, I’m sure,’ said Irène, ‘but let me say it to you anyway.’

‘Alright,’ said Adele.

‘Laurent has told you about Michel, or Mimi as we called him, and how we made him into our slave?’

‘Yes, he has.’

‘Well, Laurent has told us about your husband Joseph, and how he lives as your slave. Is that correct?’

‘I suppose it is, yes.’

‘He also told us that when he went to your house Joseph became very unhappy and left you for a while. He was very worried about you, and about Joseph too. He really didn’t want to hurt anyone, but he was most worried that you might end your relationship with him. He was miserable when you asked him not to call you.’

‘It’s been a difficult time,’ said Adele, ‘and I still love my husband.’

‘Laurent knows that,’ said Irène, ‘but he’s in love with you, Adele. He hasn’t said that to me, but I know him, and I can tell. If you weren’t already married, he would ask you to be his wife, I’m sure of it.’

‘But I am married,’ said Adele.

‘And that’s what brings me to my proposition,’ said Irène, lighting a cigarette and peering at Adele through the smoke. ‘Sabine and Mimi and I lived very happily together. It wasn’t easy to begin with. There were all the jealousies and resentments you might expect, but once Mimi accepted his situation as our slave he grew to love his life here, and we grew to love him. It was a strange kind of love, but it was love all the same. Can you understand that?’

‘I think so, yes,’ said Adele.

‘And do you think it might be possible to live that way with Joseph? With Laurent as the man in your life, your lover, and with Joseph as your slave?’

‘I tried that when I brought Laurent to the house, but it went so wrong I’m frightened to do it again.’

‘Yes,’ she Irène, ‘but you were trying to run before you could walk, you must see that.’

‘Yes, I do see that.’

‘And this is where Sabine and I may be able to help. Next time you come to Paris, bring Joseph with you. He can stay with Sabine and I as our housekeeper. We’ll train him for you, help him accept his position as your slave. We won’t hurt him, at least not any more than he can bear, but we’ll help him get over his pride, and his worries about submitting to his rival. We went through all that with Mimi, and we know what we’re doing. As I said, I want Laurent to be happy, and he won’t be happy unless he’s the principal man in your life.’

‘The alpha?’

‘Yes,’ said Irène with a very French shrug. ‘It’s just how it is. You don’t have to decide now. Think it over and let me know.’

‘Thank-you,’ said Adele, excited by the suggestion. ‘It’s kind of you to offer.’

‘Not at all,’ said Irène. ‘It would be fun, and we would have a tidy house again.’

FEELING SLEEPY after her meal and too much wine and brandy, Adele went into Laurent’s apartment and took a siesta. She was woken by the sound of Laurent showering in the adjoining bathroom. Recalling her conversation with Irène, she realised with a stab of guilt that she hadn’t called Joseph. Taking her phone from the bedside table, she called him.

‘How are you?’ she asked sleepily when he answered.

‘I miss you,’ Joseph said, his voice very small and far away.

‘I’m pleased to hear it,’ she said, feeling lazy and cruel. ‘But you’ve had my shoes to keep you company. Have you kissed them every morning and every night?’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘I beg your pardon,’ she said, making her voice sound angry but actually feeling very fond of him.

‘Yes, Madame,’ he said.

‘Try to remember your place.’

‘I will, Madame.’

Adele thought she heard a tremor in his voice. ‘And have you worn your pretty slip to bed?’ she asked him.

‘Yes, Madame.’

‘Every night?’

‘Yes, Madame.’

‘In that case, I’m sure you’re doing fine.’

He said nothing in reply, but Adele wasn’t in any mood to feel sorry for him.

‘Aren’t you going to ask if I’m having a good time?’ she said, hearing the shower being turned off.

‘Are you having a good time, Madame?’ Joseph said.

‘I’m having a wonderful time, Joseph, thank-you for asking,’ she said. ‘Laurent has made me very welcome and shown me such kindness. Paris is beautiful, and his apartment is splendid. We’ve taken long walks and been out to a lovely restaurant. He’s introduced me to his friends, and we had lunch today with his ex-wife Irène and her lover Sabine. They’re lovely people, and I’m sure you’d like them. Perhaps you’ll come and meet them some time,’ she said, wondering if she had the nerve to take Irène up on her offer.

At that moment Laurent came out of the shower-room. He stood smiling at her, drying his hair with a towel. He was naked and Adele felt a thrill of arousal at the sight of his broad shoulders and muscular arms and legs. Smiling at her, he threw down the towel and walked slowly over to the bed until he was standing above her, and then he put one of his big hands on her knee, and slid it under her skirt until he was touching her through her panties.

‘I’ll have to go now, Joseph,’ she said, looking to end the call.

But Laurent took the phone from her and, without ending the call, placed it on the bedside table, and then he kissed her as he took down her panties, and pulled up the hem of her pretty dress.

‘Oh, God,’ Adele gasped, very aroused by what he was about to do.

‘Comme tu es belle,’ he said in his deep, strong voice, making sure it was loud enough for Joseph to hear.

He lay on top of her, and pressed against her, waiting until she was ready for him. He didn’t have to wait for long, and Adele gave a long groan of delight when he pushed slowly inside her.

She felt shocked and ashamed to begin with, knowing that her husband could overhear their lovemaking, but soon the thought only added to her arousal, and she cried out in wanton delight as her lover claimed her for his own.

JOSEPH WAS waiting for her at the railway station.

‘There he is,’ Adele thought as she walked towards him along the platform, ‘my husband and my slave.’

She worried about how pale and thin he looked, but she dismissed the worry, telling herself, ‘That’s just how he always looks, especially when I’ve really taken charge of him.’

‘Well, here I am,’ she said when she’d passed through the ticket barrier.

‘Welcome home, Madame,’ he said, so overawed by her he didn’t feel he had the right to kiss her.

‘Sweet Joseph,’ said Adele, kissing him on the cheek. ‘You may take my bag.’

When they reached home, Adele kept up her haughty manner.

‘I’m afraid, I didn’t have time to buy you a present,’ she said, ‘but I have a treat for you all the same. You may take my bag down to the laundry-room and hand-wash my dresses and underwear. Well, what do you say?’

‘Thank-you, Madame,’ he said, darkly thrilled by her demeaning gift.

‘Then get on with it,’ she said sharply. ‘I’m going to check my e-mails and catch up with work.’

A man in a dream, Joseph took her case downstairs and unpacked her pretty, feminine garments with trembling hands. He felt overwhelmed by Adele’s return, crushed by her beauty and superior manner, and yet his heart leapt with joy. His Mistress was home, what more could he want? He saw that she’d worn both pairs of the stockings he’d packed for her. The knowledge that she’d worn them for her lover gave them a sacred yet profane power, and as he stood holding her underwear, and filling the sink with warm water and liquid detergent, he experienced a happiness close to bliss.

Joseph offered to cook an evening meal, but Adele was still in a holiday mood, and she took him out to a restaurant instead. She saw how he ate slowly, with little appetite, and she knew he was still very deep under her spell.

‘How were you when I was gone?’ she asked, enjoying her meal.

‘Alright, I suppose,’ he said.

‘Did you feel abandoned?’

‘A little,’ he said.

’Did you mind my phone-call?’

’N-no,’ he mumbled, looking very flustered.

‘It was Laurent’s idea,’ she said, watching to see how he’d react. ‘He can be very forceful when he wants.’

Joseph tried to match her gaze but, stung by her imperious beauty, and by the memory of overhearing her with Laurent, he looked quickly away.

‘I didn’t have to go to Paris, you know,’ she said. ‘Laurent could have come to the house again. He could have spent the week-end here.’

‘Not to our house,’ Joseph said, his voice strained and brittle. ‘I’ve told you, I can bear anything except that.’

She saw how he put down his knife and fork, and how his hand trembled as he lifted his wine-glass to his mouth.

‘Not even if it meant you wouldn’t be left out?’ she said, ‘and you’d be part of everything?’

‘Not even then.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Adele, ‘but I have another idea. You don’t have to agree, but I’ll tell it to you anyway.’

She smiled to see the fear and excitement come into his eyes.

‘You know about Irène and Sabine, don’t you, and how Sabine’s husband lived with them as their slave for a number of years before his death?’

‘Yes, you told me,’ he said, taking another drink of wine.

‘Well, Laurent had told Irène about us, and about the kind of marriage we have.’

‘That’s a private matter,’ Joseph said, looking very distraught.

‘I suppose it is,’ she said, ‘but there comes a point when a slave’s not entitled to privacy any more, and we’ve reached that point now, Joseph, I’m afraid to say.’

He looked at her in shock, but made no protest. Her air of control and certainty sent a tide of bitter-sweet arousal through his veins, leaving him weak and dizzy, as if he might fall from his chair in a faint.

‘Because of their time with Mimi, Irène and Sabine know about this kind of sex, about Mistresses and slaves and everything that goes with it, and Irène was very understanding of your reluctance to have Laurent come to the house. She understands that it’s your home, your territory, and how having another man invade your home is the cruellest torment for a slave, the last hurdle, so to speak.’

‘The last hurdle?’ he said weakly, a shiver running through him.

‘Yes,’ said Adele. ‘A slave’s last hurdle before he gives up the struggle to be a man, and surrenders everything to his Mistress and her lover.’

‘But I don’t … I can’t …’ he stammered.

‘Don’t be frightened,’ she said, reaching across the table, and putting her hand gently on his. ‘Mimi lived very happily once he’d given up the struggle, and I’m sure you’ll be the same.’

‘I want to go home,’ he said, fearing he was about to take ill.

‘Let me finish what I’m saying,’ she said firmly, taking away her hand. ‘And then we’ll go home.’

Once more he made no protest.

‘And so Irène asked me if I’d consider bringing you with me the next time I go to Paris.’

‘With you?’ he said, astonished.

‘Yes,’ said Adele. ‘You could stay with Irène and Sabine, and work as their housekeeper while I’d stay downstairs with Laurent.’

‘Their housekeeper?’ he said, his brain struggling to keep up.

‘Yes, why not?’ she said. ‘If we’re honest, that’s what you’ve been for me these last few months, and I’m sure you’d quickly get used to serving new Mistresses. They’re exceptionally beautiful and intelligent women, quite strict too, I imagine. You’d probably be in heaven.’

‘It’s impossible.’

‘I know it must seem that way, but give yourself time to get used to the idea. It’s actually a very kind offer, and I think it might help you get over your pride, and accept your true nature.’

‘As a slave?’

‘Yes.’

‘To you and Laurent?’

‘Yes,’ she said, suddenly worried that she’d pushed too hard again.

But he didn’t stand up and storm out, or speak to her angrily. Instead he took another drink of wine, and looked at his hands for a long time before speaking.

‘So I’d just clean their house?’ he said quietly.

‘I imagine so,’ she said, surprised, and more than a little excited that he seemed to be considering her proposal. ‘You’d probably do some cooking, and laundry too, I suppose, much like you do for me. And they have a garden. They’d probably put you to work there as well, for some of the time at least.’

‘That wouldn’t be so bad, I suppose,’ he said, not looking at her.

‘I’m sure it wouldn’t be,’ she said, feeling a growing excitement.

‘What did you mean when you said they were strict?’

‘Nothing, really,’ she said. ‘Only that they have that impatient, slightly stuck-up French way about them. But you soon get used to it, and underneath they’re lovely people.’

‘Would they punish me?’

‘Well, I know they used to discipline Mimi if they felt it was necessary, or so Laurent told me, but I’m sure they wouldn’t do anything too awful. I’m sure they wouldn’t be cruel to you, not really. Remember, I’ll be there too. I wouldn’t let them hurt you, not unless you wanted them to. You’ll always be my husband, Joseph, and I’ll always look after you.’

‘Do you promise?’

‘Yes, I promise,’ she said, her heart pounding. God, she thought, he might really be going to accept.

‘How long would we be there for?’

‘We didn’t talk about it in any detail,’ she said. ‘Only a few days, I imagine. Not long at any rate.’

‘And what about Laurent?’ he said, looking at her in distress. ‘Would I have to see him?’

‘Hardly at all,’ she said, her excitement growing. ‘He has his own apartment, and we’d be going out to restaurants and bars all the time. You might see him when we first arrive, I suppose, but after that you’d probably never see him again. Of course, I’d pop up on my own from time to see how you were getting on.’

‘Every day?’

‘Several times a day,’ she said. ‘I’d want you to know I was thinking about you, and give you the chance to let me know if you were worried about anything, anything at all. You’d be perfectly safe, Joseph, I promise.’

‘But I wouldn’t see you and Laurent together.’

‘I don’t see why you would,’ she said. ‘You’ll be a housekeeper for Irène and Sabine, that’s all.’

‘That’s all?’

‘That’s all.’

‘Okay,’ he said so quietly she hardly heard him.

‘You’ll do it?’ she said, her voice rising in excitement.

‘Yes, I’ll do it,’ he said, the room and his life spinning around him.

End of Part Three
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