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            The U-Feeling Decalogue: Ten Fundamental Rules

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1. Payment for the exchange will follow globally uniform standards set by U-Feeling. Variations will depend solely on the duration of the experience, not on any other circumstance.

      

        

      
        2. Each participant in the U-Feeling experience will receive detailed information about the host body (age, physical and psychological health, home address, family and professional network) at least one month before it begins, together with a protocol of permitted and prohibited actions during the experience (see separate document).

      

        

      
        3. The exchange will take place solely and exclusively by mutual consent of both parties. The contract, signed one month in advance, may be revoked unilaterally by either party up to the moment both participants enter the exchange area.

      

        

      
        4. Each host body will receive a U‑locator by oral administration, enabling the company to know its location at all times during the experience. The U‑locator will be deactivated in both bodies simultaneously, and disconnection will be performed solely and exclusively by U‑Feeling professionals at U-Feeling facilities, solely and exclusively at the moment the host bodies are handed over.

      

        

      
        5. The cap set by the Body Exchange Act (Official State Gazette [BOE], 19/06/38), for the U-Feeling experience is one week. Once that time has elapsed, the host bodies must present themselves at the U‑Feeling exchange hub and proceed to recover their original bodies.

      

        

      
        6. Each client must return the host body in the same state of physical and psychological health in which it was received. Any deterioration will incur significant financial penalties as set out in the U‑Feeling catalogue and will be subject to the penalties established in the Spanish Criminal Code for body‑exchange offences. By law, U‑Feeling will report the client’s condition immediately after the experience to the local Body‑Exchange Department, at Calle Siglo XXI, Madrid 28709.

      

        

      
        7. Any escape attempt will be prosecuted both by U-Feeling tracking units and by the State Police Body-Exchange Department, who will be informed in detail. Anyone who attempts to escape with another person’s body will be permanently barred from accessing U-Feeling’s services.

      

        

      
        8. U-Feeling will not be responsible for any psychological disturbance arising from the exchange after the clients have returned to their own original bodies, provided the exchange has complied with these rules.

      

        

      
        9. Private arrangements made by clients, according to their own interests, before or after the exchange fall outside U‑Feeling’s remit and will be governed by the privacy applicable to any private contract under the Civil Code.

      

        

      
        10. Animals are excluded from the U‑Feeling experience, save for exceptions authorised in advance by both a veterinary surgeon and a psychiatrist.

      

      

      
        
        Client

        U-Feeling Manager

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Julius stops in the clinic doorway, folds the report and slips it into his jacket pocket. This is the third visit he’s made to the medical centre and the figures have barely shifted at all. All right, fair enough, there are a few changes. As the doctor has warned him, the results show a downward trend since he first came in a year and a half ago. But who gives a toss? He feels like a lad of twenty and a load of scribbles full of warning asterisks next to his uric acid, triglycerides, cholesterol and all that bollocks – he couldn’t give a shit. He hasn’t got the slightest symptom of any of those disasters the doctor’s predicting for him. He feels fantastic. And if anything, he doesn’t even have the stomach ulcer that afflicts most of his mates the same age.

      So his blood had three times the recommended limit for triglycerides? Fine. He was also a big, robust man, far bigger than most people. Stood to reason he’d have more of everything… A smile crept across his face at this thought and he couldn’t help giving his crotch a quick pat… Yeah, he wasn’t exactly lacking in any department, was he? Too bloody right.

      His broad, hulking frame carried the hundred and ten kilos he’d reached with surprising harmony. But no one could say he was fat. ‘My husband’s strong, not fat,’ his wife Ayra was fond of saying. But she was forever keeping an eye on Julius to mitigate, as far as possible, his penchant for a decidedly tacky sense of style, which not even dressing him in Armani could cure.

      He undoes another button of his shirt, revealing a mat of chest hair in which his gold chain with the Sacred Heart medal gets tangled, the one he’s kept since his First Communion. He breathes a sigh of relief. Having to present himself in public according to his wife’s tastes stifles him. He’s a self-made man, for fuck’s sake, a grafter since he was fourteen, with a sharp eye for business (not always above board), and his own ideas about pretty much everything – especially about food. Or rather, about grub, about what he stuffs down his neck – he’s very particular about that. He won’t budge on that, no way! As for the rest, sometimes grudgingly, he tends to accept the dictates of his wife – the love of his life. Because Ayra’s quite something. She’s at the opposite end of the spectrum from Julius in practically everything, but she hasn’t given up hope of turning him into an elegant, stylish man.

      ‘I have to make a gentleman of you, Julius, even despite yourself,’ she’d say whenever he finally gave in to one of her demands. All to please her. Or almost, and for a while. Because this business of wearing his shirt buttoned right up to the collar… Bloody hell, Ayrita, he thought, I’ve got a thick neck, a bull neck they used to call it when I played frontenis, and my body’s a mass of solid muscle that you enjoy every bit of, don’t you. And this is strangling me.

      But he gives in. Anything for my sweetheart, he tells himself. It’s been his motto ever since he met her, five years earlier at a fun run organised by a right-wing party to counter-programme International Women’s Day. Not that they’re party members, but Ayra signs up for any outdoor sporting event because her passion is running, and he, back then, was trying to stay in shape after he’d given up frontenis. Besides, Julius does his public relations with politicians at these events. ‘The best deals are done in shorts,’ he’s fond of saying. That’s how he lands public contracts from town councils and the regional government of the Community of Madrid for installing traffic lights. Have you noticed that in Madrid there’s a set of traffic lights every fifty yards, even on roundabouts? Well, that’s down to Julius.

      At that race Ayra treated him for a pulled muscle and after that they were inseparable. That night they made love with desperate urgency, and it was she who ended up with a pulled muscle in her hip. Clearly, Julius had more than enough of everything. A fortnight later, he put down the deposit to buy the most fashionable gym in the Salamanca district and give it to her. In Hollywood films, leading men give engagement rings, but he wasn’t one of those dandies: he gave her the gym fully equipped and with staff included. The traffic-light business paid handsomely. Needless to say, she accepted and they married shortly afterwards, in a ceremony held at Los Jerónimos because the El Escorial monastery was booked. The cream of the reigning political class attended.

      The gym filled Ayra’s days, though since what she liked was exercise and paperwork bored her, she’d hired a manager to handle all the admin and running of the place. That way, she could spend the day doing yoga, pilates, aerobics, fitness, aqua-fit, G-body, body-pump, body-balance and many more bodies that Julius couldn’t remember, let alone pronounce. He only realised that something wasn’t quite right in his wife’s head when he suggested having a child. ‘You want me to get pregnant?!’ she’d exclaimed in horror. ‘It would ruin my body for life.’ A doctor friend he discussed the matter with warned him that his wife almost certainly suffered from vigorexia, a mental disorder in which the sufferer becomes obsessed with having a perfect, muscular body. That inevitably leads to eating disorders and an obsession with exercise.

      Ayra had a flawless figure; she was an absolute stunner, though only at the cost of countless sacrifices at the gym and a strict diet. Lettuce, sliced cooked ham, fruits (not all of them) and loads of vitamin supplements. That was her diet. This was where the couple’s first rows had started. And not because Julius was worried about his wife’s condition, but because she was determined to lead him down the straight and narrow path of healthy eating and get him to stop ‘scoffing down burgers, chips and beer like a pig’. Her exact words. But he wasn’t having any of it. A good, hefty burger with meat, a bit of Cheddar and ketchup, with a side of chips, was his one-track diet. Only when he had to schmooze for work would he accept eating a steak with potatoes. ‘If you can’t give up meat, at least eat a bit of chicken, preferably boiled,’ Ayra begged him, ‘and instead of beer, have a little wine, it’s heart-healthy.’

      But Julius always rejected it outright: ‘Chicken? That’s not meat, for fuck’s sake; it’s always been a food for poor people, like in the old Spanish comics, same as rabbit… And wine? Poofy nonsense for yuppies and snobs who drink it to show off, banging on about tannins and bouquets and aftertastes without having a fucking clue… Give me a break! I’m a real bloke, not one of those limp-dick wimps!’

      That battle Ayra knows she’s lost in advance, and she settles for winning the rest. And Julius accepts it. Suits, ties, colognes, jewellery, shoes… Everything to her taste. At least while Ayra’s watching. But that button up to the collar…

      Julius sets off walking. He knows a Burger Fatty round the corner that does fantastic burgers. They know him there and they know he doesn’t want to see a trace of lettuce, fresh tomato or onion. When he reaches the crossing, he’s nearly run over by a kid with dreadlocks who shoots out of nowhere on a scooter. Julius leaps to avoid the collision and then runs after the bloke, hurling insults at the top of his voice. ‘You bastard, you fucking hippy, if I catch you I’ll rip out every one of those poofy little braids you’ve got on your head!’ Luckily for the lad, just as he’s about to catch him, Julius feels a sharp pain in his foot that forces him to stop. ‘You tosser, you’ve no idea what you got away with there…’ he mutters through groans of pain.

      

      If there’s one thing he hates in life, it’s those great eco-warrior bastards who bang on about the environment, never wash their hair and tear around the pavement on motorised scooters. ‘Fucking hypocrites – if you don’t want to pollute, push the bloody scooter with your own feet, like we did when we were kids.’

      The pain eased as he walked, and when he reached the burger joint he ate his fill, as always, then headed off to the car park to collect his car. He had to pick up his wife at the gym entrance.

      But shortly after getting into the car, his right big toe started hurting again. It was hard work driving the enormous latest-model Mercedes 4x4. Ayra preferred her two sports cars: a BMW and a Porsche. ‘They’ve got more class. The Mercedes is what newly rich Mercamadrid wholesalers drive,’ she was fond of telling him. But Julius’s big frame wouldn’t fit in his wife’s little toys. That day Ayra had gone to the gym in her husband’s car because the two pieces of gym equipment she wanted to bring from home wouldn’t fit in either of hers. In the basement of their villa she had a small home gym for keeping in shape. She couldn’t live anywhere without facilities where she could work out. That was why Julius had committed to picking her up that afternoon. He didn’t fancy Ayra getting an Uber, much less a taxi.

      Since the parking space at the Gym Yummy is free, Julius drives straight into the car park and takes the lift up to the foyer.

      Meanwhile, upstairs on the second floor, Ayra was squeezing out the last moments of the session. Sweaty but splendid, she reckoned ten extra exercises were better than ten too few. That was why she worked right up to the final minute before going down to find her husband. On a stationary bike, she was thrashing herself through a long spinning sprint. Around her, with less fire than she had, a dozen other people were exercising, but the only one taking any notice of the hypnotic movement of her glutes was a middle-aged bloke, a well-groomed man in good shape whom everyone called the Manager. Nobody there knew his real name, except Ayra, who’d taken down his details when he’d signed up. The fellow hadn’t wanted anyone but her to fill in his membership form.

      That insistence on turning away the rest of the staff so that she could be the one to register him caught Ayra’s attention, and she discreetly managed to find out that he was the manager of the Madrid branch of U-Feeling, a powerful corporation that had made body-swapping fashionable. Despite knowing his name, Ayra also calls him the Manager –she sometimes feels ridiculous doing so, but she respects that quirk of his. She doesn’t want to cross him. Not only is he a VIP client with money, well connected and able to pull in more custom for the business, but he’s also really good-looking and she enjoys flirting with him. Nothing serious, mind. The Manager would say there’s a sexual tension between them, though that’s not quite right. The only tension is his, as he has to restrain himself from pouncing on her firm, perfectly sculpted glutes.

      At a signal from the monitor, the cool-down spin ends. Ayra swings off the bike and turns, panting and elated. She knows the Manager hasn’t taken his eyes off her arse for the entire twenty minutes they’ve been pedalling. She feels flattered. Here, the men admire her and the women envy her, but she’s only interested in him. The appreciative glances of a man in his position have double or triple the value. They confirm that well into her forties she still arouses as much interest among the male species – if not more – as the young things who prance about in skin-tight leotards, squealing and gasping to get themselves noticed.

      ‘Hard work today, eh?’ the Manager greeted her, nodding towards the monitor as he placed a hand on her elbow.

      ‘Standard,’ she smiled back, radiant, letting him touch her for just a moment before shifting to withdraw her arm. ‘The thing is, your mind wasn’t fully on the exercise today.’

      The Manager blinked, impressed by her observation.

      ‘How can you tell? I was behind you…’

      ‘I’m always alert and I notice everything, love. Everything.’ She left the comment hanging there, as if to say: ‘Including the fact you were staring at my arse like a dirty old perv.’ But that bit, naturally, she kept to herself.

      Ayra turns her back on him, grabs the towel resting on her bike and dries the sweat from her face and neck. The Manager does the same. The gym owner sets off towards the exit and he follows close behind.

      ‘Have you got time for a drink today, Ayra?’ he asks for the umpteenth time in the last two months. ‘Or are you in a rush as usual?’

      Ayra stops dead and turns round. The Manager – perhaps caught off guard, perhaps clumsy, perhaps deliberately (quite possibly a bit of all three) collides with her and his hands find her breasts. He does so through the towel, but he lingers there just long enough to make it clear the collision hasn’t displeased him and that, given half a chance, he’d happily make his home right there, between those sweaty peaks. She doesn’t lose her smile, takes a step back, dries herself again, and for the first time gives an excuse that isn’t a lie.

      ‘My husband’s picking me up, but maybe next time we’ll go out for that coffee?’ No one knew how to dangle the carrot quite like her. ‘Look, there he is’ – she gestured towards the entrance, where an enormous, limping figure was hurrying to fasten a button on his shirt. ‘Come on, I’ll introduce you.’

      The Manager accompanied her over to the man, who broke into a broad grin at the sight of his wife. She kissed him, though carefully so as not to smear him with sweat.

      ‘Look, love, this is the manager of U-Feeling’ – she indicated the man in question, who held out his hand. ‘The company’s head office is just round the corner and he’s had the brilliant idea of joining Gym Yummy. This is Julius, my husband.’

      Julius, wondering whether his wife isn’t saying the bloke’s name because she can’t remember it, grips the Manager’s hand hard. The Manager doesn’t flinch and meets the pressure, returning it for a few moments. It’s an unconscious duel over the female, which she watches with delight as her husband’s vice-like grip – he’s a former regional frontenis champion – wins decisively.

      ‘We’ve already signed up half a dozen U-Feeling employees thanks to the publicity their Manager gives us,’ Ayra remarks.

      ‘That’s brilliant,’ Julius exclaims, unable to resist one of his little jibes. ‘If you need traffic lights or street furniture, don’t hesitate to give me a ring. I’ll sort you out with a good rate for being a Yummy member.’

      The chat had run its course, though the Manager would have been happy to keep it going a bit longer. They say their goodbyes and whilst the U-Feeling executive heads off to the showers, the couple make their way towards the car park. Ayra, who always preferred to shower at home, notices her husband’s limp.

      ‘What’s up with you, love? You’re hobbling.’

      ‘Nothing. Twisted my foot chasing some twat.’

      Julius explains the scooter incident as they descend to the car park, but he doesn’t mention the tests he’s been having at the clinic for some time now. So she lovingly offers to drive, which her husband gratefully accepts, because the pain in his toe is starting to get really intense, and not from the strain of running after the scooter.

      As they head home along the M‑30 ring road, they swap the day’s news. She explains that the equipment she’d brought from home fits perfectly in the gym and you can hardly tell it’s second-hand. He tells her about a meeting with representatives from the council to install some bus shelters and a bank of traffic lights on a newly created avenue that the mayor wants to name after Millán Astray, an old fascist general, which has sent the opposition into a fury. They both laugh at the idea from good old Pepito, as they fondly call the mayor. Once inside the luxury gated estate where they live, in the north of the city, Ayra asks him if he thinks she’s still got a decent figure, even though she is closing in on fifty.

      ‘My heaven,’ Julius said to her, completely besotted, ‘you’re the best-looking woman I’ve ever seen, and with the best figure. Time doesn’t touch you. Those little bits of skirt at the Yummy would kill to be half as fit as you.’

      ‘Oh, my love, please, don’t talk like that!’ she scolded him, though her smile made it clear she was delighted by what he’d said.

      ‘Like what? That you’re fit?’

      ‘The “bits of skirt” thing…’

      ‘If I can’t talk like that with my own wife…’

      ‘Yes, but then you come out with it in public,’ she insisted as they passed through the gates of their villa, with its eleven thousand square metres of grounds.

      ‘Oh, don’t be daft! If you heard the urban planning councillor talk, you’d blush to your roots. Do you really think politicians speak in private the same way they do in their speeches?’

      ‘I suppose not, but honestly…’ Ayra parks and gets out of the car.

      ‘Come on, then, help me walk. This bloody big toe’s killing me.’

      Julius had tried to follow her, but his foot had given way and he hadn’t let out a howl of pain because a man like him never bellowed, except when he was insulting someone.

      Ayra walks round the car and drapes her husband’s arm over her shoulders. She’s grateful for the muscles she’s built up, because any other woman would have been crushed under Julius’s injured bulk, and he’s not exactly making much effort to spare her the weight either. He’s still chewing over what he was saying when she stopped the car. And now, on the way to the house, with his wife as a human crutch, he carries on:

      ‘I’ll tell you something else, my love: politicians make an effort to get down to my level. I’m not going to say whether that’s up or down for them,’ he continues with his little lecture, ‘but to my level. If I swear, they swear. If I crack jokes, they crack jokes. They know how to earn a donation for the party, a commission… They’re politicians, for fuck’s sake!’ He stops dead and nearly sends Ayra flying. ‘“Item más,”’ he says, almost solemnly.

      ‘Ítem más?’ the woman wheezes, baffled, with one of Julius’s armpits practically covering her head.

      ‘Yes, ítem más. It’s the mayor’s favourite phrase. I believe it means something like “what’s more” or “furthermore”…’

      ‘Ah, right.’

      ‘Well, not only do they swear like me, but the urban planning councillor unbuttoned his shirt and then asked my advice on the best burger joints because he wants to go with his wife and kids.’

      Ayra fixes him with a killer glare and dumps him like a sack of coal onto the living-room sofa.

      ‘Bad habits rub off,’ she scolds him. ‘I’m going for a shower. Go on, get me a nice little salad the way I like it – I’m starving. And after that I’ll give you a massage on that foot; you’ve probably pulled something or twisted it.’ She leans over the top of the stairs and adds in a whisper: ‘I’ve got plans for tonight.’

      He knows exactly what she means. The Manager’s little assault has turned her on; she can’t deny it.
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      ‘So you didn’t know anything about it?’

      ‘Not a word!’ Ayra replied. The crafty devil’s been keeping it secret.’

      Julius lay on an examination couch, his body overflowing both sides, while his wife sat at the desk in Dr Buendía’s consulting room.

      ‘Well yes, madam,’ the doctor explained. ‘I’ve been examining your husband for a year and a half now and his test results keep getting worse. I told him from day one that he was at high risk of cardiovascular accident, gout, cancer and erectile dysfunction. And that’s just to mention the most serious…’

      ‘So you’re telling me that the times he’s gone soft on me these last six months are down to the fact he lives off burgers?’

      ‘Yes, madam, it’s more than possible. It’s due to the excessive intake of red meat and saturated fats and all the other rubbish your husband insists on eating’ – the doctor was warming to his theme. ‘The gout attack he’s having is also the result of his diet, though in this case we’ve been able to reduce the acute pain with a simple injection and a bit of ice on the foot. The worst part is that bout of breathlessness he mentioned afterwards, which could well be the early signs of angina brought on by his diet, and not by shock, as he claims.’

      Ayra’s hands flew to her mouth, somewhere between horrified and relieved.

      ‘And there was me thinking he couldn’t get it up because he was screwing one of those twenty-year-old “little bits of skirt” from the gym, as he calls them, and that’s why he came home knackered with no interest in anything. I’d even started having my suspicions about one of them…’

      ‘But love, how could you think that of me!’ Julius protested from the couch, giving her a look of injured innocence. ‘I’ve been faithful to you all my life. You’re my only love. I live and breathe for you, you’re the reason I exist…’

      ‘And we’ll need to give you a thorough check-up to rule out any damage that heart failure might have caused,’ the doctor went on. ‘What’s clear is that you must abandon that diet immediately or your life is in serious danger. You, madam, need to take charge of this because he doesn’t listen to a word I say, no matter how much I tell him.’

      ‘Nor to me, doctor!’ Ayra protested. ‘Look, I try to set him a good example with a healthy lifestyle, a balanced diet…’

      ‘Ha!’ Julius exclaimed sarcastically, struggling to sit up on the couch. ‘She eats like a bird and wants me to do the same. But look at me, doctor, do you really think a body like this can survive on lettuce alone?’

      Ayra sobs at her husband’s words, which have shown them both up. Her for being accused of being undernourished, and him because once again he’s descended into vulgarity in public. Not even being in front of one of the city’s most expensive doctors can make him bite his tongue.

      ‘It’s clear you have a problem.’ Doctor Buendía tries to maintain his balance between the two parties, always from a position of professionalism. ‘If you want, I can help you. You, sir, need to change your lifestyle radically or you’re heading for the grave. I’m putting it like that, if you’ll allow me, to see if I can frighten you into action, because I’ve been crying in the wilderness for a year and a half now. As for you, madam, at first glance I’d say you’re over-muscled and have rather overdone it with the UV lamps. I’d need to run tests to determine whether the diet you’re following is correct. Are you working with a nutritionist or consulting an endocrinologist?’

      ‘I can assure you this is the first time she’s set foot in a doctor’s surgery in decades,’ Julius cut in. ‘I don’t think she even goes to the gynaecologist.’

      ‘Right, that’s enough!’ Ayra snapped, cutting him off. ‘We’re here for you, who’s a walking bundle of aches and pains and can’t even get it up in front of a body like mine.’

      She stood and displayed herself so that both men could properly appreciate the spectacular physique of the woman before them. Julius knew it inside out, but he never ceased to marvel at how beautifully sculpted his wife was. What a daft idea, that he’d be cheating on her!

      ‘You are a stunning woman, without a doubt, madam,’ the doctor put in, and he was not only being sincere but also, after all the reproaches, felt he ought to butter her up a bit so as not to lose such prominent fee-paying clients.

      ‘Well, this is what you get with a lot of exercise and a proper diet,’ Ayra finished before sitting down. ‘And that’s exactly what I want for my husband. I want him healthy and as… ready as he used to be.’

      ‘At the cost of turning me into some little bird pecking at birdseed…’ Julius said mockingly, putting on a whiny voice.

      ‘Just swap the burgers for a plate of chard and I’d be over the moon!’ Ayra shouted, swinging between fits of rage and heartbroken sobs.

      ‘Right. You want me turned into some vegan lettuce-muncher. That’s what you’re after.’ Now it’s Julius who’s angry. ‘Well, I’ll have you know that if up till now I’ve been a bull in every sense… well, except for the horns, I hope… it’s because of what I eat. Meat’s what gives me that energy in bed, that power, that virility that drives you wild.’

      ‘Used to drive me wild, you mean,’ the sarcasm switches sides. ‘Because, darling, you’ve been pretty bloody useless for a while now. And that’s it, I’ve had enough, all right?’ Suddenly, almost without thinking, a threat comes to her lips. An ultimatum: ‘Either you change or that’s it, I’m leaving you here. I mean it.’

      And as she took in her husband’s stupefied expression and the doctor’s look of surprise – a man who had never found himself in such a situation mid-consultation – an idea came to her that struck her as brilliant. Brilliant? No. Absolutely bloody inspired! She got to her feet, grabbed her handbag and headed for the door. Julius shouted after her desperately, begging her to stop, not to go, not to abandon him there, just like that, so suddenly, to give him one more chaaaance!

      Before closing the door behind her, Ayra poked her head back in and, with an enigmatic smile that filled Julius with alarm, declared:

      ‘Doctor, keep him here for a couple of hours.’ The doctor protests, but she insists. ‘Admit him for that heart problem if you have to. I’ll come back for him later. I might just have found a radical solution to our problems.’

      

      Ayra bolts out of the clinic, nearly collides with a bloke with dreadlocks on a scooter, and jumps into Julius’s Mercedes, the one she drove him in last night, in a panic. As she tears through the dark, empty streets towards Gym Yummy, she rings the Manager on hands-free. Thank God she always has the foresight to save her best clients’ numbers on her mobile. The Manager is still at the office. Work at U-Feeling is all-consuming and sometimes keeps him there till the early hours, which is why it suits him so well to escape now and then for a bit of exercise at the nearby Yummy. In a hurried conversation in which he barely catches a word, they arrange to meet an hour later at the gym, which will be closed.

      The Manager hadn’t quite caught what Ayra was saying; he’d found her very agitated, perhaps even aroused? He didn’t really believe that, but in any case this was what he’d been after for months: a date with her. He wasn’t going to quibble just because of how oddly timed and abrupt it all was.

      As soon as she hangs up, her mobile starts buzzing. She glances at it and sees it’s her husband. Julius is desperate and calls another three or four times, but she doesn’t answer. They’ll talk properly later. In barely twenty minutes, Ayra is at the gym; she goes in through the underground car park, parks and heads up to the lobby. She switches on the lights in her office and pours herself a whisky to calm her nerves. Christ, she hasn’t drunk alcohol in years. It’s the worst thing for her toned body. But the occasion demands it, as Julius would say. God, she thinks, he’s so lodged in my head I’m even using his stupid phrases! He’s as much a part of me as my enviable thighs – maybe more. She’s arranged to meet the Manager with a bit of time to spare so she has a few minutes to get her thoughts in order. What she’s planning is something huge, utter madness… but perhaps it’s the only solution: she has to save Julius’s life. And their marriage. That’s the priority.
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