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  1




  After the roller-coaster ride of recent events Pauline Watkins should have grown used to seeing the stuff of her wildest fantasies made manifest, but being massaged by the

  coin-in-the-slot vibrating chair in Kuala Lumpur took the biscuit.




  It had been gentle with her at first but now, with a surprisingly single-minded assertiveness, it grabbed the back of her neck between two leather-clad steel balls and reminded her of . . .

  something she had come away to forget. She felt guilty, heartbroken, aroused – and suddenly extremely anxious that she hadn’t left a note out saying where to find the spare linen. Which

  these days was just par for the course. So why did she feel so close to the edge of hysteria that her toes were curling in her shoes?




  Perhaps it was the added stress of having just stepped off a disorienting fourteen-hour flight (or maybe it was the thought of having to step on to another eight-hour flight almost immediately).

  But being in the grip of these inappropriate dizzying feelings in the middle of a hot and humid crowded airport concourse, with her husband taking photographs and her teenage daughter looking on,

  was about as bizarre as she could handle.




  ‘Poll. Polly!’ Mick called to her, sizing her up in his viewfinder. ‘Smile for the birdie! You’re supposed to be looking relaxed!’




  The whirlpool of emotions that she was sure were reflected in her facial expression, were instantly replaced by a look of intense irritation. ‘Pauline,’ she corrected him tersely.

  God! If he couldn’t even cope with this change in her, what hope was there for their marriage? She forced herself to smile through gritted teeth for the family album.




  Her uncomfortable feelings of guilt having been neatly transmuted into resentment against her husband, she was now free to lie back and enjoy the good vibrations of the chair, and even to wallow

  defiantly in the sense memories which it awakened. But just as she was remembering a pair of indefatigable hands sensually massaging her body all over, the machine stopped as abruptly as it had

  started.




  ‘Have you finished now, then?’ her daughter Gemma asked her in a nasty accusing tone, which carried with it no respect for post-coital tranquillity, and even less for her mother.

  ‘Can I go and get a Coke now, please?’




  ‘Feel free,’ said Pauline, struggling out of the chair with some reluctance. ‘I don’t know why you felt you had to stay to watch anyway.’




  ‘Dad wouldn’t let me go on my own,’ Gemma supplied, glowering darkly at her father. ‘He thought his likkle girlie might get lost.’




  ‘If only,’ was on the tip of Pauline’s tongue as she surveyed this fruit of her loins, but she reminded herself sharply that Gemma had reason enough to feel resentful at the

  moment, so instead she dug around in her handbag for her purse and said, ‘The Cokes are on me. Set ’em up!’




  Striding over to the self-service cafeteria, followed – or rather, policed, as far as she was concerned – by her parents, Gemma thought she might die of suffocation long before this

  fortnight was over. She was eighteen for God’s sake, nearly nineteen actually – old enough to vote, to drink, to smoke, to marry – and far too old to be on holiday alone with her

  mum and dad. What had she been thinking of? She cursed her stupid brother for not bunking off uni and coming with them, and her heart ached for her boyfriend Stu. If only he’d had more

  luck in finding work, if only he’d been able to save enough for his airfare . . . Life was horrible. It wasn’t fair. Whose idea was it anyway, to go to Australia? Hers and Stu’s.

  They’d been planning it ever since school. Trust her mother to steal their ideas and make them her own. It was daylight bleddy robbery when you thought about it.




  And now Dad had uttered his favourite phrase which always made her want to kill, and was wanging on with his precious Facts and Figures. How the hell could she possibly survive fourteen days of

  this?




  ‘It’s a pity,’ said Mick, innocently unaware that those three words could turn his daughter’s thoughts to patricide, ‘that we can’t go out and explore Kuala

  Lumpur. I’d have liked to have seen the Petronas Twin Towers. Designed by the same chap as did the Canary Wharf tower in London. Argentinian. Cesar Pelli. It’s 452 metres high, and the

  two towers are joined by a 58 metre skybridge. Quite a feat. Kuala Lumpur started as a British tin-mining outpost in 1857.’ He looked around the cafeteria at his fellow travellers.

  ‘You’ll have noticed, even here in the airport, its interesting ethnic mix: 58 per cent of the population are Malay, with 31 per cent Chinese, 8 per cent Indian, and 3 per cent

  “other”, making the Malaysian cuisine one of the most interesting in the world. Average temperature 32 degrees centigrade, 90 degrees Fahrenheit, all year round. Tropical, you see. But

  very humid: 80 per cent. Of course, they get 2700 millimetres of rainfall a year – or 105 inches – so that’s hardly surprising. It’s GMT plus 8 hours here, so whereas we

  left England . . .’ he paused to consult his watch ‘. . . almost fifteen hours ago, it’s actually nearly a whole day later already. Weird that, isn’t it, when you think

  about it? Because by the time we reach Melbourne we’ll have lost a whole half-day. Twenty-two hours in the air, but we land thirty-four hours after we took off. Of course, we gain it again on

  our way back, but . . .’




  If he’d held his audience’s attention at the outset he had certainly lost it now, but Mick was impervious to such outward signs as heavy sighs and eyes cast heavenward, so interested

  was he by his inner world of data. Facts were dependable, and reassuringly constant in an ever changing world, and Mick collected them with the same enthusiasm as a child on a beach swoops on

  shells. Indeed, were he ever to find the courage to answer questions in a television studio rather than from the safety of his own settee, Mick could have been a billionaire – he

  wouldn’t even need to phone a friend. It was feelings that had him confused and all at sea. That, and talking about feelings, as his wife Pauline could testify. With knobs on.




  So here they sit now – the Watkins of Leicester – together but alone, in Kuala Lumpur airport, sipping Coke in a country they’ll never see, in a time zone

  that makes no sense to their internal clocks, sweating in temperatures their bodies weren’t designed to withstand: the lone representative of the spear side keeping chaos at bay with his hard

  facts of general knowledge; the two members of the distaff side yearning for the lovers they’ve left behind. An ordinary family, whose lives are about to change in ways they could not even

  begin, at this moment, to envisage.




  Of course, change was what it was all about. It was the desire for change that had brought them this far already. And all because Pauline Watkins had woken up one morning

  earlier in the year and discovered she was thirty-nine. Thirty-nine! Next step forty! Halfway to death already, she mused, as her husband arrived in the bedroom with a cup of tea and a card, and

  what had she achieved? A semi-detached house on the same estate she’d grown up on, her parents up the road, her sister round the corner, her brother a mere stroll away – not to mention

  the cousins, aunties, uncles, grandparents, friends of the family who went back three generations, all within nodding distance of her own front door; a soul-sapping job in tele-sales; a son away at

  university, who spent most of his time, she felt sure in her bones, dodging lectures; a daughter who, together with her slacker boyfriend, was doing a gap year which looked to Pauline more like a

  void; and last but not least, a husband who hadn’t touched her in more than a year. Hers was a centre which could not hold. Must not hold. If it did, she might just as well roll over right

  now and cark it. Such was the darkness of her thoughts at the dawn of her fortieth year.




  But Pauline was no quitter and no slouch, and as the weeks went by, rolling over and carking it had slipped way down her agenda of Things To Be Done, and had been completely nudged off her new,

  more pressing list of Stuff That Needs Doing Urgently. And ironically, it had been her husband’s birthday present to her which had occasioned this particular transformation. She supposed now

  she should be grateful, but at the time it had been all she could do not to throw her morning tea in his stupid placid face and scream like a banshee.




  ‘A computer course? Me? Have you totally and utterly taken leave of your senses?’ A rhetorical question, since clearly he had. Mick just grinned back haplessly, with

  that irritating mix of affability and embarrassment which was intrinsically his. ‘What the hell makes you think I’d be interested in that?’ she continued mercilessly,

  waving the receipt from the Adult Education Centre like a weapon beneath his nose. What she wanted from him – what she ached for, if he had but asked – was to be the object of his

  desire again. A weekend in Paris, a couple of days in London – even, for God’s sake, a table for two at the local Harvester – would have gone down better than this.




  ‘It’s not a computer course as such,’ he explained patiently, as if she cared about the difference. ‘It’s an Introduction to the Internet. The World Wide Web at

  your fingertips. I thought you’d find it, you know, interesting. Stimulating. Like you said the other week. About being bored and wanting more stimulation.’




  Pauline choked on a bitter laugh which sounded like a sob. Speechless. He had rendered her speechless. He stood there, pathetically vulnerable, his goodness shining from every pore, trying and

  failing to make her feel better. She’d said her life was empty, and he had tried to give her the world. Did he really not understand, after all she’d said on the subject, that the world

  she longed for was nestled in his pyjamas bottoms, curled up and sleeping, as was its wont? He’d kissed her affectionately then, and given her a brotherly hug, had slipped back into bed with

  her and said, ‘Fancy a birthday cuddle? We’ve got half an hour before we need to get up.’ And it was in that thirty minutes, as her husband lay sleeping contentedly with her in

  his arms, that she lay awake, vowing to Change Their Lives or Bust.




  In fact, in those few days of her descent into the darkness known as early middle age, ‘bust’ was the byword which brought her most comfort. Both her kids had left

  school now. Her son Matt was in his second year of uni, and although he was only over at Nottingham, they rarely saw him between laundry runs. Gemma, though still technically living at home in her

  gap year, spent most of her time round at her boyfriend Stu’s. Apparently – or so they claimed – they were planning their world trip before taking up their places at university.

  So what was to keep Pauline at home? Wasn’t she free now to leave her sexless marriage and strike out on her own, before it was too late, before she got so wrinkled and repulsive that no man,

  let alone her husband, would spare her a second glance?




  Thus she reviewed her life in the dark light of depression. Who needed her? Whose heart went boom-boody-boom when she walked into a room? Nobody’s – unless you counted the

  dog’s, and then only at meal times. So what was she for, exactly? What point was there in heaving herself out of bed in the mornings, to go to a fluorescent-lit cubicle, to clamp a

  headset to her ears and work through the phone directory, cold-calling recalcitrant consumers of conservatories? It was no kind of job for a woman who had forgotten that she had a right to be here,

  that she was a child of the universe, no less than the trees and stars: indeed, these days she laughed hollowly whenever her eye came to rest on the inspiriting text of the Desiderata in the

  smallest room at home (painstakingly copied in her best calligraphy by Gemma, aged fourteen, as an expression of filial counsel). No, Pauline was buggered if she would go placidly, gracefully

  surrendering the things of youth. And if Max Ehrmann had had her life, she thought bitterly, she doubted that he would even have had the neck to suggest she try.




  Nevertheless, the date arrived when it was time for her inaugural session at night school, and Mick drove her cheerfully, and with enthusiastic words of encouragement, to the local college to

  take her place behind a computer console, reminding her of the time when her mother had abandoned her on her first day at infant school. Under the cover of hanging her coat on the back of her

  chair, she dared to squint round the room and saw that, despite her misgivings, there was an upside to this after all. Since most of her fellow pupils were septuagenarians, she was the youngest one

  there by far.




  That first session was unremarkable in every aspect bar one. This is a computer, this switch turns it on, the secret code is www dot, begin. The one remarkable aspect was he who was the keeper

  of this arcane knowledge. He had a wonderful warmth about him, an engaging kind of certainty that he did have a right to be here, and that, moreover, being here was fun: the sort of person

  who looked as if he felt comfortable in his own skin. She kept sneaking glances at him, sure that she recognised him from somewhere, if only she could put her finger on where.




  By the end of the session, though she had learnt what a search engine was and knew how to Ask Jeeves, she was still no closer to answering the question ‘Who the bloody hell is he?’,

  but by now it was driving her mad. And though she dallied while collecting her things together, hoping to give him the chance, perhaps, to recognise her and introduce himself, he passed up the

  opportunity and left the class with a charming smile, assuring them all of his best attentions next week.




  It was Mick who put his finger on it when he came to collect her. She was buckling herself into the passenger seat next to him, and answering his excited query, ‘How was it?’ with a

  sniffed, ‘Not bad,’ when he leant over her suddenly, wound down her window, and called out, ‘Asheem!’, which at first she took for a sneeze. Turning to follow her

  husband’s gaze she saw her tutor approach them. He bent down to peer into their car.




  ‘Mr Watkins!’ he said. ‘And Mrs Watkins. Of course, how silly of me! I thought I knew you from somewhere, but I couldn’t quite—’




  ‘Me too,’ she assured him. ‘How’ve you been?’ It was Dolly and Dinesh’s youngest from next door, and it was small wonder she hadn’t been able to place

  him in her mind. Last seen, he had been the irritating, wiry little youth who kept banging his football against their shared garden fence, eventually breaking it. A decade on, the prodigal had

  returned home, grown up, matured, and filled out in all the right places.




  Naturally it made sense to all three parties that, in future, Asheem should give Pauline a lift to and from the classes. Natural, too, that during these short journeys an easy intimacy developed

  between them – she had, after all, known him since he was a lad, and she was interested to hear what he’d been doing with his life. Less natural, she told herself fiercely, as she

  censured herself in the bathroom mirror on the evening of week four, for her to be suddenly taking such pains over her hair and make-up. She decided to give week five a miss. But week six was the

  last session, and calling for her, Asheem wouldn’t take no for an answer. To anything, as it so transpired. After the lesson, there was a goodbye drink in the pub with the rest of the class.

  By the time they left, they both knew they’d be taking the long route home.




  That first time, the intensity of her own passion had shocked her. As Asheem had driven them further from home and closer to the point of no return, she had tried to reason herself out of it. It

  was foolhardy, it was reckless, there was too much at stake. But when he finally brought the car to a halt in Groby Pool car park, she was trembling from head to foot with the anticipation of his

  touch.




  At thirty-nine to his twenty-nine, she was no Mrs Robinson coaching a graduate – if anything it was just the reverse. Whatever else Asheem had been doing in the ten years since he’d

  left home, he had certainly not neglected his studies in how to make a woman happy. He was inventive and inexhaustible, it seemed, even in the confined space of his car. And it was so wonderful to

  feel desired again at last. She felt like Sleeping Beauty, just woken up and raring to go. Driving back afterwards, Pauline knew she would do this again. Didn’t they have the perfect excuse

  for him to be in her home on her afternoons off? If anybody saw him coming and going from her house, he’d been giving her extra computer lessons, hadn’t he?




  A couple of hours later she was wide awake, lying beside a happily snoozing Mick in their marital bed. At first, the dreadful guilt that was nudging at the corners of her mind was assuaged by

  her feelings of anger and resentment towards him. This was all his fault anyway – she wouldn’t be doing this if Mick had ever taken her complaints seriously. Every time she’d

  tried to engage him in serious debate over the last twelve months, he’d just agreed, embarrassed and shamefaced, that something needed to be done, and then afterwards done nothing. So if she

  had been forced to have recourse to infidelity, who in the world could blame her? Herself, apparently.




  Tossing and turning, sleep avoiding her like the plague, she finally got up and crept downstairs to make herself a cup of tea and try to think things through. Tempting as it was to blame Mick

  for her own actions, she was a big girl now and she knew it was specious. She must stop this immediately, nip it in the bud. She didn’t like being a liar and a cheat. But if she didn’t

  vent her frustration by sleeping with Asheem, she’d be back being a sexless blob and she already knew she couldn’t handle that. And was it cheating, really, when what she was giving

  away to the boy next door was something her husband couldn’t have made plainer that he truly didn’t want?




  Round and round she went, for hours and hours, locked inside a circular argument, till she thought her head might explode. By 4 a.m., vexed almost to screaming point, she knew she wasn’t

  going to solve her problem tonight any more than she’d been able to solve it before this . . . latest complication . . . had come along to haunt her. But neither could she clock off and go to

  sleep. Needing distraction from the torture of her thoughts, she sat at the family computer with her third cup of tea, and idly began to surf the web. And so it was, ironically, that at the very

  moment she stopped seeking the answer, she found it.




  Since escape was on her mind – from herself, from her life – she started looking up faraway places. It was soothing to see pictures of the sand and sea and sun in exotic locations,

  even though she knew she would never be able to afford to visit them in person. But as one site led to another in her desultory, random search, she suddenly found herself staring at the screen and

  sitting up straight with interest. She had arrived at www.fairexchange.biz, which appeared to offer the impossible. For the modest price of a joining fee, you could be matched up to a family

  in a far-flung place and swap houses for the duration, with no more money changing hands at all. A free holiday! Or almost. No hotel bills, no expensive eating out in restaurants: all you needed to

  find was the airfare . . .




  She stopped then, and paced about the room wild-eyed, her thoughts leaving the problem of her husband and turning to the problem of her daughter. Wouldn’t this solve everything, in one

  fell swoop, all of them going to Australia together, on a big family holiday? For all Gemma and her boyfriend’s talk about taking a year off to see the world before going to university, so

  far they hadn’t taken one step out of Leicester. It wasn’t Gemma who was dragging her heels – to Pauline’s surprise, her daughter had actually bitten the bullet and was

  doing the required low-paid, menial work necessary to fund this exercise – it was her boyfriend, Stu. Excuse followed excuse about why he was unable to find profitable employment, and whereas

  Pauline and Mick had talked abut helping Gemma out with a bit of cash as a reward for all her hard work, there was no way in the world that they had the inclination or the wherewithal to help

  hopeless Stu. Maybe this could be the answer? Without need for confrontation, they could get her away from his influence for a while. They’d include him in the invitation, of course, but safe

  in the knowledge that he’d never get his act together to come.




  Her mind now racing, Pauline thought too of her absent son, Matt. Since he’d started at Nottingham Uni last year she’d missed him terribly, and though she would never dream of

  pressuring him, she wished that he’d come home more often. What if she dangled the carrot of a couple of weeks in Australia – would he bite? And could she and Mick ever manage to scrape

  the price of four airfares together, without having to take out a loan?




  Returning to her seat she pictured the rose-tinted scene, coloured by memories of all those happy holidays, long ago, when the kids had been small. Couldn’t she recapture that now, remind

  herself of what she had, rather than what she couldn’t have? And wasn’t there just the tiniest, remotest possibility that Mick might remember too? If they could just break this cycle,

  step away from the norm, find a small pocket of space and time where they could breathe again, be together again, perhaps even fall in love again . . . ?




  Impulsively, she turned back to the computer and keyed in her credit card details to join the house-swap scheme. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, she thought giddily, as she filled out the

  online form to offer her three-bedroomed home in exchange for similar, anywhere in Australia. Finally, exhausted and exhilarated, she pressed Send, and dispatched all her hopes to the ether. Now

  fate would take its turn, and determine whether it would be Sydney or Adelaide, Melbourne or Perth, or a resort on the exotically named Gold Coast. What did she care, so long as they were all

  together on the other side of the world?




  It wasn’t until she was back in bed, cuddled up to Mick, trying to get warm, that her high spirits suddenly plummeted. What Australian in their right mind would give up their home in

  paradise, she asked herself glumly, for a post-War semi on a council estate two miles outside Leicester?




  





  2




  Events had conspired recently to make Lorna Mackenzie fear that she might be going off her head. One minute she’d had everything in her life nicely taped down, the next

  she was staring into a fathomless vortex of chaos. Nothing, not even the death of her father, had unhinged her like this before. Indeed, at the time, everybody had complimented her on how

  seamlessly she’d coped with that tragedy. Despite the shock of losing her dad to a heart attack when he was still in his early sixties, she had recovered quickly, organised a beautiful

  funeral, sorted out his affairs, had a granny annexe built in the grounds of her home and moved her mother into it, all within a breathtakingly short time. If anybody could do it, Lorna Mackenzie

  could.




  At thirty-two, she was in the prime of her life: a corporate lawyer in the Melbourne offices of a solid multinational, she had a beautiful home overlooking the bay at Black Rock, a fabulous car

  and ocean-going boat, a handsome and successful husband, and her widowed mum neat and tidy where she could keep an eye on her, safe in her own back yard. Most of this still held true, of course,

  but it was cold comfort since the ‘husband’ part of the equation had suddenly detached itself and spun off out of orbit.




  Standing now under a power shower of warm water in the Lifestyle Centre in Singapore airport, she shivered at the memory, despite the heat. Finding out about Greg’s infidelity had

  rocked her to her foundation, pushed her to the very edge. After all, there were some things in life, surely, that you thought needed organising just the once: which you could safely assume,

  when you’d done so, that they’d bloody well stay put? And it wasn’t as if she was naive or unrealistic. She prided herself on her pragmatism, and she knew what men were like. She

  had assumed from the outset, as part of her risk assessment, that Greg would continue to get his occasional jollies outside the connubial contract. Which was where she’d made her fatal

  mistake, of course. She had erroneously presumed that said occasional jollies would be casual.




  Well, there was nothing more she could do now, she counselled herself, sighing, as she turned off the water and started to towel herself dry. She’d set all the machinery in motion for the

  subsequent damage-limitation exercise, and now she’d have to wait and see. Strapping her Cartier watch back on her delicate wrist, she noted with satisfaction that they’d already

  completed thirty per cent of the journey which would take him with her to the other side of the world, away from the bitch.




  Stepping out of the changing room to return her towel, she found her mother already dressed and chatting ten to the dozen to the receptionist.




  ‘All right, darl?’ June called loudly, breaking off her conversation as Lorna approached. Not for the first time, Lorna cringed invisibly at her mother’s coarse accent. Did she

  have to sound like an escapee from Prisoner: Cell Block H? It wasn’t as if she’d been born in her adopted country – Mum had emigrated to Australia as a ‘ten pound

  Pom’.




  ‘That’s better, ain’t it?’ June continued, imperturbably. ‘Nice shower. All nice and cool and ready for the next bit of the flight. You’d better enjoy it

  an’ all – we’re going to the Land of the Great Untubbed!’




  ‘Ah, England,’ offered the Singaporean receptionist, who was familiar with old Australian jokes about the race who had once ruled over both their lands. ‘Yes, they don’t

  like showers, the English. They like their bath. Once a week only.’ June obliged her with a raucously appreciative guffaw.




  Great, thought Lorna, another thing for Greg to whinge about when they arrived. He hated baths – who wants to lie in their own filth, is what he always said. Still, he of all people knew

  the answer to that one, now, didn’t he? She could barely conceal the complex maelstrom of emotions that was practically tearing her apart as she watched him hove into view from the

  men’s showers and walk over to rejoin them.




  It was a testament to Lorna’s carefully cultivated sangfroid that neither of her travelling companions – the two people who meant most to her in all the world, the

  two people she shared her home with – had an inkling of her distress. When she’d opened the letter three weeks ago from ‘A Friend’ telling her about Greg’s latest

  indiscretion, her face had retained its mask of composure, despite the fact that she’d felt like shoving him head first into his muesli. But she hadn’t got where she was today by

  getting hysterical and not checking the facts. Outwardly showing an unruffled calm, she had driven off to work as usual, and on reaching her office, had closed the door and flipped through the

  Yellow Pages to P for private investigator. A few days and a thousand bucks later, she was given dates, times and photographic evidence to prove that her relationship was in as much peril as that

  of her new ‘friend’ the correspondent, who, it transpired, was the jealous ex-boyfriend of her husband’s lover.




  Looking at the photographs nearly killed her. It wasn’t that the adulterous bastard had been caught in flagrante delicto – these were no soft-port shots taken from behind the

  wardrobe door or through a mirrored ceiling. It was the ordinariness of them which hurt her the most – a couple snapped as they gazed at each other across a café table; the way

  Greg’s eyes had softened as he smiled at the over-made-up little tart. It looked horribly, to Lorna, like love.




  And once she’d been made aware of the seriousness of the affair, she could hardly believe she hadn’t seen the signs before. He’d changed his brand of aftershave, he was

  suddenly sporting silk boxers in preference to his Calvin’s, and since when did he keep breath freshener in the glove compartment of his car? But worse, much worse than this, he seemed happy.

  He had a new jauntiness about him: he hummed to himself in the mirror these days as he knotted his tie; his step had a spring in it – the like of which, Lorna was reluctantly forced to admit

  – she hadn’t put there herself since they were courting.




  In the days that crawled by after she had eaten of the fruit of the tree of the private investigator’s knowledge, she witnessed with new eyes how Greg’s mood of joie de vivre grew,

  and so did her own sense of panic. Her whole world had flipped upside down. Everything seemed strangely surreal. If she’d got this so badly wrong, how could she trust her own judgement

  about anything any more?




  Feeling herself sliding out of control, needing some space to reassess and regroup away from the source of her pain and confusion, she had booked herself into the Melbourne Sheraton for a couple

  of days, telling Greg and her mum she was away at a conference, and her colleagues at work that she was down with the flu. Behind closed curtains in Room 3641, she cried in the darkness for

  forty-eight hours, eating room-service sandwiches and slugging minibar shots. But on the third day she rose again from the dead and decided to tackle this like the lawyer she was trained to be,

  dispassionately, and with step-by-step logic. Huddled over a yellow legal pad, she sat up in bed to make a ruthless inventory. Dividing the page with a vertical line, she made two headed columns:

  What I Do Like About My Life and What I Don’t Like About My Life. In her present mood it was no surprise to her that, by the time she had finished, the latter list ran over the course of

  three sides, whereas the former was totally blank. Well. It was bleak, but at least now she knew where she stood.




  In marshalling her thoughts to write them down, she had several revelations, the greatest of which was that Greg was the rock she wanted to cling to, in preference to all the hard places she

  feared. She allowed her thoughts to roam across the bleak landscape of an imagined life without him, and knew in her bones that she wanted him back. But how? What to do? A mere glance at the

  incriminating photos told her that if she were to call him to the negotiating table now, she would be operating from an untenably low power base.




  And what was it exactly that he got from Diane Lipshitz (naturally, that wasn’t quite what Lorna called her in her mind) that he didn’t feel he could get at home? They were

  still making love a couple of times a week, early morning meetings permitting. And they spent time together at the weekends, when Lorna wasn’t at Pilates and Greg wasn’t out playing

  golf. Perhaps it was something to do with that mystifying phrase ‘quality time’ which she often saw written in magazines these days. But what quality was it, precisely, that this time

  was supposed to have? She took an interest in his work. She never failed to ask him how his day had been. What more was she supposed to do? She wished she had a girlfriend she could ask, but the

  competitive cut and thrust at work didn’t encourage sharing confidences with colleagues, and the friendships she’d had, before her job had become her life, were long since gone.




  Getting up out of the hotel bed, she surveyed herself in the mirror, comparing her own image to the image of Miss Shitlipz which she held in her hand. Even despite the damage done by her two day

  cry-athon, she was still fairer of face than Diane – her nose was straighter for starters, her hair sleeker, her skin more clear. And as for their figures, surely it had been years (if ever)

  since Diane had shrugged herself effortlessly into a size ten frock? So how was it – according to the private investigator’s research at least – that this woman had so captivated

  Greg’s heart that she was telling all her friends he was seriously considering divorce?




  With more questions asked than answered, Lorna checked out of her sanctuary at the Sheraton and drove back home slowly along the coast road to Black Rock, mentally reviewing her yellow-paged

  notes. She still felt all at sea with her emotions, but worse now was her feeling that in the last couple of days, she had underachieved. She had identified her objective – get Greg back

  – but not the course of action which would help her accomplish it.




  Pulling into her driveway, she glanced over at her mother’s granny annexe in the garden, and toyed with the idea of confiding in her, but immediately decided against. Since she’d

  been widowed, June had enough on her plate without being burdened with her daughter’s worries, and hadn’t Lorna tearfully promised her dad on his deathbed that whatever else happened,

  she’d look after Mum? Putting on a brave smile, she knocked on June’s door to see how she’d been while Lorna had been away, and on being invited inside for a cup of tea, found to

  her amazement that the solution to her problems had been here all along in her own back yard – albeit, in the most alarming of guises.




  While her daughter had been in a hotel bedroom reviewing her life and had found it wanting, June had been doing the same thing in the comfort of her own home – or what

  passed for her own home these days. Two years after her husband had died, she’d had time to recover from the shock of being widowed so young, and now June realised that the biggest mistake

  she had ever made in her life was to go along with her daughter’s idea of moving out of her own nice little flat, and into this granny annexe here. Granny annexe! The very name made her feel

  as if she was already half dead, and June was a woman who was busting out all over – or at least, she used to be. She was, in the words of the Streisand song, a person who needs people

  – but since she had moved away from the hustle and bustle of St Kilda and into the quiet, respectable family suburb of Black Rock, it no longer also followed that she was ‘the luckiest

  people in the world’.




  In the whole of Melbourne, St Kilda was where June felt spiritually at home. St Kilda buzzed, St Kilda rocked, and every one of its inhabitants had a story to tell. It was bursting to the brim

  with eccentrics, hippies, prostitutes, druggies, kids hanging out, skateboarders passing through, gays, actors, artists, punks, crusties, drag queens – you name it, if its lifestyle was

  alternative, it had sent along a representative. And June had known them all. Going shopping down Acland Street, even if it was just a quick nip for a loaf of bread, took her every minute of two

  hours: nodding and smiling, chatting and waving, getting an update on somebody’s current drama, signing a petition for world peace – she’d been involved, she’d been

  at the cutting edge of life in the raw. And she had never, ever, not even for one single solitary moment, felt lonely. Until now.




  Now nobody knocked on her door at any time of the day or night, needing a shoulder to cry on or someone to share in a laugh. Though she still kept in close touch with several of her old St Kilda

  cronies on the phone, and made a point of popping over to Acland Street to see them at least once a month, she didn’t encourage them to visit her in her granny annexe. It was bad enough that

  she had to live here in the quiet of the suburbs. She could do without her colourful friends having to make the journey, only to be stared at by the locals.




  Here in Black Rock, folk led tidy lives in their tidy homes and kept their problems behind closed doors. June felt useless and empty, old before her time, a waste of space. Perhaps, she mused,

  as she reviewed her life, she would have felt differently if Lorna and Greg had some kids for her to look after – maybe then she might have felt useful here, that there was some purpose to

  all this breathing in and breathing out. But not only were they childless, apparently they were determined to keep it that way. Thinking about her daughter, June could sometimes hardly believe they

  shared the same gene pool. ‘Tight-arsed yuppie’ would have been the judgement of June and her Acland Street cronies, if they hadn’t known Lorna, and had seen her wandering by.




  The thing that had prompted this uncharacteristically maudlin and ungenerous introspection had been propped up on her breakfast bar for a week, taunting her with its promise of a happy

  fun-filled time, illuminating, like a beacon, the dark shadows of her days. It was an invitation to the wedding of one of her nieces – the sending of which was meant to elicit unbridled joy

  from its recipient, not melancholia. And indeed, when June had first opened the airmail envelope, her spirits had soared at the thought of being back in the bosom of her family again after so many

  years. To be back amongst her own kind, to celebrate with people who, like her (and unlike her daughter and son-in-law), knew how to enjoy a knees-up! Fantastic! Just the ticket! And aye, there was

  the rub.




  A quick phone enquiry about airfares to Blighty dashed all hopes of ever revisiting that warm familial bosom again. June knew the state of her bank balance all too well. She had to. The pennies

  which came into her account from her meagre pension had to be counted one by one, before they flew out again at a frightening speed. And it wouldn’t just be the airfare, would it? It’d

  be hotel bills, and spending money, and eating out all the time, and God alone knew what all else. Her rellies weren’t rich – far from it – and she wouldn’t feel comfortable

  bludging off them, or taking up valuable space in their small homes. Besides which, she’d grown used to a bit of privacy over the last couple of years – she wouldn’t like living

  in their pockets, much less sleeping on their sofa for the duration. No, she’d decided, it just couldn’t be done. This was her life now – to be carefully counting beans till she

  died in Black Rock.




  Beaten and dispirited, feeling the black gunge of depression starting to lap up around her ankles, she had just sat down at the computer that Lorna and Greg had given her for Christmas to RSVP

  by e-mail to the invitation in the negative, when mercifully the telephone had rung. It was her downstairs neighbour from her Acland Street days, one Busty Springboard-A-Go-Go – a Chinese

  Malaysian transvestite who made her/his living singing songs from the sixties in gay pubs and clubs.




  ‘Hello, girlfriend – how are you?’ s/he asked June now. ‘Tell me everything – it’s been ages! What’s been going down? Or

  should I ask – who’s been going down, you shameless hussy?’




  June tried to rally herself enough to join in the camp banter, but the words of cheer seemed to stick in her throat. ‘Me,’ she said simply, after a brief struggle with her vocal

  cords. ‘Me – I’m going down, Busty – right down to Black Rock bottom.’




  ‘Got those old suburban blues again, darl?’ asked Ms Springboard-A-Go-Go sympathetically, and proceeded to get the dirt on June’s problems. ‘Honey buns!’ she

  protested, after she’d heard enough of the doleful monologue about the current strength of the English pound and the relative weakness of the Aussie dollar. ‘Be beside yourself no more!

  We have the technology! A friend of mine has just done a house swap through the Internet – had a month in San Fran, darl, and she’d never have been able to afford it without free

  accommodation in the US of A. Fire up that computer, girl – I’ll find out the website, and be with you toot sweet.’




  Such was the depth of her self-pity that, when she opened the door to Busty an hour later, June didn’t give a second thought to what the good folk of Black Rock had made of the

  miniskirted, peroxide-enhanced gender-bender who had arrived on their patch on a moped that morning. But on being scooped up and clasped affectionately between a magnificent pair of falsies, she

  immediately found herself starting to feel better. As for revisiting the warm familial bosom, she mused wryly, her face crushed in the depths of Busty’s perfumed cleavage, if she only made it

  as far as this one, things wouldn’t be half bad.




  ‘Daughter,’ pronounced Busty, sensing June’s need, ‘you should have called me sooner. Clearly, you have not been getting enough hugs.’




  ‘I ain’t half missed you, darl,’ June smiled. ‘But you know what it’s like when you’re down in the dumps – you just don’t feel like seeing

  anybody.’




  ‘Do I look like anybody to you?’ Busty demanded, doing a twirl, and taking June by the hand, she led her back into her living room, where they sat together at the computer to

  wander at will through cyberspace.




  With her renewed spirit of optimism, and her friend by her side, June never doubted for an instant that she would find the perfect swap, but when they found that the only Leicester party looking

  to travel to Melbourne was Pauline Watkins with her semi in New Vistas, she could hardly believe her eyes, or her luck.




  ‘Well, bugger me sideways—’ she exclaimed, dropping back into the East Midlands vernacular of her childhood.




  ‘Girlfriend,’ Busty admonished her severely, ‘you only have three wishes. Use them wisely!’




  June laughed happily, and pointed excitedly at the screen. ‘That’s only the same estate where most of my friends and family live – it couldn’t be better!’




  It wasn’t until they’d keyed in June’s details that her earlier doubts and fears started to regroup around her. ‘My place is going to be a bit on the small side for a

  family,’ she said, gazing around at her one-bedroom home.




  ‘Let them be the judge of that,’ Busty told her firmly, and hit the Send button before June could pike out of the transaction. ‘You’ve got your double bed, and this sofa

  turns into a double too, doesn’t it? They might be a very close family, who don’t mind bunking up.’




  But that last phrase served merely to increase June’s anxiety. ‘Christ, I hadn’t even thought of that!’ she cried in distress.




  ‘The Yuppies,’ offered Busty, quickly catching on.




  June nodded sadly. ‘I can’t see either Lorna or Greg liking the idea of having their space invaded by strangers,’ she said, deflated.




  But it was then that they heard the knock on the front door, and on seeing through the window who it was who had come to call, Busty, with a wicked grin, had beaten June in the race to answer

  it.




  ‘Dearest girl!’ she exclaimed as, flinging open the door, she crushed the speechless Lorna to her manufactured mammaries. ‘How fabulous to meet you at last!

  I’m your Aunty Busty!’




  In Changi airport, Singapore, June caught sight of Lorna’s tense expression as she watched Greg walking over to rejoin them, fresh from the shower. What was up now, she

  wondered, and announced her intention of going off to do a bit more duty-free shopping. She had another couple of presents to buy, she told them, but really she just wanted a little oasis of

  solitude before she was forced to sit between the two of them for the long, long journey home. Something was going on there, she thought to herself, as she debated the purchase of a silk

  sarong for one of her sisters, but she’d be the last person to be told what it was.




  Still, where her daughter was concerned, June was getting used to feeling bemused. You could have knocked her over with a feather when Lorna, still recovering from the shock of taking tea with a

  flamboyantly feminine blonde Asian transvestite, had not only sanctioned the granny annexe house swap, but had also offered her own home in the package to boot. Since when had Lorna been the least

  bit interested in her Leicester rellies, and what had provoked her sudden and enthusiastic assertion that she and her husband simply had to be there to witness the marriage of a cousin

  she’d never even met?




  When the call finally came to reboard their flight, Lorna saw Greg make a small involuntary movement towards the mobile phone in his jacket pocket, and then think better of it.

  Ha! she thought nastily, in bitter triumph. Now you can’t talk to Shitlipz for a whole fourteen hours, and you can’t see her for fourteen whole days.




  But there was no joy to be had in this Pyrrhic victory. Though it was true that her husband was temporarily defeated, the bloody wounds of battle were all on her own side of the field.
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  Sitting, cramped, between her husband and her daughter in the Economy Class section of the great iron bird which was flying them to the unknown antipodes, Pauline was the only

  member of the Watkins Expeditionary Force who was still awake when the computer-generated image on the screen in front of her showed that they had just flown over the north coast of Australia.

  Unable, in her excitement, to keep this news to herself, she shook Mick roughly awake.




  ‘We’re here!’ she told him. ‘Look – at last! Let’s get the things down from the lockers!’




  Having done his homework on the vast size and scale of the Australian landmass, Mick merely had to half open a sleepy eye to see this was a false alarm and to quell Pauline’s excitement.

  ‘We’re only just over Queensland,’ he told her. ‘Melbourne’s all the way down at the bottom of the map.’




  ‘Yes I know, but . . .’ Pauline protested, unwilling to accept that this long day’s journey in a flying battery farm was not now – please, God! – at an end.




  ‘Issanother five hours,’ Mick slurred sleepily, and locking his eyelid firmly shut again, abandoned his wife once more to her sleepless solitude.




  So what else is new, thought Pauline bitterly, in lurid Leicesterese, as she watched him shrug down in the narrow seat beside her, and roll over to present her with his back. I bring him the

  other bastard side of the world to rekindle our romance, and he’d still bleddy sooner be sleeping! Why was it always her who had to do the worrying, single-handed? Where was it in the

  marriage contract, in which clause was it writ, that the lifelong maintenance of the emotional health of the relationship fell solely to the bride?




  She sighed now, a long, heartfelt expulsion of recycled air, as she pictured their wedding day from two decades’ distance. Too young. They’d been far too young. Somebody should have

  stopped them. But then, who would have thought to have done that when, at seventeen going on eighteen, they’d already been inseparable for two years, and baby Matt was only five months away

  from bursting out of her belly to join them?




  Softened momentarily by her remembered maternal feelings, she turned to look at her second born snoozing at her side. Even with her smudged eyeliner and black lipstick, Gemma still looked like a

  young angel when she slumbered. Pauline smiled indulgently, and unable to resist the automatic reflex of the loving mother, she reached across to smooth her daughter’s hair extensions from

  her brow. Her reward was a sleepy grunt of angry warning, and an irritable hand shot out of the thin airline blanket to knock her own away. Her indulgent smile withered instantly, its desiccated

  corpse left trembling on her lips. So this is my life, she thought with lachrymose fervour, and then, butching up, Don’t go there. Peering around the darkened cabin for waking help of any

  kind, but seeing none, she pressed the overhead button to summon reinforcements to her side.




  ‘Another whisky and soda?’ the arriving Malaysian Airline flight attendant whispered, clearing her empties and unashamedly signalling his disapproval with a sardonically

  raised brow.




  Exhausted, sleepless, desperate, Pauline met his gaze with eyes narrowed to lethal laser points, and toughed it out. ‘Seven hundred quid I’ve paid for this, love,’ she hissed

  back, in a voice deceptively reasonable in tone. ‘So, tell you what, save your legs – make it two.’




  Chugging back her hard-won nightcap (or should that be ‘daycap’, she wondered dizzily – she’d lost all track of time) the wife and mother formerly known as Polly Watkins

  had nothing better to do than to go over and over in her mind the hurried arrangements she’d put in place during the last two weeks for the house guests she would never meet, and to worry

  about the reciprocal arrangements they had made for her in their own home in Melbourne.




  She could still remember, with absolute heart-stopping clarity, the moment she had hurriedly switched on the computer and discovered, out of the blue, June’s first e-mail, offering the

  swap. But that was hardly surprising under the circumstances, was it, she thought, her cheeks ablaze with guilt. Given that, when she’d heard Mick’s key in the door that afternoon, and

  his cheery call announcing his unexpectedly early arrival home, she had been raking the flesh of Asheem’s back with her fingernails, clawing her way to her third climax of the day. How else

  was she to have disguised her shameful secret than to leap from the bed, shoving her lover towards his pile of hastily discarded clothes on the floor, and to urge him in frantic whispers to

  ‘Get your arse covered and parked behind Gemma’s computer now!’?




  After following Pauline’s shouted command to make himself a cup of tea and bring her one too, Mick finally tracked them down in Gemma’s bedroom, where Pauline, looking flustered, was

  asking Asheem a series of dumb questions about e-mailing.




  ‘Oh, hiya, Ash,’ Mick greeted him, unperturbed. ‘Here you are – you have my tea, I’ll go and get another one. Been giving Poll a lesson?’




  ‘That’s right,’ Asheem agreed, grinning back good-naturedly. ‘I’ve been showing her what’s what.’




  ‘ “Receiving message 1 of 1”,’ Pauline read incredulously, her eyes glued to the screen, unable as she was to meet her husband’s, or her lover’s, gaze. How

  weird. Nobody had ever sent her an e-mail before – besides herself, of course, for practice – and it lent the clandestine post-coital moment an even greater sense of unreality, as the

  three of them all watched and waited for Gemma’s computer to download the mail from the server.




  ‘Who’s June Fisher?’ Mick asked, bending over Pauline’s shoulder to read the sender’s name as it popped into the inbox. ‘And why is she describing her house

  to you in such detail?’




  ‘Bleddy hell!’ said Pauline, quickly scanning the message. It had been a couple of weeks since she’d left her own details on the house-swap website, and in that time, so much

  had been happening at home that she’d forgotten all about it. She thought back to that fevered night when, unable to sleep, she had sat in this same spot to surf the web. It had been her firm

  intention, afterwards, when she’d crept back guiltily into bed with Mick, to finish what she’d started with Asheem the very next day, and never ever eat of that forbidden fruit again.

  But things hadn’t happened like that, of course. On the contrary, she’d been gorging herself ever since like there was no tomorrow.




  With June’s response coming into Pauline’s irregular triangulated life at that particularly charged moment, it seemed to her to be such spooky and uncanny timing as to be a warning

  from the gods, an imperative which must be acted on forthwith. ‘Save yourself,’ was the message she took from the screen, ‘gather up your husband and your children – all who

  are precious to you – and run far from temptation.’ It was a golden opportunity to get back on the straight and narrow, and Pauline was in the mood for redemption. Before she could

  weaken and change her mind, she turned from the computer and, in her husband’s hearing, thanked Asheem for his kind extracurricular attentions.




  ‘I think I’ve got the hang of this now, thanks,’ she told him, as she ushered him from her daughter’s room and down the stairs.




  At the back door, Asheem grinned and tried to steal another kiss. ‘See you tomorrow,’ he whispered.




  ‘No, you won’t,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s over. It’ll never happen again. Besides, I’m going to Australia.’




  Returning upstairs, she sat down with her husband and together they read June’s message and started playing with dates and figures on scraps of paper, working out in fine detail how they

  would finance the upcoming trip. To Mick’s credit, he was as enthusiastic as she was to see the other side of the world, but for rather different reasons. ‘A family holiday!’ he

  said happily, breaking her heart with his smile. ‘The four of us together again, on a great adventure! Fantastic. What a brilliant idea! Well done, Poll.’




  It was then that, biting the bullet, she looked him firmly in the eye and laid down the ground rules. ‘Two things,’ she said. ‘One: call me Pauline from now on. I’m too

  old to be Polly. Polly’s a child’s name, and I’m a grown-up woman.’




  Mick groaned affectionately. ‘It’s not still this turning thirty-nine thing, is it?’




  ‘No,’ Pauline countered fiercely, ‘it’s this growing up thing. Taking myself seriously thing, taking control. This changing my life thing.’




  There was no mistaking her intensity. ‘Okay, Pauline,’ Mick conceded, none the wiser. ‘And two?’




  ‘Two . . .’ said Pauline, and drew a deep breath, afraid to give voice to her deepest hopes and fears. ‘Two: when we get to Australia, we’re going to learn to have sex

  together again. No more procrastinating, Mick.’




  ‘No, right,’ he said, turning bright red and studying his hands. ‘Not a problem. Been meaning to get round to that, any road . . .’




  Knocking back her whisky in her lonely Mile High Club, Pauline eventually fell asleep about five minutes before they started serving breakfast, so by the time they finally

  arrived at Melbourne airport she was not only stressed and sleep-deprived, but she was also halfway between being drunk and hungover. Which might have been why she was pulled out of the queue to

  have her luggage examined so minutely.




  ‘Got any food in here, Pauline?’ the Customs officer asked her with a friendly grin, as he unlocked her suitcase.




  ‘No! No food!’ Pauline told him, glancing round wildly to see what had happened to Gemma and Mick. To her horror, she saw that they were waiting for her patiently a mere ten feet

  away. ‘There’s nothing illegal in there – absolutely nothing!’ she averred, turning back to her tormentor and attempting to mirror his smile, watching with dread as he

  affably and efficiently removed the clothes from the top of her case. This was just her luck! Did she look like a terrorist? Did she have the appearance of a drugs mule? No! She was just an

  ordinary woman from Leicester. So why her? And why now?




  ‘I’m afraid you’ll find I’m just another boring, law-abiding tourist,’ she advised the young official, with a desperate laugh.




  ‘Right,’ he nodded thoughtfully, as, on the tips of his fingers, he delicately lifted up her new Ann Summers crotchless teddy.




  ‘Embarrassed’ is not a large enough word to describe the silence of the Watkins party as they regrouped to leave the Customs area, and to eventually emerge through

  the Arrivals door to run the gauntlet of meeters and greeters. All around them, their fellow travellers were identified by their friends and relations with whoops of joy or, seeing their names

  scrawled on bits of cardboard, claimed their cab driver. Soon, only the Watkins stood alone.




  Glad to have something practical to discuss, Mick asked, without meeting his wife’s eyes, ‘What was the arrangement – didn’t they say we’d be met?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Pauline, scanning the retreating crowds. ‘June said she’d arranged for a friend of hers to drive us there and let us in . . .’




  Her voice trailed off, her attention now taken by a small hiccup in the general exodus, caused, it seemed, by a tall blonde woman tottering on high heels at speed towards them, struggling to

  make headway against the flow.




  ‘Watkins!’ the creature cried as she neared them, appealing in every direction but theirs. ‘Pauline? Gemma? Mick?’




  There was a long moment of stunned hesitation from her targeted group, before Pauline, blinking, slowly raised her hand.




  ‘Thank God!’ said the woman who’d come to claim them as, flinging her arms open, she crushed Pauline’s nose against her broad chest. ‘Busty

  Springboard-A-Go-Go, at your service. I’m so sorry I’m late, darl,’ she winked at Gemma over the top of her mother’s head, ‘I’ve been having such a

  bad hair day!’ Relinquishing Pauline at last, she bobbed a curtsey to Mick, and glancing down at the new red trainers he was sporting for the trip, she held out her hand to be kissed, and

  said, ‘Welcome, Dorothy, to the Land of Oz!’




  Being driven from the airport by Glinda the Good Witch in a brand new Series 5 BMW, Pauline, in her sleep-deprived state, thought that things couldn’t have been more out

  of the ordinary if a great hurricane had come and swept their little house up into the air and flung it somewhere over the rainbow, way up high, to a land that she’d dreamed of once in a

  lullaby. It was true that the highway connecting the airport to the city was pretty much like any other she’d been on, and that the Australians drove reassuringly on the left, but that was

  where the similarity ended between this land called Oz and real life. Huge billboards told drivers in a curiously direct way, ‘Drink. Drive. Bloody idiot’ which, to her English eye,

  seemed a bit blokeish and rude for a government-sponsored safety campaign. And when the city of Melbourne at last rose on the horizon above its suburban flatlands, it looked to Pauline to be the

  spitting image of Gotham City. But when, after driving beside the sea for a few miles, they pulled into the landscaped driveway of their holiday home in Black Rock, and parked beside a cute little

  BMW sports coupé, she realised that any dreams she’d ever had in her lullabies had been remarkably restrained and unambitious.




  ‘This is yours,’ said Busty, swinging her legs out of the luxurious saloon and waving a casual hand towards the huge modern glass structure to their left. The Watkins got out and

  gawped. There before them was a cutting-edge, architect-designed two-storey structure the like of which they had only ever seen courtesy of Kevin McCloud’s Grand Designs on telly.




  Mick, who had chatted affably to Busty throughout the journey, asking her questions, and not appearing to mind that he was now fixed in Busty’s mind as ‘Dorothy’, was the first

  to recover his wits and the use of his tongue. ‘Thought you meant the car was ours,’ he joked.




  ‘Oh, yes, did I forget to say?’ Busty said, as she unlocked the front door to Paradise. ‘The two Beemers are yours too. Come in, come in – I’ll explain it all as I

  go.’




  Following her over the threshold, Mick’s smile faded, and was replaced with a look of guilty anxiety. Pauline knew what he was thinking. When she’d told him of June’s idea to

  swap cars, as well as the houses, he had at first baulked at the expense of getting comprehensive insurance for their old Datsun. There was no gainsaying that they’d got the better deal. She

  didn’t like to think what was going through the Australian party’s minds around now. It was like being caught out at Christmas, having handed over a small box of Quality Street in

  exchange for a luxury Marks and Sparks hamper. In her mind’s eye, Pauline raced back to Leicester, to replace the cushions on the settee with the new ones she’d been meaning to buy off

  the market.




  Inside the house, Gemma was so blown away by everything she saw that she completely forgot about cool. She stood, slack-jawed as a surprised five-year-old, in the middle of the cathedral-sized,

  minimalist, open-plan living room, and revolved slowly to take it all in. One hundred and eighty degrees of the glass-walled room contained a view of the bay down below them, where the sun shone on

  boats bobbing on sparkling blue waters. It certainly had a high wow factor.
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