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chapter one


Decisions, decisions.


A line of Charlie?


A pill?


Or spark up a spliff?


‘Greg,’ yelled Bex from the bathroom, ‘have room service brought the drinks up yet?’


Oh yes, almost forgot. There was always the option of getting even more pissed.


It was a difficult choice. Far too difficult to make with two ecstasy tablets, several lines of cocaine and a couple of bottles of champagne already affecting one’s faculties.


There was only one sensible course of action.


Greg knocked back the pill with a warm can of Heineken from the mini-bar cum non-functioning fridge. The line of cocaine, neatly chopped on the laminated Slough Holiday Inn information sheet, went up his nose moments later.


‘Never mind the drinks, Bex – just get yourself in here.’


A pretty girl with long, straight, highlighted hair and wearing a tiny sequinned dress emerged from the bathroom.


‘Wasn’t that just the best party you’ve ever been to?’


‘Yeah, it was good.’ Greg rubbed the remnants of the line of cocaine into his gums. ‘You can see why Rich ‘n’ Famous have got such a good reputation as promoters.’


Bex put her arms round his neck and gave him a lingering kiss. ‘Thanks for inviting me, Greg. I’ve had a wicked night.’


‘It’s not finished yet.’ He gave her bum a gentle squeeze.


‘I should hope not.’ She kissed him again. ‘I’m just going to get my overnight bag from the car.’


‘Can’t it wait until later?’ he said, playfully grabbing her arm and pulling her back to him.


‘Not really.’


‘Why not?’


‘Do you remember that night in Ibiza last summer when you took all of us eager holidaymakers to that big club?’


‘Privilege, on the way to Ibiza Town? Of course I do.’


‘And do you remember when we were both buzzing, telling me what you’d do to me if I wasn’t going out with Rog—’ She corrected herself. ‘Sorry, The Prick.’


‘Not exactly, but if it involved animals, then I promise you, it was just a phase and I’m a changed man.’


‘Actually, it was more to do with handcuffs and thigh-length boots.’


A grin spread over Greg’s face. ‘I … think it’s coming back to me. But what’s that got to do with your bag?’


Bex proffered a sultry look.


‘What, you mean … you’ve got … in your bag … in your car?’


Bex dangled her car keys in front of him, kissed him on the forehead and headed for the door.


Greg called after her, ‘I knew we’d have a great night.’


As the door closed, he reflected that this comment wasn’t actually true. In fact, Bex had been a last resort. The quarterly parties thrown by promoters Rich ‘n’ Famous were legendary, with a reputation for attracting gorgeous girls. Greg had met one of the organisers the previous summer, when he had been working as a holiday rep for tour company Young Free & Single, YF&S. The Rich ‘n’ Famous parties were always on a Sunday and their location kept secret until less than a fortnight before the event. They could be anywhere in the country, but were normally held in a manor house, or elegant (and tolerant) hotel.


When Greg discovered that the March party was being held in a mansion near Egham, he was disappointed. He had been hoping it would be nearer to his native Widnes. Having spent five consecutive summers in Ibiza, most of the friends he had from his teens had moved on, settled down, or thought the world ended at Manchester or Liverpool. Certainly, he knew none of his local friends would want to make the journey down the M6.


Most of Greg’s newer social circle revolved around YF&S, so he tried ringing the reps that lived down south. The start of the new season was imminent, so all had shopping trips to make, friends and family to visit, or partners to placate/finish with.


Greg was determined not to pass up the opportunity to see for himself why the Rich ‘n’ Famous parties were so renowned, especially as the promoter had given him two free tickets and a room in the nearby Holiday Inn.


For about a nanosecond he contemplated going with a girl – there were several former YF&S clients Greg had slept with in Ibiza and he had tentatively kept in touch. However, where women were concerned, Greg was a man who seldom bothered with revisits. There were of course, exceptions: if he was going through a lean period, if a girl was particularly filthy, or if he was visiting another part of the country and needed somewhere to stay.


(Where the latter was concerned, Greg would go on a boys’ night out, then, as a safety net, ring a former conquest who lived in the same town. He would tell her that he wouldn’t be round until late because he was going to a wedding/business meeting/visiting relatives first. If he didn’t pull, he would lurch round at some unearthly hour and usually very much the worse for wear, make the minimum of small talk, get the besotted girl into bed and be asleep within minutes of ejaculating.)


Taking a former conquest to a party – especially a party as notorious as a Rich ‘n’ Famous one – was incomprehensible to Greg. It was as foreign to his nature as grazing on a nice dandelion leaf would be to a hungry wolf.


Going alone was not an option either. He would undoubtedly know people there, but he had seen enough clients holidaying alone in Ibiza, desperately trying to engage anyone in conversation so as not to appear a Billy-no-mates saddo, and he did not want to be even vaguely tarred with the same brush.


The solution, when it eventually came, occurred to him during one of the frequent moments Greg had his dick in his hand. Approaching his vinegar stroke, he was accessing his mental wank-bank for a suitable image to produce a satisfactory climax, when Bex entered his thoughts.


Bex Cartwright, eighteen years old, had been a YF&S client towards the end of the previous summer. Although her parents were extremely well off, she was down-to-earth. Her boyfriend, Roger, on the other hand, was a snotty, supercilious arse. It wasn’t so much that he was a snob, more that he aspired to be one. A YF&S holiday was anathema to him. The Prick, as Greg had named him, spent the whole time moaning, or trying to find a bar where he could watch the Test match.


Although she hadn’t been seeing The Prick long and despite it being clear they were incompatible, Bex was too principled to succumb to even Greg’s persistent advances. They flirted and had one particularly great night out clubbing and getting off their faces (The Prick detested clubbing too), but that was as far as it went.


Within a week of Bex getting back home, The Prick was dumped. Greg spoke to her frequently on the phone during the winter, although they never quite managed to meet up as they kept threatening to. The Rich ‘n’ Famous party therefore presented them with the perfect opportunity to re-acquaint as Bex lived in Windsor, only a few miles from the venue. Greg figured that if she turned out to be a pain in the arse, then it was close enough to Egham for her to go home without being stranded. If his conscience really got the better of him, he even resolved to give her the cab fare home.


As it turned out, any doubts Greg had about not getting on with Bex soon disappeared – she was a full-on party animal. She matched him pill for pill, drink for drink, and line for line. And, without the constraining influence of The Prick, she not only looked ten times sexier, but acted it too. As such, Greg had absolutely no desire to look anywhere else for his post-party entertainment.


The night seemed to end too soon, but although the after-party beckoned, they were both feeling so horny that they decided to give it a miss.


Greg had been saving a Viagra for a special occasion. On the short cab journey back to the hotel with Bex, he decided to take it. When Bex saw the diamond shaped blue pill, she stopped him. At first, he thought he was going to get a moral or health lecture from her, but instead she asked him to give her half, giggling and wondering if she’d get a ‘wide-on’.


All in all, hitherto, it had been a great night.


And looking out of the window, seeing Bex walking back into the hotel with her overnight bag, Greg had a feeling it was about to get better.




chapter two


Adam Hawthorne-Blythe massaged his temples and placed his wire-rimmed glasses on the desk. In his eighteen years as Chairman of YF&S, he had been into the office on a Sunday less than half a dozen times. Never before had he still been there in the early hours of a Monday morning.


He stood up, stretched his back and went over to the boardroom’s permanently percolating coffee jug.


‘Not for us thanks, H-B,’ said Sebastian Hunter.


A year ago, Jane would have bitten Sebastian’s head off for answering for both of them, especially at work. Now things had changed. Their relationship was out in the open and everybody at the YF&S HQ knew about it. If they didn’t, the fact that the former Jane Ward’s surname was now Hunter might have given them a clue.


The worst kept secret in the office became common knowledge at the end of the last summer season as a result of the court action against the former Contracts Director, Felipe Gomez, responsible for a massive fraud against YF&S.


Jane had been largely responsible for his downfall. She also brought about the dismissal of the resort manager for Ibiza, Alison Shand. Alison’s scam was on a much smaller scale – lining her own pocket at every opportunity by taking money from bars and excursion owners, and what could be best described as ‘creative accounting’. It was accepted that most resort managers earned a little ‘bunce’ money, but not to that extreme. It was also Alison’s brief affair with Felipe that had compromised them both. Alison lost her job and her ill-gotten gains; Felipe lost his liberty. The hundreds of thousands that Felipe stole meant that he would not be seeing a Mediterranean beach on anything other than a prison TV set for a good few years.


With praise heaped upon Jane from all quarters, she finally accepted that she was valued for merit rather than for shagging the Finance Director. She therefore announced her engagement to Sebastian to her unsurprised colleagues at YF&S.


The knot was tied at their spring wedding just three weeks ago, directly after which they enjoyed a two-week holiday in the Caribbean. Sometimes it was great to be in the travel industry.


But sometimes it wasn’t.


‘Are you absolutely sure about this, Sebastian?’ asked Hawthorne-Blythe for the umpteenth time.


‘Afraid so. It doesn’t matter which way you look at it. And God knows, we’ve all tried every which way over the last few hours.’


Hawthorne-Blythe stared out of the huge boardroom windows at the deserted Teddington street. The sound of an empty can being kicked along the road got nearer, along with the voice of its kicker, mumbling the words to ‘Swing Low Sweet Chariot’. A double-decker bus slowly rumbled round the corner, a few late night travellers sitting with their faces pressed against freshly rubbed clear patches on the fugged windows. Rhombuses of light from street lamps or shop windows reflected an earlier downpour on the pavement.


Hawthorne-Blythe turned and sat back at the boardroom table, placing his coffee on the table’s green-tinted glass top. He returned his spectacles to the bridge of his nose and sat thinking for a few seconds, then had to take them off again as the steam from his coffee clouded them over.


‘Maybe I should have let the company go public when I had the chance,’ he said.


‘You know that’s stuff and nonsense,’ replied Jane in her gentle Glaswegian accent. ‘Young Free & Single would just be a small programme by now. One of the big boys would have chewed us up and spat us out. You’ve always said that we’re about more than the bottom line. It’s about the holidaymakers, the reps. A balance sheet doesn’t always show the real picture or the whole story. We offer cheap holidays and rely on the reps to be good at selling and make up the money on excursion sales. If a bigger company took us over, they wouldn’t have understood that. They would have increased the price of the holiday, which would have put off kids from coming.’


Jane paused before she got out of her depth. As Overseas Manager, her speciality was people, not business strategy. Still, you couldn’t live with the Financial Director for two years without picking up a few bits and pieces.


‘It’s not all doom and gloom,’ she said hesitantly.


‘No, it’s not, Jane,’ said Hawthorne-Blythe. He looked at Sebastian, wondering if the statement he had just made was correct.


‘No it’s not all doom and gloom,’ confirmed Sebastian, ‘in so far as we’re not about to go out of business …’ Jane and Hawthorne-Blythe both sat back in their chairs, sharing a visible sigh of relief, ‘… but,’ continued Sebastian, causing them to sit back up again, ‘there’s no room for complacency. If we have a bad summer, then that’s it.’


This time Hawthorne-Blythe remained composed. Jane didn’t.


‘But why, what’s gone wrong?’ It stopped just short of a wail.


‘It’s a number of things,’ said Hawthorne-Blythe. It was his company and although he might not have known the exact forecasts in as much detail as his FD, he was well aware of what the causes of a slump would be. ‘There was the court case. Although we won it, Felipe didn’t have any of the embezzled money to return – God knows where it’s gone or how he’s hidden it. Our legal fees were astronomical too.’


‘Surely he should pay for those – he lost after all?’ protested Jane.


‘What would he pay with? If the money’s not gone, then it’s stashed for that rainy day he gets out of prison. And even if he does have it, and even if we track it down, it won’t help our current predicament. We just need to be thankful that we caught him and consequently stopped a considerable financial haemorrhage. We’ve got to take a pragmatic view on what’s happened, Jane – it’s the only way.’


‘Looking to the future rather than the past,’ said Sebastian, whose middle name should have been pragmatic. ‘I think we need a strategy to make sure that things go right for us this year. We’ve already put our programme back so that our first clients now arrive mid-June rather than the beginning of May. The clubbing season kicks off then and for the first couple of years we’ve actually lost money in that first month in Ibiza. Also, I wanted to keep the same prices for our holidays as last year, or maybe put them up in line with inflation. Obviously, we’re making more money per bed than last year now that Felipe is no longer taking his cut. As you know, H-B, I prepared some figures—’


‘And as you know, Sebastian,’ interrupted Hawthorne-Blythe, ‘I’d rather we passed that saving on to our clients.’


‘Yes, well, as we both know,’ continued Sebastian, ‘it’s academic now because that weasel Tyrone Lucas is obviously more than aware of what’s been going on and the position we’re in, so he’s dropped the price of a Club Wicked holiday. If we followed my original plan, we’d be almost twenty-five per cent more expensive, which even I’d have to agree is too much.’


‘Well, if we do go out of business, at least we’ll have given value for money.’


Hawthorne-Blythe allowed himself a short chuckle, but both Sebastian and Jane knew he meant it. Everybody in the industry was aware that YF&S was more than just a business to him – he genuinely got a kick out of seeing youngsters have a good time. Being instrumental in that was more of a motivation to him than the financial bottom line – the main reason he had never allowed YF&S to become a plc.


‘It makes it even worse to think that Tyrone Lucas might gain from all this,’ sighed Jane.


‘Maybe he deserves it,’ replied Hawthorne-Blythe, smoothing his grey but still full head of hair, with both hands. ‘He jumped on this whole dance music thing way before we did.’


‘Not so much jumped. The way he carried on you could have been forgiven for thinking he started the damn thing,’ snorted Sebastian. ‘I know that he’s of the any publicity is good publicity school of thought, but ye Gods, he took it to extremes.’


Hawthorne-Blythe smiled ruefully. ‘He did that.’


‘I don’t think a week went by in those first three years,’ continued Sebastian, ‘when his slimy face or smug voice couldn’t be seen on some obscure cable station, or heard on a radio phone-in at God knows what time. I’ve never known such a gregarious self-publicist. Compared to Tyrone Lucas, Richard Branson’s camera shy. He attracts publicity like his clients attract bright red vest outlines.’


Jane laughed. ‘That’s very good for,’ she looked at her watch, ‘one-thirty on a Monday morning.’


Hawthorne-Blythe sighed and sat back in his chair. ‘Maybe he had the foresight and I didn’t. Don’t forget, I must be the best part of twenty years older than him.’


Sebastian leant forward and became serious. ‘H-B, there was no way of knowing the dance music thing was going to become so huge. You did the right thing. You researched it carefully and chose to get involved at the right time – the time the clients wanted to. Our infrastructure was too solid to change on a whim. Lucas jumped on a bandwagon and he was lucky. Don’t forget, Club Wicked were tiny when they first started. If anything, they were more of a specialist operator.’


‘And they’ve done extremely well,’ added Hawthorne-Blythe.


‘How can you be so calm about Club Wicked, after all Lucas has done?’ Jane was barely able to control the anger in her voice.


‘All he’s done, Jane,’ said Hawthorne-Blythe in his usual calm way, ‘is start up a business. There’s room for both of us.’


‘Yes, but everyone knows he started up the business to get at you after you sacked him all those years ago.’


‘I’m sure that wasn’t his only reason, besides-’


‘And,’ interrupted Jane, ‘it’s also common knowledge how he got the money to start the business. What kind of man rips off pensioners? Disabled pensioners? Lucas Stair-lifts went bust and he pocketed tens of thousands of pounds in deposits. And the stairlifts he did deliver were sold at ridiculous prices and on punitive contracts. I bet a lot of the poor old dears are still paying for them now, if they haven’t already died through worry.’


‘That’s not entirely fair, Jane. Nobody knows the full story of what happened with Lucas Stairlifts. Look, let’s stop all of this nonsense about Lucas. I’d really rather not sink to his level. Let’s worry about getting our own ship in order.’ He changed the subject. ‘What are we going to do about our staffing problems?’


‘Well,’ said Jane, ‘because we’ve closed the loopholes for fiddling, a lot of the experienced resort managers decided to leave. As you also know, Club Wicked have poached quite a few.’


Hawthorne-Blythe gave her a look and Jane knew it meant that she should not pursue this.


‘Getting rid of crooked managers is a good thing,’ said Sebastian, just in case Jane had missed Hawthorne-Blythe’s stare.


‘Of course it is. We need to rebuild things with a strong foundation. We’re no longer losing the money from overpaying for accommodation – courtesy of Felipe Gomez – and we should be realising more money from excursions now that the Alison Shands of this world are no longer with us. My main concern is Ibiza. It’s become so huge and corporate in the last few years that we can’t risk another screw-up.’


‘The obvious choice for resort manager was clearly Greg,’ said Hawthorne-Blythe. ‘Are you sure that there’s nothing you can do to convince him to change his mind?’


‘Nothing,’ replied Jane flatly. ‘He’s a great rep and after last year, what with him helping to nail Alison and everything, I really thought he’d be up for doing it. I could see it in his eyes though. I knew there was nothing that I could say or do that would make him take the job.’


‘I wonder why?’ pondered Hawthorne-Blythe.


‘He’s always hated responsibility. Greg just wants a good time – period. The thing is, he’s such a good rep. At the moment, I’d say by far and away the best we’ve got.’


‘And what happened to Heather, the girl who ran Ibiza after Alison’s ignominious departure last year?’ asked Hawthorne-Blythe.


‘Don’t you remember, H-B?’ smiled Sebastian. ‘She’s working in that lap-dancing club?’ Jane shot him a look. ‘Or so I’ve heard.’


Hawthorne-Blythe sat back in his chair and sighed. ‘So it’s down to Brad Streeter.’


Jane nodded. ‘I’m just a little concerned – we’ve never given someone Ibiza in only their second season.’


‘This year we’re going to be doing a lot of things we’ve never done before, I’m afraid, Jane. Besides, even though Greg doesn’t have the title of manager, he gets on famously with Brad, doesn’t he? Brad will be able to call on Greg’s experience if he needs to.’


Jane nodded. ‘I’m sure everything will be all right once the season gets going.’


They all sat in silence for a few moments. Hawthorne-Blythe twiddled a pen between his fingers, staring hard at the sheet of paper in front of him, too hard to be digesting its contents. He loosened his tie and put his hands behind his head. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Despite everything I said, it does irk me that Lucas is sticking the knife in. Like the proverbial bad penny, he keeps popping up.’


‘I only know bits and pieces about him,’ confessed Jane. ‘It’s hard to know what’s true and what isn’t.’


‘Oh, it’s no big secret. It’s just that normally I’d rather not validate him by talking about what happened.’


Jane and Sebastian said nothing.


Hawthorne-Blythe started doodling on the pad in front of him. ‘We’d only been going a few years when he joined as a rep. I guess he was the Brad of his day, the blue-eyed boy – quick-witted, confident, streetwise … he was a natural leader whom everyone warmed to. Same kind of age too – mid-twenties.’


‘He spent five seasons here, didn’t he?’ asked Jane.


‘Five full seasons, then another third of a season before I sacked him.’


‘On the fiddle?’ said Sebastian.


‘It wasn’t just that. As you know, most resort managers lined their own pockets back then much more than they can now. It wasn’t even the amount he took though, it was the manner in which he took it.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It’s hard to explain, but there’s something particularly unsavoury about Tyrone Lucas. Yes, he’s obsessed with making money and being successful, but he also gets genuine pleasure out of seeing those around him fail. And I’m nobody’s fool but, I don’t mind admitting, he had me hoodwinked. By his fifth summer I trusted him utterly. Without trying to make myself sound regal, he had my ear … and he knew it.’


‘What did he do?’


‘Apart from taking me to the cleaners for more than fifty thousand?’


‘Jeeez,’ whistled Jane.


Hawthorne-Blythe nodded. ‘But what hurt more was that on his say-so, I got rid of perfectly good reps, nice people who lost potential careers, just because Lucas liked playing mind games. And God only knows what hell the clients went through on resort in those last few years. I don’t think Majorca has ever recovered.’


‘He wasn’t in Ibiza then?’


‘Thankfully not. Back then, Majorca was probably just slightly bigger, in terms of the number of beds.’


‘So what happened when you sacked him?’


‘That was peculiar too. I thought he would shout, scream, get aggressive. Instead, he just sneered – I can remember the look on his face until this day. It sent shivers down my spine. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s got 666 tattooed on his head. In fact,’ Hawthorne-Blythe grinned, ‘he’s losing his hair now, so maybe we’ll get to see.’


‘What did he say?’ asked Sebastian.


‘Just that his time would come and one day I’d be a sad old man grovelling to him. He felt too that I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth … had this notion that I’d had it easy all of my life. I think that was his real problem. Fucking idiot.’


Jane was a little taken aback. It was rare for Hawthorne-Blythe to swear. He must have noticed the look on her face.


‘I don’t make a big deal about my background, Jane, but I doubt if it’s anything like you imagine. Poor, working-class family, passed what used to be called the eleven plus, got a scholarship to a fancy public school, then next thing I knew I was at Cambridge. With my East End accent,’ Hawthorne-Blythe paused, amused to see Jane’s jaw drop, ‘I stuck out like a sore thumb. One of the tutors at college gave me elocution lessons and by the time I left and joined the RAF for officer training, I was talking like this. Bit of a self-indulgent potted history, I’m afraid.’ Hawthorne-Blythe slipped back into his former accent. ‘That fahking wankah Tyrone Lucas comes from a poxy middle-class family in bleedin’ Ruislip. He ain’t got a clue, ’as ’e, luv?’


They all laughed. ‘Can I ask you a question, H-B?’ Sebastian asked. ‘You must have had loads of opportunities to sell this company or turn it into a plc. You’d be set up for life without all of this worry. Why haven’t you done it?’


‘And do what after exactly? Potter around the garden of my big house tending my geraniums, getting bored and turning into Victor Meldrew? Mind you,’ he reflected, ‘I’d probably have a gardener, so that’s out. Travel? We’ve been all around the world and back again already. Spend more time with my lady wife? Our marriage has been pretty damn near perfect, so I don’t want to ruin things by getting under her feet all day.’


‘What about, I don’t know, getting involved in something else or starting up another business?’ suggested Jane.


‘What would be the point? I don’t want the hassle of getting a business off the ground at my age. I’ve been perfectly happy with my life just the way it is. I don’t need any more.’ His tone became more serious. ‘Through being in the RAF and also travelling, Jane, I’ve seen some terrible things. You begin to realise just how cheap life can be. But you also appreciate how precious it is. And, by the time you get to my age, you are aware of how short it is.’ He ran his hands over his white grey hair, then his fingers along his moustache. ‘If I can help people make the most of this short, precious thing called life, then I’ve done a good thing. And there’s no greater reward than seeing young people have a good time because, believe me, they are the ones best equipped to enjoy it. That, Mrs Hunter, is why I love this company so much and why the hardest thing in the world for me to endure, would be to see it fold.’


They shared a look for a few seconds, a look that said everything to Jane about Hawthorne-Blythe’s integrity, compassion and wisdom. He might sometimes come across as a bit of a bumbling old boy, she thought, but there was absolutely nothing wrong with his mind – or his heart.


There was something very special about H-B. There was something very special about YF&S. For the company to go out of business was unthinkable. It simply couldn’t happen.




chapter three


Bex opened the door to the hotel room just as Greg was snorting another line.


‘Is that my line you’ve just done?’


‘Oops.’


‘And have you already taken another pill?’


Greg grinned and shrugged. ‘It takes me longer to come up than you.’


She shook her head. ‘Drug fiend! I don’t believe you sometimes.’ She took her bag into the bathroom. ‘Well, as they say in all the best films, just going to slip into something different.’


Greg jumped onto the bed and aimed the remote control at the TV to search for the porn channel.


Before the middle of the previous summer, Greg had never even been near ecstasy. Not particularly unusual for a twenty-eight-year-old. Not even for a streetwise twenty-eight-year-old who lived halfway between Liverpool and Manchester.


What many had found unusual was that for five years, Greg had avoided the drug despite working as a YF&S rep in the clubbing capital of the world – Ibiza.


During the last season, everything changed. Greg became good friends with first-year rep Brad Streeter. As a result of resort manager Alison Shand’s blatant greed and disregard for her staff, the reps pulled together more than in any previous season Greg had worked. He made a point of never getting too close to any of his workmates, but that summer he’d not been able to help it.


Brad and Greg had bonded one drunken night when Brad was thinking of jacking the job in because of Alison’s constant sniping. After the drinking session, they took their clients to a club where Brad suggested taking a pill. As usual, Greg declined, but Brad convinced him that statistically he was more likely to die from a reaction to a tomato pip or peanut. Greg had heard all of the arguments before, but for a reason that he still couldn’t fathom, agreed to take a half. The weird thing was that they weren’t even going on a special club night, just herding the clients into a West End club called Night Life during a bar crawl.


At first, he didn’t think the pill was working. Then, when he started coming up, there were a few moments when he felt a bit unsure, not exactly understanding what was going on. Once he realised that he was not about to be splashed over the tabloids the next day as an ecstasy statistic, he relaxed and enjoyed the experience. An hour later, the Chemical Generation had another new recruit.


For Greg, taking ecstasy had been a revelation. It started with having a shit that gave him a hard-on, and ended with mind-blowing sex with a policewoman from Shrewsbury.


During the rest of the summer, he had taken a pill on a few of the YF&S sponsored club nights, but in the five months since his return to the UK, not a weekend had passed when he hadn’t been clubbing or taken a pill. That had included his brother’s wedding, where he’d dropped a pill at eleven-thirty – just as his Auntie Elsie had tumbled into a table dancing to ‘Come On, Eileen’ – and was at Garlands with his arms in the air an hour later.


Although the club scene in Ibiza was already well established when Greg first joined Young Free & Single as a holiday rep, the company tended to shy away from it. Reps were even threatened with dismissal if they so much as went near the sunset strip, a short stretch of beach around the legendary Café del Mar where most of the clubbing pre-parties were held (and quite a few drugs changed hands).


Ibiza was different now and the previous year, Greg sometimes felt as though everybody else was in on a secret that he wasn’t.


Until, that was, his first pill.


Greg simply loved enjoying himself. Anything that helped him to ignore the responsibility of everyday life, was welcomed. Greg and ecstasy were, on the face of it, made for each other.


With his new Class A friends a permanent weekend fixture (and sometimes, when a special night out was planned, mid-week) Greg was looking forward to the coming summer more than any before. Although he had managed to (over) indulge his chemically assisted clubbing pursuits on a few occasions towards the end of the previous Ibiza season, it was since his October return to the UK that he had really gone in at the deep end. And he loved it.


This summer, he was intending to hit all the major Ibiza clubs, not just the ones he’d had to go to with clients as a rep. In particular, he desperately wanted to go to one of the legendary Sunday daytime sessions at Space. Quite how he was going to manage this between Saturday night flight arrivals and Sunday welcome meetings he had yet to work out. Still, where there was a will there was a way.


And there was most certainly a will.


A couple of weeks ago, it had seemed that Greg’s planned summer of narcotic and sexual excess was going to be scuppered. Most reps worked their way up the corporate ladder so that, by their third year, they had their own resort to run. This was to be Greg’s sixth season and he knew that YF&S would want him to be resort manager in Ibiza, but he was surprised at the huge amount of pressure that had been applied.


He’d almost buckled. He would be able to visit all of the major clubs as planned and have no on-resort superior to answer to. He knew though, that the super-effective Ibiza grapevine would soon relay any debauched behaviour, news of which would quickly filter back to head office in the UK. Moreover, there were now so many Ibiza magazines that the chances were a photographer would capture his gurning face or hands-in-the-air hysteria and print it for all to see.


Also, having been through four jobs in as many months since returning to the UK, he knew that ecstasy and responsibility were not the most compatible of bedfellows. In fact, even without ecstasy, responsibility was as foreign to Greg as a clear, warm day in Widnes. He wasn’t selfish in the sense that he wanted his own way with disregard to the thoughts and feelings of others. It was more that he followed his own path … a path normally signposted by whichever way his dick happened to be pointing at the time.


And at this moment in time, his dick was pointing towards the megaclubs of Ibiza.


He eased his conscience in the knowledge that even if he were twatted on pills half the time he was doing the job, he’d still be way in front of most other reps in terms of ability.


This was undoubtedly true, for Greg was a great entertainer and had natural charisma. Part of this was due to the fact that he was very good-looking, but not a pretty boy. Although he was incredibly successful with women, men never seemed to resent him for it. There was no smugness in his success or smarminess in his pulling technique. He was one of them. Greg was a lad’s lad, but women adored him. The archetypal incorrigible rogue with a hint of bad boy. A challenge. Almost every girl wanted to believe that she would be the one to change him, and almost every girl knew deep down that she wouldn’t be. He never made any promises, so seldom received any recriminations.


He was the perfect holiday fling. What they saw was what they got with Greg – a good time, normally great sex and a huge amount of fun.


Of course, he broke hearts, but they soon mended – usually as soon as they stepped off the plane back home to be greeted by their existing boyfriend – and Greg would enter their thoughts only occasionally. During a tipsy, post holiday reminisce with shocked and giggling girlfriends. Or in the middle of perfunctory sex with a partner where the spark was so lost in the past it could have set off the Big Bang.


But for the most part, Greg would be enjoyed, fondly thought of for a while then forgotten.


And it suited him just fine.


As the most experienced rep at YF&S, he could do the job blindfolded. He knew Ibiza like the back of his hand. Why on earth would he want to be a resort manager? With so few experienced reps left, any new manager would have to cut him a bit of slack. It was definitely not his intention to take liberties; all he wanted was for the occasional missed desk duty to be overlooked, or the odd blind eye turned when he was not running on all cylinders. What he would contribute to a team in terms of experience would more than make up for the odd indiscretion.


No, Greg had convinced himself that someone else could be resort manager. All he wanted this summer was fun.


And that fun was due to start the following Thursday when, as one of the senior reps, he was helping to oversee the new reps’ final interview and training at a country hotel near Hereford.


When he took his first pill, Brad had told him he would be unlikely to die as a result, and this indeed proved to be true. What he neglected to tell him was that getting trashed every weekend would make it virtually impossible to hold down a regular nine to five job.


The latest company to tire of his late Mondays and moody Tuesdays was Motrade, a motoring publication where Greg worked in the telesales department. Trying to look on the bright side, Greg reasoned that he would have probably had to leave anyway as he was struggling to come up with a valid excuse for taking almost a week off for the reps’ training course. He had conveniently omitted to inform Motrade during the interview that he was going to Ibiza again for the summer, preferring to tell them he was looking forward to a long and successful career in telesales. Losing a month’s work and salary was going to cause him a few financial problems but nothing disastrous.


Waiting for Bex to emerge from the bathroom, Greg slowly stroked himself to an erection watching the porn channel. It was tame compared to the hardcore stuff he’d got used to on the Spanish cable station, Via Digital. After it became clear the on-screen action was not going to get any racier, but with the Viagra having taken a visible effect, Greg started channel-hopping in the hope of finding something more stimulating. Suddenly he stopped and his mouth dropped open.


‘Fuck, it’s United – I forgot they were playing.’


With no more need for the remote he threw it on the floor, then propped up the pillows and made himself comfortable against the back of the bed. He took a slug from the warm Heineken, re-lit the spliff and sat transfixed, absent-mindedly playing with his rock hard erection.


Bex slipped out of the bathroom. As well as a pair of PVC thigh-length boots, she had put on the full dominatrix garb. Her usually lightly made-up face was transformed with thick mascara and bright red lipstick. She struck a pose with her hands on her hips.


‘OK, I’m ready. What do you think?’


Without looking at her he said, ‘Fucking great.’


Bex stood there bewildered. A small roar came from the TV as the crowd watching the game expressed their appreciation for a move.


‘Ooh yeah,’ said Greg, oblivious to Bex and the fact he was stroking his dick. ‘You beauty, Beckham … you beauty.’




chapter four


‘Vasilly Romanov.’ He smiled at the receptionist. ‘But everyone calls me Vaz.’


The receptionist looked up. She’d seen and heard it all before. It was her third year working at the Bridlehurst Manor Hotel near Hereford, and every April it was the venue for the YF&S final interview-cum-training course.


It amused her that the YF&S trainee reps thought they should behave in a certain way – slightly over-the-top friendly, speaking a little too loudly and enjoying life just that little bit too much.


And, of course, the boys always had to be charming, which normally meant flirtatious.


This one seemed all right. Not cocksure, not trying too hard, good-looking. As he took his sports bag from his shoulder, she noticed he had an exceptionally nice body too.


‘I’m here for the YF&S training course interview thing,’ continued Vaz.


‘I know you are, sir. Everybody here is on the course “thing”.’


‘Oh, are they? I didn’t realise.’


‘That’s all right, sir.’ The receptionist briefly flashed him one of her rare genuine smiles and handed him a key. ‘Room one two three, just like dialling the talking clock.’


She smiled again, this time at her own wit. She always smiled when she said it. She always said it.


Vaz resisted replying with a pun of his own, rightly assuming that she’d heard them all before. He headed for the lift. ‘Thanks.’


‘You’re sharing with a Miss Arabella Bowles.’


Vaz stopped in his tracks. ‘Did you say Miss Arabella Bowles?’ The receptionist nodded. ‘I’m sharing with a girl? Is that normal?’


She leant froward. ‘Just a free word of advice, sir. On a YF&S training course, nothing is normal.’


Greg slapped his hands together. ‘Oh, Brad. Don’t you just love training courses? All of this fresh flesh. Eager to please, eager to learn.’ He stood at the top of the stairs, looking down at reception. Wannabe reps were still arriving, or milling around waiting for the course to start. ‘There’s some fit fanny here this year.’


He hadn’t seen Kevin Roundtree sneak up behind him.


‘The fact that they’re fit, young Gregory, isn’t the primary quality we consider when employing them though, is it?’


Greg turned round with a start. ‘Oh, hi, Kevin. No, no, of course it isn’t.’


‘Don’t forget page fifty-six of the courier’s manual … you can’t screw the crew.’


Head trainer, Kevin Roundtree was renowned for striking fear into new recruits from the very beginning of the training course. He was a big man with unkempt, grey, thinning hair and a moustache, which over the last year had expanded to become an equally unkempt goatee. A few broken capillaries at the end of his nose, an annually expanding waistline, and a tendency to limp through constant attacks of gout, all pointed to a man who enjoyed some of the finer things in life, probably just a little too much. He was a striking and imposing figure, with a voice whose rich range and gentle Welsh lilt could have put him in the same company as Richard Burton and Anthony Hopkins, had he chosen the same career path. But the travel industry had benefited from his talent: Kevin Roundtree was generally regarded as the best trainer there was.


As such, most companies still preferred to contract him in (he had his own consultancy) rather than use in-house trainers. Young Free & Single had used Kevin to oversee their training course for the best part of a decade. Jane Hunter and a group of resort managers or senior reps, including Greg and Brad, made up the six-person training team and selection panel. Despite getting through the interview, reps were told that the training course itself should also be considered as an interview. Some might only be used in high season, and if anyone bombed out in a big way, they wouldn’t be offered a job at the end of it.


Kevin shuffled his way between the two of them to survey the nervous or excited attendees below. ‘Look at them. That was you last year, Brad. Do you remember what was going through your mind? Shall I tell you? You were thinking, I’d better go and talk to people and be outgoing and friendly. Then you noticed nobody was at the bar drinking alcohol and you thought, Shall I go and get a drink and show that I don’t follow the herd? Or will they think that if I can’t go for this long without a drink, I must have some kind of problem? Maybe you even thought that the barman was part of the training team, or giving us the nod?’


Brad smiled. ‘Pretty much spot on. We weren’t told anything about the course apart from to expect the unexpected, so I guess most of us were a bit paranoid and keeping our guard up.’


‘And if you weren’t, then you would have been off the course straight away.’


‘What about training abroad, Kevin?’ asked Brad. ‘That’d be so good. You could do proper coach training, mock bar crawls …’


‘It’s cheaper to tie it on to the end of the twenty-four hour interview. After we’ve got rid of the ten per cent that have slipped through the net, the rest of the week’s training covers all of those things. Welcome meetings, coach microphone work, administrative procedures … I’ll admit it’s not the same as being in the sun, but when the reps get to resort, they quickly acclimatise, as you both know.’


‘Acclimatise to getting pissed is what they do,’ said Greg.


Kevin lit a cigarette, then offered one to Brad and Greg who both refused.


‘It’s all about seeing how people cope when they are at their lowest ebb and their most confused. If they can handle themselves in that kind of situation, then the chances are they’ll manage as a rep. Just like you did.’ Kevin slapped Brad’s shoulder. ‘I bet you never thought you’d be one of those doing the training quite so soon though, did you?’


Brad shook his head and laughed. ‘No way. After Alison Shand stitched me up in the middle of the season and you came over and sacked me … I thought that was me and repping finished. To be here now, helping to train and recruit new reps and getting set to manage Ibiza – it’s all a bit much to take in.’


‘It’s no more than you deserve. You can’t know how guilty we all felt at getting rid of you last summer because of that woman.’


‘It’s a shame there wasn’t a way of catching Alison that didn’t involve giving me the boot though.’


‘I’m sure it’s been said before, but there really was no alternative. Our main motivation was the amount of money involved in Felipe’s scam. The excursion money that Alison accused you of taking was small beer by comparison. We were all pretty sure at the time that it was Alison behind it, but when she put you in the frame, we had to go along with her. The last thing we wanted was to alert her in any way that we were on to Felipe and the contracting fraud.’


Changing the subject, he turned to Greg. ‘I must confess, I breathed a sigh of relief when Jane told me you weren’t going to be resort manager, Greg.’


‘Oh, cheers, Kev,’ replied Greg, feigning hurt.


‘Greg, you know as well as I do, that until surgeons find a way of transplanting your brain from your dick back into your head, you won’t be able to even say the word responsibility.’


‘Re … respon … response … Kev, you’re right.’


‘In the meantime, you just stick to what you’re good at, corrupting our clients and ignoring page fifty-six of the couriers’ manual.’ Kevin glanced over the balcony, noticing a pretty girl with short dark hair and a superb body. ‘There you go, Greg, another potential victim.’ He set off down the corridor. ‘I’ll see you two in about half an hour for the pre-course trainers’ meeting.’


‘He’s human!’ said Brad.


‘What, old Kev?’ Greg laughed. ‘He’s great.’


‘But he was almost encouraging you to shag other reps! What about don’t screw the crew?’


‘When we’re having a drink with Kev later on, and the new reps aren’t around, he’ll tell you that the rule isn’t that you don’t screw the crew – it’s that you don’t get caught.’


Brad shook his head. ‘I’d never have thought it. He seemed so by the book when we were doing the training.’


‘And he is. That’s why he’s the best in his profession. He knows the industry inside out – he was a rep himself with Young Free & Single not long after it first started, about the same time as that Lucas geezer, the one who runs Club Wicked. In fact, he did pretty much the same to Tyrone Lucas as you did to Alison. Old Hawthorne-Blythe thought the sun shone out of Tyrone Lucas’s arse until Kev Roundtree outsmarted the weasel and Hawthorne-Blythe saw Lucas’s true colours. That’s why I think he likes you. You probably remind him of all the shit he went through when he was a rep.’ Greg paused. ‘You do know it was Kevin Roundtree that suggested you as head rep for Ibiza this year, don’t you?’


‘No way!’


Greg nodded. ‘Once you got an endorsement from him, there was never going to be anyone else in the running – that was after I turned it down, of course.’


‘I thought he barely knew my name.’


‘Well, you’ll get to know him over the next few days all right. We’ll be supping plenty of ale, and,’ Greg looked over the balcony at the girl Kev had pointed out, who was checking in at reception, ‘I’ll be doing plenty of shagging. Come on mate, let’s go and mingle.’


At that moment a soaking wet, very large girl with thick glasses and an extremely loud voice announced that the heavens had just opened and screamed a greeting at another, equally unattractive girl, whom she had obviously met during the interview process.


‘Did I say mingle? Better change that to minger,’ added Greg. ‘I hope those two get Corfu.’




chapter five


Vaz knocked on the bedroom door. ‘Hello?’


‘What is it?’


Vaz pushed the door open. A girl turned to face him, hands on hips. She was wearing a lilac cardigan and her hair was pulled back tightly from her face.


‘Yes, well,’ she barked, ‘what is it you want?’


‘I’m sharing a room with you.’


The girl looked him up and down. ‘What? No, no, no. You’ve got it all wrong. I’m sharing with a … a,’ she rustled through her handbag and pulled out a letter of confirmation, ‘here, see – a Vasilly Romanov.’


Vaz smiled and pointed at himself.


‘But … but I thought Vasilly was a girl’s name?’


‘Well, I thought Arry was a boy’s name,’ teased Vaz, having quickly assessed the kind of person Arabella was. It worked.


‘It’s not Arry, it’s Arabella, which is most definitely a girl’s name. It even means woman in Arabic.’


‘You don’t look Arabic.’


‘Of course I’m not, you idiot.’


Arabella took a quick inventory of Vaz. Nasty scuffed trainers, a Swatch or something equally cheap on his wrist, a horrid St Christopher round his neck. Not her kind of person at all. She liked her men well-dressed, well-groomed, classically dark and handsome. Definitely not the fair colouring and tousled hair of the mistake in front of her.


‘There must have been an error. I wasn’t informed it was mixed sex co-habiting. This is ridiculous. I’m going downstairs right away to get to the bottom of it.’


‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ said Vaz, putting his bag on the empty bed.


‘And why is that?’


Vaz threw himself on to the bed and kicked off his trainers.


Ugh, she thought. White socks.


‘Well, think about it. A rep has got to deal with unusual situations. Situations we might not be comfortable in or that maybe we’ve no direct experience of. This could just be part of the test. I reckon for the next five days, we’re going to have all sorts of stuff thrown at us.’


‘Mmm.’ As much as she hated to admit it, he did have a point.


‘So, seeing as we’re stuck here we might as well get to know each other a bit better. We might even end up working together. Which resort did you put down as your first choice?’


‘It wasn’t so much my first choice – it was my only choice. If I don’t get Ibiza then I won’t bother working anywhere for Young Free & Single.’


‘I don’t think that’s the kind of attitude they’re looking for. Why are you so set on Ibiza?’


‘I went there on holiday last year and I don’t care what “attitude” they’re looking for. Anyway, what are you,’ Arabella snapped, ‘a bloody policeman?’


‘Actually, Arabella,’ Vaz sat up on the bed, ‘what I am, is a plant.’


Arabella’s face froze. ‘You’re what?’


‘I’m one of the trainers. We mingle amongst the new reps to catch them off-guard. Unfortunately, Arabella, I have to inform you you aren’t what we’re looking for in a YF&S rep, so if you wouldn’t mind packing your bags …’


Arabella looked as though she was about to burst into tears. Vaz kept a straight face for a few seconds, but that was all he could mange.


‘Ha! That got you going, didn’t it?’


‘What, y-you m-m-mean … you’re not a trainer?’


‘Bloody hell – you posh birds are a doddle to sucker.’


Arabella glared at him. ‘You … imbecile! How dare you treat me like that?’


‘It was just a joke.’


‘The only thing that’s a joke in this room is you.’


Vaz smiled, seemingly not in the least offended. ‘Ta.’


‘I mean, what kind of name is Vasilly?’


‘It’s Russian.’


‘Well, you certainly don’t sound as though you come from Russia – unless they’ve suddenly relocated Bow Bells.’


‘I was born and bred near Ilford.’


‘Ilford? Isn’t that even further than the end of the red tube line? God, I couldn’t imagine living there all my life.’


‘I haven’t lived there all my life. Our family travelled round a lot.’


‘Good grief, don’t tell me your father was in the forces?’


‘No, the circus.’


Arabella looked at him suspiciously. ‘Don’t think I’m that silly.’


‘It’s not a wind-up. Here,’ he stood on the bed, ‘I’ll prove it to you.’


Although the room was small, Vaz did a somersault off the bed and a one-armed handstand. He then sprang to his feet and juggled three small candleholders from the bedside table. They were quite awkward and though it was soon clear he was skilled, after nearly half a minute, he lost control and one crashed to the floor. As he snatched at it, his St Christopher chain tangled and broke.


‘Bollocks,’ he said, picking it up along with the candlesticks.


Arabella considered him. ‘So, you’re a gypsy?’


‘No,’ replied Vaz, examining the damaged chain, ‘I’m part of a circus family.’


‘That’s what I said – a gypsy.’ Arabella nodded at the chain. ‘Isn’t St Christopher the patron saint of gypsies?’


‘I just told you, we’re not gypsies, we’re—’


‘Well, whatever you are, that chain is tacky. Where did you get it – a Christmas cracker?’


‘It’s my uncle’s.’


‘Well, you should give it back to him.’ Arabella was enjoying scoring some points.


‘I can’t.’


‘Why not?’


‘He’s dead.’


‘Oh.’


‘He died in an accident just over six years ago. I’ve worn it ever since.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Arabella, who was clearly not sorry at all. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her own uncle, and assumed that everyone else had a similar lack of attachment to theirs. ‘So what happened, did he fall off a trapeze? Get crushed by an elephant?’


Vaz winced. Arabella was obviously a self-centred, obnoxious snob, but had she known how close he was to his uncle, he doubted if even she would have been quite so dismissively callous. Of course, there was always the possibility that Arabella was a plant herself. She certainly didn’t conform to what Vaz expected of a typical rep.


‘No,’ he said, taking a deep breath to calm himself. ‘We used to do a fire act – juggling and things like that. There was an accident.’


‘What happened?’


‘He burned alive. I was fourteen. I hate fire now, almost phobic about it.’


‘That’s terrible,’ said Arabella, sitting on the bed. ‘God, I need a cigarette … Can you pass me my lighter?’


The same clouds that had burst over the Bridlehurst Manor Hotel in Hereford were now prematurely darkening the Teddington evening sky.


Below the YF&S offices on the High Street, the owner of the franchised travel agent set the alarm, switched off the lights and locked the door. He pulled his collar up and ducked his head against the driving rain, trotting to his car to join the other overworked, over-committed or over-enthusiastic post-rush hour commuters, all struggling to get back to enjoy their precious hour or two of ‘quality’ family time.


Above the shop, a dissipated lemon glow from a window on the third floor of the YF&S offices showed that there was at least one person in south-west London who was more overworked, over-committed or over-enthusiastic about his job.


Or maybe just more in the shit.


Hawthorne-Blythe was the only person still in the YF&S HQ. An exhausted Sebastian Hunter had gone home an hour earlier, switching all the lights off bar the strip of halogen lamps twinkling in the windowless reception. The rest of the office sat in darkness, except for a finger of light poking from underneath the chairman’s door towards a softly humming vending machine in the corridor.


One of Hawthorne-Blythe’s little daily objectives was to leave the office no later than seven o’clock. He was already an hour and a half past that deadline. He also liked to get down to Bridlehurst to show his face to the new reps at least once during the final interview and training course. Looking at the sheets of paper spread across his normally tidy desk, he knew this was another objective he was unlikely to achieve.


He had been in meetings all day – all week in fact. The bombshell had been dropped over the weekend. As if things weren’t bad enough already.


The call had come from the company lawyer. He had just received information that the ever-expanding Monastery group was moving into leisure. More specifically, the youth travel market.


The Monastery was a club that launched itself on the back of the rave scene. It enjoyed enormous success, but the man behind it had bigger ideas. Charles Moon was hailed by many as the Bill Gates of dance music. He was only in his early thirties, but had already turned The Monastery from a successful nightclub into a hugely profitable and well-known, multi-million pound business. As a result, in recent years he found himself in the upper echelons of the annually published Times rich list.


Like Bill Gates, there were as many who considered him a genius as the devil re-incarnate. It seemed as if he was hell-bent on getting The Monastery’s gothic, quasi-religious logo everywhere.


The Monastery record label and magazine helped entice corporations eager to align themselves to the youth market. After a few initial sponsorship successes, Charles Moon had been quick to see the potential and swiftly put together a strategic marketing division, a division that within four years had grown to employ over a dozen people. As well as being extremely lucrative, it also had the effect of pushing The Monastery brand ever deeper into the public consciousness, particularly to anybody with the slightest interest in youth culture.


Now he had his sights on youth travel, specifically Ibiza. But unlike other tour companies, his eye was on the corporate Euro. Like others in the business world were realising, there was nowhere on earth like Ibiza where so many in the 16–30 bracket were congregated together, eager to soak up dance music culture, seven days a week for nearly five months of the year. The gentle breeze of corporate involvement had already started gusting – Charles Moon wanted The Monastery to be at the eye of the inevitable tornado.


It was logical. The Monastery were at the head of the dance music scene and Ibiza was its centre.


The problem for The Monastery was that it had no experience in travel. While in certain businesses, Charles Moon was happy to buy in expertise, he correctly perceived travel as being too specialist, with too many components to pull together. For this reason, he had decided to buy out and take over an established company, a specialist in travel catering specifically for the 16–30 market.


Hawthorne-Blythe had digested The Monastery’s proposition and spent the week asking questions, answering queries, looking at implications and cogitating options.


The clear conclusion was that with The Monastery’s resources, the company they took over would go from strength to strength, and any remaining competitors would almost certainly go out of business.


The Monastery had expressed an interest in only two companies because in that marketplace, there were only two companies.


And the other was Club Wicked.


As calm and even-tempered as Hawthorne-Blythe normally was, he felt agitated. Without hesitation, Tyrone Lucas had let The Monastery know that Club Wicked were interested in the proposition. Hawthorne-Blythe knew he would. For Lucas it had always been about the bottom line.


Hawthorne-Blythe’s decision had been more considered. Apart from what was best for the clients, there was a huge emotional attachment to consider: YF&S was his life, his baby. Ultimately, however, Hawthorne-Blythe reconciled the situation in his own mind by accepting that, like a baby, sometimes one has to let go of precious things to allow them to grow.


Looking at The Monastery proposal, that was certainly the plan. The YF&S name (or Club Wicked name) would still stand, but with The Monastery logo plastered across its brochures and merchandise. The chairman of whichever company was chosen would still have control, although Charles Moon would obviously be heavily involved in strategic planning and marketing.


Slowly, Hawthorne-Blythe had come round to seeing the positive aspects of The Monastery proposal. Even in the few conversations he had with Charles Moon during the week, it was clear that this young man was driven like no other he had ever met. Yet despite his quick-fire way of talking and the sense of urgency that seemed to inhabit his every breath, Hawthorne-Blythe sensed in Moon an aspiration towards excellence and quality of service. For this reason, more than any other, Hawthorne-Blythe knew there was only one option.


He picked up the metallic, hi-tech business card in front of him, with the rarely given out direct line number on it. For a moment, he twiddled it between his fingers, pausing to reflect on the enormity of the call he was about to make.


Slowly, he dialled the number on the card.


‘Moon speaking.’


‘Hi, Charles, it’s Hawthorne-Blythe – H-B.’


‘H-B!’ It was rare for Charles Moon to be anything but impassive, but the pleasure was audible in his voice. ‘I’m so glad you’ve called. Good news I hope?’


‘Mmm, now would that be good news for The Monastery, or for Young Free & Single?’


‘Well, if you’re coming in to see me tomorrow, I’d like to think it will be for both of us, old boy.’ Charles Moon stayed as silent for as long as he could, but uncharacteristically, spoke first. ‘So H-B, is this going to be a one horse or a two horse race?’


Hawthorne-Blythe sighed. ‘Well, it’s interesting you’ve asked that, because it was more or less exactly what I wanted to ask you.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Is this a fait accompli, Charles? Are you just going through the motions, trying to learn what you can about the business before buying out Club Wicked? Please be honest with me. I have you marked as a man of principle, like myself. I would like your word.’


‘H-B, let me assure you,’ Charles Moon’s voice took on a tone of extra gravitas, ‘no, let me give you my word. I am entirely genuine about doing a thorough appraisal of both companies. I will go into more detail at our meeting, but, at the moment, the playing field is entirely even. What makes you think it wouldn’t be?’


‘Quite simply, Charles, I don’t know very much about your business. YF&S are more of a traditional youth market tour operator, whereas Club Wicked are known for clubbing type holidays.’


‘Yes, they are, but they have plenty of room for improvement. You say you know nothing about my business but I know nothing about yours either. What I want is expertise in travel. Club Wicked are closer to what we’re eventually looking for at this precise moment in time, but YF&S have more experience of the industry. It’s swings and roundabouts. There will be all sorts of things that will influence my decision.’ Charles paused. ‘So, back to my original question. Is it going to be a one or two horse race?’


Hawthorne-Blythe spoke slowly and deliberately. ‘I’ll take you at your word, Charles. It’s a two horse race.’


He heard Charles strangle a ‘Yes!’ on the other end of the phone. ‘Excellent.’


‘Just one thing, Charles – does the meeting have to be at such an unearthly hour? I wanted to get up to our reps training course and if we’re meeting at just gone midnight, then I’ll be too tired to go on Saturday. After making this decision I’m obviously going to be in meetings with directors and senior staff tomorrow, and I’m out with my lady wife all day Sunday.’


‘I’m very sorry, H-B. We’ve a special fashion show at the club tonight so I won’t leave here until six tomorrow morning. I’m busy tomorrow evening, then straight after our meeting I’m being taken to the airport. We’re launching our new compilation CD in Australia so I’m going to be there for most of the week. I really do need to get this ironed out before I go.’


‘OK. You’ll have me at a disadvantage though – I’m normally tucked up in bed with a good book and a mug of cocoa by then.’


‘I’ll get my driver to pick you up about eleven-fifteen. Is that OK?’


‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’


After he put the phone down, Hawthorne-Blythe sat in the chair for a few moments, a little numb. He loosened his tie, stood up and walked over to the opposite wall of his office. Traditionally, every year since YF&S began, a group photograph was taken at the end of training course of all the resort managers. He went to the top left-hand corner, where the earliest started. A few photos in, he stopped, looking at a grinning Tyrone Lucas in three of the pictures, then only in his mid-twenties.


‘Well, Lucas, if it’s a fight you want,’ he murmured, ‘I guess it’s a fight you’ll get.’




chapter six


Vaz came out of the bathroom in T-shirt and boxer shorts and flopped onto the bed. It had been a long and tiring day.


‘There are times when you can’t beat a nice hot bath. God, I’m knackered. That was a long day, wasn’t it, Arry?’


‘Will you stop calling me Arry?’


‘I can’t believe it’s already gone midnight,’ replied Vaz, smiling. ‘I thought we’d finish about eight, not at gone eleven.’ He looked over at Arabella who was rummaging through her bag. ‘You’re pretty devious, aren’t you?’


She stopped for a moment. ‘What do you mean?’


‘You act differently in front of the trainers. You say all of the right things, act enthusiastically, as though you really care.’


‘I wouldn’t say that was being devious – just intelligent. As I said before, all I’m bothered about is getting to Ibiza.’


‘But what about when you get there? Are you just going to swan around? Suppose I end up working with you? Do you think that would be fair on me and others?’


Arabella turned to face Vaz. ‘So what are you saying? Are you going to tittle-tattle on me, tell Kevin that you don’t think I’m suitable?’


‘No, but I—’


‘Because if you did, he’d just laugh at you. They’ll probably throw you off the course.’


‘That’s as maybe. Anyway, it’s irrelevant. I don’t give a monkey’s what you do and if we work on resort together then as long as it doesn’t affect me, I don’t give a toss what you do there either.’
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