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Why was it, Rachel Buckley wondered, that every time she passed a policeman she suddenly felt guilty? In her twenty-nine years on earth she had never so much as stolen a packet of chewing gum from a corner shop and yet, every time she saw that navy uniform, or heard the siren of a police car as it careered up to swoop past her Renault Clio in hot pursuit of a joyrider in a stolen BMW, Rachel froze, went as red as Santa’s underpants and got a sudden urge to confess to every major robbery from the Great Train one to Brinks-Mat.


Customs officers were even worse. Now Rachel was actually sweating with anxiety as she waited in the queue to put her hand luggage through the X-ray machine at Gatwick’s south terminal. She had read and reread the notice about passengers only being allowed to take one item of hand luggage on board the plane and felt a tickle of panic as she wondered whether the WH Smith carrier bag containing one magazine and a packet of Hula Hoops would count as a second item alongside her blue rucksack. In front of her, an altogether less considerate traveller had already jammed a huge trolley case through the X-ray machine and was attempting to fit a large cardboard box in after it. The customs officers didn’t bat an eyelid.


‘They’ll find a goat when they X-ray that,’ said Rachel’s best friend and travelling companion, Yaslyn Stimpson. Yaslyn chewed gum nonchalantly and noisily as she tossed her own little black handbag on to the conveyor. When the metal detector arch beeped in alarm as Yaslyn sauntered through it, she merely grinned and said, ‘That’ll be the hand grenade,’ before she stepped back out, unloaded her house keys and her gorgeous, real Cartier watch and passed through again to approving silence.


Rachel, on the other hand, removed her watch, her necklace and her earrings before she walked through. She was even momentarily convinced that her single mercury filling might cause some kind of reaction, though it never had before. But airport security was tighter than ever these days and she was ready to point out her occluded back molar.


‘Hurry up,’ said her other fellow traveller, Carrie Ann Murphy. ‘We’ll meet you over there in duty free.’


And with that, Yaslyn and Carrie Ann were gone in search of two hundred Marlboro Lights and some tax-free tubs of Estée Lauder. They didn’t notice Rachel being pulled aside and asked whether the rucksack was her bag. Had she packed it herself? Had anybody asked her to carry anything for them since she arrived at the airport? And would she mind opening it up so the man behind the counter could take a proper look inside?


If Rachel had been blushing as she stepped up to the X-ray machine, she was emitting more radiation than the machine itself as she unzipped her rucksack now. Thank God it was the beginning of her holiday and not the end, she thought. Thank God the spare knickers she’d packed in her hand luggage – since she’d heard that checked-in luggage went astray more frequently than usual on package tours – were clean and plain black cotton and nothing to be embarrassed about. All the same, the customs officer peered into the dark interior of the rucksack and gave a worried frown.


‘I can’t see what’s going on in there,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to empty the whole lot out on to this bench.’


And so, with three officers looking on – the first guy must have tacitly summoned assistance – Rachel emptied out her bag. Spare knickers, sponge bag, leather wallet, spare ‘mugging wallet’ (containing five-pound note and a supermarket reward card). One carton of apple juice (sugar free). Two packets of M & Ms (definitely not sugar free). And holiday reading including the new Marian Keyes and Captain Corelli’s Mandolin (this year, she vowed, she would actually finish it).


‘Is that everything?’ asked the first guy.


Rachel nodded. ‘Yes.’ Even her tampax holder was open for all to see.


‘You’re sure that’s everything, madam?’


‘Of course I am.’


‘Only we think we saw rather more when the bag came through the machine.’


‘That’s everything I packed,’ Rachel assured him.


‘Then you won’t mind turning the bag inside out.’


Rachel did.


And there was a loud clatter as the very last item in Rachel’s rucksack bounced off the carpeted bench and on to the floor, breaking in two and relinquishing its battery as it did so.


‘Forget we packed this, did we?’ the customs officer asked as he picked the little vibrator up with diligently rubber-gloved hands.


‘I . . . I . . .’ Rachel could only stutter.


‘’S all right, love. You don’t have to explain yourself to me.’


‘But I swear I’ve never seen it before in my life!’


‘That’s what they all say,’ he told her. ‘And believe me, darling, I have seen it all before.’


‘I don’t even know what it is!’


‘Yeah, yeah.’ He wasn’t bothering to suppress his grin now. He placed the two halves back together carefully and twisted them until the hideous thing emitted an angry buzz. Then he dropped the vibrator, still buzzing, back into Rachel’s cavernous rucksack where it was invisible once more – black, glittery plastic camouflaged against the rucksack’s glittery waterproof interior.


‘It isn’t mine,’ she said feebly as the officer zipped the rucksack up again and wished her a pleasant holiday.


‘Hope she’s coming on our flight,’ said the man standing behind Rachel in the queue.


‘Watch it, you,’ said his wife as she swatted him with a handbag.


Rachel was still in shock when she found Yaslyn and Carrie Ann sitting in the terminal’s Costa Coffee concession, mainlining double espressos and trying to get the cellophane off the new box of fags they were supposed to be exporting intact.


‘What took you so long?’ Yaslyn asked disingenuously.


‘I got searched.’


‘Oh, no,’ said Carrie Ann. ‘I wonder why they picked you?’ But the smile was already playing about her eyes.


It was seconds before realisation set in. ‘You bitches!’ squealed Rachel. ‘You know exactly what they found because you put it there! I can’t believe you’d do that to me. You let me walk through customs with a vibrator in my bag!’


‘Happy hen week,’ the girls chorused.


‘I had to come through carrying nipple clamps,’ said Carrie Ann.


Rachel’s annoyance didn’t last long. Three glasses of champagne at the terminal bar later, she found the whole incident almost as funny as her friends did.


Well, she had to. Ritual humiliation is part and parcel of any hen party. Rachel had no reason to expect that her friends would let her get away without it. At least they had insisted on doing something different to the usual London hen affair of a cheesy nightclub, pina coladas and excessively greasy male strippergrams. It had been Yaslyn’s idea to send Rachel off in real style by turning the hen night into a ‘hen week’. Carrie Ann lobbied hard in favour of anywhere but Ibiza.


They settled on Turkey. Bodrum. And the flagship resort of French all-inclusive holiday chain Club Aegee. The pictures in the brochure looked fantastic. And word on the South London singles circuit was that, if you picked the right resort, a night at Club Aegee made the goings-on at the court of Emperor Caligula look positively sedate.


‘You get a better class of people,’ Carrie Ann assured her friends when they went to book the trip. One of Carrie Ann’s neighbours, a very unassuming personnel officer with more hang-ups than the Holding Company, had gone to a Club Aegee resort in Sicily and came back engaged to a millionaire bonds trader from New York.


‘Not the kind of man you meet at Club 18–30,’ Yaslyn observed.


‘Especially if you don’t qualify for 18–30 any more,’ the travel representative added as she tapped Carrie Ann’s date of birth into the computer.


While the girls waited for their flight to begin boarding, they worked each other into a frenzy of excited expectation about the adventure that lay ahead. Yaslyn threatened Rachel with the prospect of mixed-sex Turkish bathing followed by a brisk rub-down from a eunuch. Carrie Ann, meanwhile, was scanning the luggage tags of every able man under fifty to see whether they were heading the same way and might be worth chatting up on the plane.


‘What about him?’ Rachel pointed out a good-looking chap in smart chinos.


‘Nope,’ said Carrie Ann. ‘British Airways luggage tags.’ The girls were travelling charter.


‘What about those two?’ suggested Yaslyn next. The two young men in question looked barely old enough to have their own passports. They were wearing black T-shirts sporting logos for bands the girls had never heard of. Their baggy jeans, slung low enough to reveal their underpants, gave the impression they were both still in nappies. You can tell you’re getting old when fashion starts to look ugly, thought Carrie Ann.


‘Not bad for starters,’ said Rachel.


‘They’d barely make an hors d’oeuvre.’


Yaslyn blew a kiss at the taller of the two, who promptly turned as red as his baseball cap. ‘Lock up your sons!’ she whooped at him. ‘It’s Rachel Buckley’s hen week!’


The three girls chinked their champagne glasses and toasted Rachel’s ‘impending doom’.


‘Thanks a lot,’ said Rachel.


‘OK,’ amended Carrie Ann. ‘To Rachel and Patrick for ever.’ She drew a little heart in the air.


‘And here’s to you finding true love in Bodrum too,’ Rachel responded to her freshly divorced friend.


‘Or at least some casual sex,’ said Yaslyn.


The holiday had begun.
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‘I didn’t even want to come on this bloody holiday,’ Sally Merchant whined. ‘Let’s just go home and forget about it now.’


‘He’ll be here any minute,’ said Marcus, trying harder than ever not to shout back.


‘The flight leaves in half an hour,’ said his wife. ‘We are never going to make it. Of all the things anyone could have forgotten to pack, only you could have forgotten to pack the passports.’


‘I put them on the mantelpiece with the tickets. Right behind them. You picked the tickets up, didn’t you?’


‘Oh, right, so you’re blaming me now,’ Sally snapped.


‘I am not blaming you,’ said Marcus. Though in truth he really couldn’t understand how Sally could possibly have picked up the tickets and not the passports, he was determined to keep out of conflict. This holiday, after all, was meant to be a break from the trouble, a break from all the arguing. This holiday was meant to prove that, away from all the stresses of everyday life, they still had a marriage worth fighting for rather than about.


‘Come on, Charlie,’ Marcus muttered. ‘You can do it. Come on, pal.’


When the Merchants discovered at the check-in desk that they didn’t have their passports, Marcus had called their neighbour Charlie back in Surrey and begged him to drive the passports down to the airport. Fortunately Charlie was a freelance journalist who was never at work before lunchtime. And he loved a good crisis. Even better was a crisis in which he could play the role of hero and save the day. It was as close as he got to being the war correspondent he once dreamt of becoming.


‘I know what this holiday means to you,’ Charlie told Marcus on the phone. ‘I’ll be there in forty minutes.’


It really wasn’t far. And Charlie really did know what the holiday meant to Marcus. The previous Thursday evening, over a couple of pints at their village pub, Marcus had told him all about it. Everything. The whole sorry lot.


At the time Charlie was researching an article on what women look for in a man.


‘Money, looks, sex appeal? What do you think they look for?’ he’d asked.


‘I wish I bloody knew,’ Marcus mumbled into his pint. Half an hour later, Charlie was considering whether he might not be the perfect volunteer for relationship counselling.


Marcus knew he should have felt embarrassed, telling his next-door neighbour everything that had (or rather hadn’t) gone on between him and Sally over the past eighteen months. But he didn’t. Somehow, telling Charlie about his marital problems felt like the most natural thing in the world. Why hadn’t he had a conversation like this before? he wondered. A girly sort of conversation, involving feelings and painful emotions. How the tables had turned since Marcus first learned about the differences between girls and boys . . .


These days, whenever Sally had her girlfriends round for a video night and Marcus got home from his banishment to the pub early enough to catch the tail-end of their evening, it struck him that women now talked as he had imagined men were supposed to. Their conversations seemed to revolve around sex. Not loving, tender, life-affirming sex either. He’d felt sick to the stomach when he heard Sally’s best friend, Victoria, give her husband of seven years marks out of ten for presentation, originality and performance.


‘Nil. Nil and thrice nil,’ she’d shrieked. ‘Thank God for power tools!’


Power tools, he’d soon come to learn, were vibrators. Victoria had even taken to carrying one in her handbag.


A few days later, while browsing the Internet on their home computer, Marcus discovered that Sally had added a new site to her favourites: ‘www.hushhhh.com’. An erotic emporium for women. A little further sneaky investigation revealed an order confirmation from the site amongst her e-mails. Marcus waited hopefully for Sally to surprise him one day wearing nothing but a feather boa and a pair of crotch-less knickers. But that day never came. And neither did Sally. Not any more. Not when Marcus was with her, anyway.


‘Twenty-five minutes,’ said Sally, looking at her watch. ‘You might as well hail a cab to take us back home now.’


‘He’ll be here,’ said Marcus, willing his new best friend Godspeed.


‘Marcus, relying on Charlie to get us out of this mess is like relying on a chocolate fireguard,’ Sally continued. ‘He’ll never make it. That stupid car of his can do twenty miles an hour at the best of times. And then he’s got to find the right airport.’


‘Why do you always have to be so negative?’


‘Why do you always have to be so pathetic?’


Marcus opened his mouth to answer but he had just been rendered speechless. Pathetic? Sally looked at him as though challenging him to answer. ‘Go on,’ said her hard-eyed expression. ‘Come back from that one, you sap.’


Thankfully, he didn’t have to. Charlie’s ancient blue MG spluttered to a halt at the kerb in front of them while Marcus was still formulating his defence.


‘Your knight in shining armour est arrivé!’ Charlie called out to his neighbours through the passenger window. ‘Bet you’re glad to see me, eh, Sal?’


‘You’ll never know . . .’ she muttered back as she snatched the passports from his outstretched hand. ‘Come on,’ she said to her husband, before turning on her heel and heading for the departure lounge without wishing Charlie so much as goodbye.


‘Thanks, mate,’ said Marcus. ‘I guess I owe you one.’


‘My pleasure. Good luck,’ Charlie told him. ‘Looks like you’ll need it!’ He gave a mock salute. Marcus saluted him back, feeling every inch the soldier on his way into battle.


They made it to the gate with seconds to spare. The stewardesses wrestled their luggage from them to stow it at the front of the cabin (the overhead lockers were packed) while Sally and Marcus made the long trip to their seats at the back of the plane.


‘This is so embarrassing,’ Sally hissed. ‘Everyone is looking at us.’


They were the last to board.


A large, middle-aged lady was already sitting in the aisle seat on their row. She got up to let them past with a grumble, as though they could have chosen to sit somewhere else. Sally took the window seat. Marcus stepped on their neighbour’s pig’s trotter of a foot as he tried to squeeze by too.


‘Ow!’ said the woman. ‘Be careful.’


‘For God’s sake, Marcus,’ Sally snarled. ‘Watch where you’re going.’


Marcus felt his cheeks grow red under glares from all directions.


Before the stewardesses had disconnected the boarding platform and sealed the doors for take-off, Sally had located her eye mask and blocked her travel companions out. Marcus watched the stewardesses’ safety demonstration, though there was little chance of getting out past his corpulent neighbour in time to survive a real emergency.


Demonstration over, Marcus picked up his Lonely Planet guide to Turkey, flicked through the first two pages and put it down again. The words had gone all blurry in front of his soft brown eyes. Either he was going short-sighted in his old age or he really was about to cry.
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Right then, on the other side of Europe, Axel Radanne felt like crying too. He hated Tuesdays. He hated saying goodbye to one lot of clients and heading to the airport to pick up another bunch. It wasn’t that he grew particularly attached to the people he looked after. Oh no. Far from it. For the most part, the holidaymakers who stayed at Club Aegee made him want to grab the controls of the bus they travelled in on and steer it off the edge of a cliff. No, Axel hated the enforced jollity that was part of his job as a holiday rep. The ‘goodbye’ song they had to sing as each bus departed, for example. Who had instigated that stupid tradition? He especially hated that.


No wonder Axel’s parents expressed surprise when their moody youngest son told them he was going to spend the summer as a Club Aegee holiday rep in Bodrum.


‘You’re not the kind to be a holiday rep,’ they told him. And there was no doubt that he didn’t fit the stereotype. He wasn’t interested in sport, or singing and dancing, or hospitality. He had no ambition to become a tennis coach, or go to stage school at the end of the season. He just wanted to get as far away from France as possible. He wanted to be on the other side of an ocean. Preferably a large one. But he didn’t have enough money to travel to India with the backpacking crowd from university (assuming they would have asked him). He didn’t like the idea of teaching French to spoiled fat kids at a summer camp in the States (assuming they would have had him). So, Club Aegee Turkey it would have to be.


To be honest, if Axel’s parents were surprised at their son’s decision, they weren’t half as surprised as he was when he learned he had the job. At the Club Aegee interview they had asked so many questions he could answer only in the negative. Do you like to play team sports? Do you like to dance? Can you play a musical instrument? This last was especially important. Club Aegee resorts were famous for their semi-professional evening entertainment. Some of the best-known media stars in France had started out on the Club Aegee cabaret stage. It was a well-trodden route to success.


‘Well, what do you like to do?’ the Club Aegee interviewer asked with a faint air of exasperation.


‘I like to play chess,’ said Axel flatly.


And that was what won him his place on the team.


It turned out that the Club Aegee marketing people were keen to add intellectual pursuits to their fabulous roster of activities. So at the beginning of May, Axel flew to Bodrum to begin work as Club Aegee’s first ever chess rep, offering one-to-one tuition in the game and overseeing a weekly tournament for the more cerebral Club Aegee guests (assuming there would be more than two per week).


‘It’s going to be a wonderful experiment,’ said the woman who gave him the job.


‘It’s going to be a total nightmare,’ Axel assured his family before he caught the plane.


But when he arrived at the resort, Axel was quietly thrilled. Even to someone as prone to dwelling on the dark side as he, there was no denying that the place was incredibly beautiful. Someone looking very closely might even have discerned Axel’s famously elusive smile as he stepped off the staff bus from the airport and surveyed the place that was to be his home until October (assuming he could stick it that long).


Dozens of white-rendered cottages nestled in landscaped gardens that were a riot of colour even at the beginning of the season. The huge swimming pool at the centre of the village was one of those infinite-edge pools, giving the impression that it offered a continuous aqua passage to the cerulean blue sea beyond. A path that had been carefully cleared of rocks and weeds led down through the beautiful gardens to a tranquil, private cove where the Aegean waited like a vast warm bath. Before the guests arrived, it truly was heaven on earth. And for a moment, Axel could forget all about France. And Natalie . . .


Unfortunately, Axel’s contentment was to be short-lived. His status as chess rep meant that he wasn’t expected to join the raucous team games round the swimming pool every morning, but it seemed that this was the only concession. Axel would be expected to take part in the nightly cabaret.


‘But I can’t sing!’ he protested.


‘You can mime,’ said his boss, Cherie, chef de village.


And he would have to take his turn picking up guests at the airport too. On that front, he got the worst deal of all. As one of very few reps able to speak English fluently enough to deal with lost-luggage complaints and the accompanying swear words, Axel got the Tuesday run, picking up new arrivals from Gatwick. If he had to hear one more wiseass ask him where his beret was, or his onions . . . It didn’t help that the Club Aegee uniform included a stripy matelot shirt . . .


Sybilla, the only Austrian rep at Club Aegee, said she would walk out if she ever had to do the airport run on a Tuesday. The Brits never waited long enough to hear more than her accent before they greeted her with a Nazi salute.


That morning, Axel waved off twelve Britons in the direction of the Home Counties. They hadn’t been such a bad bunch, conforming to stereotype only in that they all got too much sun on the first day and spent the rest of the week looking as if they’d been dipped in scalding water. There was just one guest Axel went out of his way to avoid this time – a matronly woman called Sonia, holidaying alone, of course, who booked herself in for a two-hour chess tutorial every morning and always wanted to stay longer to engage Axel about his ‘sad, sad eyes’.


On her last night, Sonia polished off a bottle of the terrifically rough red wine that accompanied the all-inclusive meals and made her daring and desperate lunge. Axel was horrified and angry when she hungrily attached her pink lips to his down the dark path that led from the swimming-pool bar to the toilets. Angry with himself. If this was the kind of woman he attracted, he thought as he peeled the drunken Brit from his shoulders, then no wonder Natalie didn’t think he was worthy of her altogether superior love. As Sonia pressed her talcum-powdered face against his, he wanted to shout at her.


‘Leave me alone. You’re not Natalie. You look like a carthorse beside my dearest, darling deer.’


He didn’t say that, of course. He just told Sonia that company policy prevented him from getting involved with the visitors, much as he would have liked to. Gilles, the tennis coach, his untidy room-mate (and the last person Axel would have chosen to share his abode with), laughed so hard he almost choked when Axel told him what had happened.


‘Company policy! Ha! That’s a good one. You should have slept with her, though,’ Gilles added. ‘A bit of the nasty with a woman like that will get you over Natalie double quick.’


But it just made the ache of her absence worse. Just brought home the gaping chasm in quality and style between Axel’s deified beloved back in France and the mere mortal girls who would be more than happy to have him in Turkey.


‘Get yourself laid before it seizes up,’ Gilles concluded. ‘You’re only twenty-three.’


But Axel would never ‘get himself laid’. He wanted to make love to Natalie or he would never make love again. Never. He couldn’t bring himself to defile her perfect memory by sleeping with any other girl. And that was the thought that was clouding his expression as he waited for that morning’s arrivals from Gatwick to tumble out towards the transfer buses like refugees from a war-torn land. Only pastier. And more badly dressed . . .


‘Is this the Club Aegee bus?’ asked Carrie Ann.


‘Oui,’ said Axel.


‘Great,’ said Rachel. ‘Where are your onions?’
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As Carrie Ann climbed on to the bus that would take them from the airport to the resort, she felt as though she had walked all the way from Gatwick to Turkey. When your flight leaves at nine o’clock in the morning, she concluded, it is not a good idea to neck three glasses of champagne in the terminal bar before boarding. The combination of altitude and dehydration had given her a warp-speed hangover that was hardly eased by the unrequested lumbar massage she got from the passenger in the seat behind her. The passenger in question was a five-year-old child. The seat pitch in the cramped charter plane was just the perfect distance for him to be able to kick Carrie Ann in the kidneys every time he moved. Which was often.


Somehow, Yaslyn and Rachel had managed to sleep for the entire journey. Having checked in slightly late, the three girls had been seated separately, but Carrie Ann could just about see Yaslyn and Rachel from where she was sitting between the passengers she dubbed ‘Jack Fat and his wife Crimplene’. As they boarded, Yaslyn’s neighbour for the flight had chivalrously relieved her of her fashionably light hand luggage and stowed it away in the overhead locker for her. At the end of the flight, the dashing salt-and-pepper-haired gentleman had fetched Yaslyn’s bag back down again too. In contrast, Carrie Ann’s neighbour, Mrs Fat, had leapt out of her seat before the plane finished taxiing and, in her haste to retrieve her duty-free fags, let a very heavy vanity case drop on Carrie Ann’s head.


It was Carrie Ann’s own vanity case. She couldn’t help but wonder if that was a sign.


‘Good flight?’ Rachel asked when the three girls were reunited on the tarmac. Yaslyn smiled, stretched like a kitten, and popped on her Gucci shades to protect her wrinkle-free eyes from the bright sunlight. Carrie Ann grumbled, felt her bones crack when she tried to straighten up and promptly dropped her own fake Ray-Bans lens down on the gravel.


‘The bloke sitting next to me is on his way to meet his brother’s yacht in Marmaris,’ Yaslyn explained as she showed them his business card. ‘He said we could join them if we want.’


‘We?’ Carrie Ann sniffed.


‘I told him I’m travelling with my very best friends. There’s plenty of room, he said.’


The yacht-owner’s brother was still gazing hopefully in Yaslyn’s direction.


‘Only you could get an invite to stay on a yacht before we’ve even arrived in the country!’ marvelled Rachel.


‘Yeah,’ Carrie Ann agreed. And not for the first time that morning, she wondered at the wisdom of going on holiday with a bride-to-be and a bikini model just a week after the arrival of her own decree absolute.


In the normal scheme of things, Carrie Ann and Yaslyn probably wouldn’t have become friends. Carrie Ann was working as a senior manager at Office Angels with Rachel, then in her first personnel job as a graduate trainee. Rachel often talked about Yaslyn, a friend from her schooldays, and Carrie Ann grew to hate the very sound of her name. Yaslyn’s was the face that launched a thousand women’s magazines and became synonymous with ‘Hard Hold Hairspray’. Even her name whispered beauty (and pretension). Carrie Ann did her best to avoid meeting the model, content to assume that her pretty face masked a hideous personality, until Rachel’s twenty-third birthday. Rachel was celebrating at a karaoke bar. She wanted Carrie Ann and Yaslyn to be there.


Carrie Ann fretted over what she would wear to that party for a week. She imagined Yaslyn arriving in a limo, dressed in head-to-toe Gucci, ready to sneer at Carrie Ann’s Oasis shift dress. In the event, Carrie Ann arrived just in time to see Yaslyn spill a glass of red wine down the front of her white Gap T-shirt. Two glasses later, Yaslyn confided that she had just been dumped by her stockbroker boyfriend, her agent had told her to shift seven pounds off her arse, and her exotic name was actually a combination of Yasmin, her father’s choice, and Lynne, favourite of her grandmother, who thought that Yasmin sounded ‘too foreign’.


The thaw in Carrie Ann’s heart was completed when Yaslyn let out an enormous, stinky fart. ‘Cabbage soup diet,’ she admitted. ‘I’m sorry.’


That was six years ago. These days, Carrie Ann rarely thought about the way Yaslyn looked any more. She didn’t notice the soulful violet eyes that had garnered Yaslyn comparisons to a young Liz Taylor, or the mouth so perfect it had appeared ten feet wide on cinema screens throughout the world advertising toothpaste. Yaslyn was just Yaslyn. As insecure, neurotic and funny as the rest of them. Except at moments like this, when the one man Carrie Ann might have fancied out of a plane carrying three hundred people had eyes only for her beautiful friend.


‘He is gorgeous,’ confirmed Rachel, as she checked Yaslyn’s new friend out from behind her sunglasses.


‘Isn’t married,’ said Yaslyn. ‘Right age. Loads of money. Perfect for you, Caz.’


‘Yeah,’ Carrie Ann muttered. If he could get the big Yaslyn-shaped splinter out of his eye first. It was hard when one of your favourite people rendered you invisible to the opposite sex. Especially now, when Carrie Ann needed all the superficial flirtatious encouragement she could get.


The divorce papers had arrived the previous weekend. Signed, sealed and thoroughly finished. Unbelievable. Two long years of communicating with her husband through solicitors were over. Two years of squabbling by post. Their marriage was over. Carrie Ann had her freedom. Even if he did have the marital home, the car, the furniture, the dog . . . The dog! Feckless hound. That was the worst bit.


Carrie Ann still couldn’t understand why it was that he was entitled to all that. He was the bloody adulterer! That was the problem with being a high-flying woman, her friends reminded her. The under-achieving men in your life got intimidated and left. And they took half your worldly goods with them when they went . . .


Ah well, thought Carrie Ann. She would build up her empire again.


Though she had just jettisoned a thirteen-year marriage, Carrie Ann was still only thirty-four. She had her own temporary employment agency, with a staff of four (three of whom she could almost trust to wipe their own bottoms in her absence). She’d always had a good head for business – despite her ex-husband’s harsh opinion to the contrary. And since Greg had dealt her such an almighty blow by ditching her for the woman she had previously considered her best friend, Carrie Ann had been working on the requisite ‘body for sin’ (à la Melanie Griffith’s Working Girl) to go with it. Though she knew she would never look quite as good as Yaslyn, in the two years since she had found a pair of Mairi’s knickers at the bottom of her marital bed, Carrie Ann had crunched her way to a stomach that wouldn’t shame La Perla.


Shame, then, that she’d had to replace the La Perla miracle bikini she’d left behind on the dressing table in Battersea with an orange two piece from the airport concession of Warehouse.


‘You’ll look lovely in orange,’ Yaslyn had promised her. Yaslyn would say that. Yaslyn would look lovely in a sack.


At last the Club Aegee rep was satisfied that all his happy campers were on board the bus. There were just five of them this morning. Carrie Ann, Rachel, Yaslyn and the couple who were last on the plane. As the woman passed, Carrie Ann attempted a friendly smile which wasn’t reciprocated. The couple took their places on the back seat. Him in one corner, her in the other, looking in different directions and not saying a word.


Carrie Ann was instantly reminded of her last package holiday with Greg. Two weeks in Crete. A final attempt to save their marriage after the revelation of Mairi’s underwear. Greg spent the fortnight listening to a CD Mairi had burned for him on his portable CD player. A CD of bloody love songs, of course.


Another reminder of Greg and the thump of her premature hangover made Carrie Ann feel very dark indeed. But it was hard to stay miserable once the coach pulled out of the airport and on to the road into Bodrum. It was hard to stay miserable when the sky was that blue and the clouds so far away and fluffy, as if their only purpose was to add a decorative touch to what might otherwise have been a boring scene. It was especially hard to stay miserable when Rachel peeped over the back of her seat and threatened to break into a rendition of ‘The Wheels On The Bus’ if Carrie Ann didn’t smile at once.


From the front seat, Axel the rep was running through the amenities available to the guests on-site at Club Aegee Bodrum. ‘Swimming pool, Turkish bath, tennis lessons, archery . . .’


‘We could stick a picture of “he who shall not be named” on a target and take turns,’ Rachel suggested with reference to Carrie Ann’s ex.


‘Sounds like fun,’ said Carrie Ann.


‘And I am the rep for the chess,’ Axel continued.


‘Chess?’ mouthed Yaslyn. ‘Chess??? These Club Aegee types really know how to have a good time.’
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‘Come on, everybody! We are ’ere to ’ave a good time!’


‘You all ready for this . . . der der der . . .’


Six Club Aegee holiday reps bounced into action like champion cheerleaders at the first bars of some 1995 club classic as the bus carrying the latest group of inmates turned into the camp.


‘Oh my God.’ Sally Merchant slunk lower into her seat as she clocked the frenzied dance routine in the car park. ‘What are they doing, Marcus? What is this place?’


‘I guess this must be the welcome meeting,’ he said.


‘Tell them to stop,’ said Sally.


When the bus pulled to a halt, the reps finished their routine with a gigantic cheer and lined up by the bus door like a guard of honour to clap their new guests towards reception.


‘I’m not getting off the coach until they’ve gone,’ said Sally, remaining firmly in her seat while Marcus gathered together their belongings.


‘Come on,’ said Marcus. He almost added ‘Don’t be miserable’ but thought better of it. At least she was talking to him now, even if it was only to moan. They had passed the entire flight in silence.


‘This is absolutely retarded,’ Sally concluded as she unwillingly followed her husband into the fray.


Cheesy dance routine aside, Carrie Ann had been right that these were a better class of holiday rep than the type that had made her life a living hell on her last girls’ holiday in Ibiza seven years before. Rule of thumb if you’re thinking of booking an 18–30s holiday – if you’re old enough to go, then you’re probably way too old to enjoy it. Carrie Ann would never live down the fact that she’d nearly had a punch-up with an over-enthusiastic 18–30 staff member who tried to drag her from her bed at six in the morning to join a water-park excursion. There would be no such excursion hard sell here.


Disembarkation over, reps and guests lined up on opposite sides of the courtyard like boys and girls at a junior school disco shyly regarding each other across the assembly hall. In the middle, Cherie, the chef de village, was like the headmistress, trying to encourage both sides to cross the invisible line.


‘Welcome to Club Aegee!’ she began with a whoop. The guests were soon to discover that the words ‘Club Aegee’ elicited an automatic cheer from the reps (and the more enthusiastic visitors), like the magic word on that children’s TV classic Crackerjack.


The reps were introduced one by one, bouncing forward to take a bow when their names were called. First came Gilles, the tennis instructor, with his shimmering golden fringe. Then Pierre, the dancing instructor, who demonstrated his qualifications for the position by grabbing one of the female reps in an impromptu tango swoon. Xavier, in charge of windsurfs and catamarans at the beach, bore more than a passing resemblance to Russell Crowe.


‘If you look at him like this,’ said Yaslyn, screwing up her eyes and turning her head sideways.


There were three female reps to match the boys. Carrie Ann didn’t bother to take note of their names, dubbing them instead the ‘Go-Go girls’, which was pretty clever, she thought, considering that the village’s term for reps was GO – short for ‘Gentil Ordinateur’, like the reps at Club Med.


These three girls might have been sisters. All had identical shoulder-length chestnut hair and smooth brown skin that really did look as though it had been brushed with honey. Carrie Ann suddenly felt very orange. The fake tan she had applied to her legs the previous evening was more tangerine than toasted caramel, as it had claimed on the bottle.


The ‘trademark Club Aegee welcome cocktail’ Axel had spoken of thoroughly unenthusiastically on the journey from the airport was an equally bright orange brew of indeterminate fruit flavour. ‘And definitely no alcohol,’ Rachel announced with a wince. She took a polite sip and then looked about for a plant pot to dispose of the rest in. A glass of water would have been nicer.


For some unfathomable reason, the sun-bunny reps had set up their table of refreshments and excursion leaflets in the least shady part of the courtyard, so that the chocolate biscuits set out to go with the drink were now a pile of crumbs in a shallow brown puddle. Carrie Ann, who had inherited her Irish mother’s translucently pale skin, shrank back against a nearby wall like a creature that had grown up in the dark, while one of the Go-Go girls explained in broken English that they should leave their bags in the courtyard so that they might be delivered to their rooms later on. In the meantime, they would be escorted to their rooms.


‘Not her. Please not her,’ Yaslyn hissed when a second Go-Go girl jumped forward to introduce herself and escort the first group of happy campers to Block A.


‘Not as if she could make you look fat,’ said Carrie Ann.


The miserable couple from the bus were the first and only guests on the Go-Go girl’s list.


‘Mr and Mrs Merchant. Allons-y!’ the Go-Go whooped and skipped off down the path. By the time the guests she was to escort had gathered themselves together, she was almost out of sight.


Yaslyn, Rachel and Carrie Ann got Gilles, the tennis rep.


He didn’t so much skip as sidle over to them, Carrie Ann thought. And there were no prizes for guessing who got the first benefit of his centre-court smile.


‘’Allo, beautiful,’ he said to Yaslyn, picking up her hand and bestowing it with a kiss. ‘You look like you would like to play tennis? Am I right?’


‘Oooh, yes,’ said Yaslyn, with a wink back towards Carrie Ann. ‘I don’t mind the occasional knock-up.’


Gilles laughed and took Yaslyn’s handbag for her, carrying it as though he were Lord Chancellor carrying a sceptre in front of the queen. He carried Rachel’s rucksack in his other hand. Carrie Ann was left with her vanity case and a bad taste in her mouth which wasn’t entirely due to the ‘welcome’ cocktail. It was amazing the effect Yaslyn seemed to have on men, like a latter-day Guinevere, turning every one of them into a gallant knight.


‘Me! Me! I like tennis too!’ Rachel jokily mouthed to Gilles’ broad back as they set off in the direction of the guest huts. But he’d been blinded by the Yaslyn Effect.


‘Your room.’


After what seemed like a Duke of Edinburgh Gold Award hike through the gardens, Gilles eventually pushed open the door to one of the little white huts.


‘Now I know where you are,’ he told Yaslyn, ‘I will sing outside your window every evening until you promise to marry me.’


‘She’s already attached,’ said Carrie Ann flatly.


Yaslyn and Rachel looked at Carrie Ann with surprise.


‘Well, you are,’ Carrie Ann reminded Yaslyn.


‘Thank you,’ said Yaslyn. ‘I know.’


‘See you on the tennis court,’ said Gilles, as he departed with a bow.


‘What a dreamboat,’ sighed Yaslyn.


‘What a slime ball,’ said Carrie Ann.


‘What do you think?’ Yaslyn bounced into the room and headed straight for the doors that led to the balcony. ‘Two pairs of trunks on the balcony below,’ she announced moments later.


‘What?’ Rachel was investigating the bathroom of their surprisingly capacious little suite. The complimentary toiletries were pretty impressive too.


‘Two pairs of trunks downstairs,’ Yaslyn repeated. ‘It means we’re on top of two lads. So to speak.’


‘Probably one lad with two pairs of shorts and a girlfriend.’


‘Nope.’ Yaslyn dismissed Carrie Ann’s doomy prognosis. ‘Don’t you think that the kind of girl who goes out with the kind of boy who has two pairs of shorts would have at least three bikinis, two of which would be drying on that balcony right now?’


‘Your logic is impeccable,’ Carrie Ann conceded. ‘Which bed are you having?’


‘Whichever,’ said Yaslyn, sauntering back into the room. ‘That one.’ She pointed at the bed on to which Carrie Ann had already put her case. The one beneath the window and farthest away from the air-conditioning unit which would doubtless make plenty of industrious-sounding noise but actually be quite hopeless when it came to conditioning air. Rachel had bagged the bed in the middle. Carrie Ann moved her case on to the bed directly beneath the air con with a sigh.


‘Not bad, eh?’ said Yaslyn, bouncing on her mattress. ‘And we’ve got a sea view. If you lean as far over the balcony as you dare and risk tumbling into the lap of one of our neighbours.’


‘Perhaps you should try it, Caz,’ said Rachel. ‘Good way to break the ice. Start throwing yourself at the men. Hey, wouldn’t it be great if Carrie Ann found love with one of the guys downstairs?’


‘Not if she’s noisy in the sack, it wouldn’t,’ said Yaslyn.


Carrie Ann scowled.


‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ said Yaslyn. ‘I was trying to make a joke. What’s wrong with you? You haven’t smiled once since we got here. You can’t be miserable here, Carrie Ann. I simply won’t allow it. Or, if you are going to be miserable, kindly do so from the opposite side of the pool.’


‘No one’s going to be miserable,’ Rachel intervened, to keep the peace. ‘We’re all just a bit tired from the flight. I know I hardly slept at all last night because I was afraid I’d sleep through my alarm and be late getting to the airport. And I can never get any sleep on a plane,’ she lied.


Carrie Ann forced a smile. Yaslyn gave a little shrug.


‘This is going to be the best holiday ever,’ Rachel assured Carrie Ann, suddenly leaping up to give her a hug. ‘By the time this week is over we’ll have had so much fun I’ll probably be wondering why I’m bothering to get married at all.’


‘Because you’ve met a real Prince Charming.’ Carrie Ann and Yaslyn paused in their unpacking to sing out one of Rachel’s favourite lines about the wonderful Patrick.


‘Yes, well. I suppose I have. But I envy you your freedom too. The single life is the way forward, Carrie Ann,’ she added unconvincingly.


‘And food,’ Carrie Ann interrupted. ‘Lots of food. Let’s get to the restaurant before they stop serving lunch.’
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‘We’ll have to change rooms,’ Sally announced, when the Go-Go girl who had escorted them there was safely out of earshot.


‘What’s wrong with it?’ Marcus asked. It seemed perfectly fine to him. He was already unzipping his backpack.


‘Marcus, it’s a tip. That’s what’s bloody wrong with it.’


‘It looks all right to me.’


‘What?’ Sally ran her finger along the window sill. ‘Look,’ she said, showing him her ever so slightly grimy fingertip. ‘And look.’ She dragged him into the bathroom and made him look at an invisible pubic hair on the bathroom floor. ‘They haven’t cleaned this place since the last guests were here. I’m sure they haven’t. I can’t possibly sleep here knowing that.’


‘What do you want me to do? Get them to send a cleaner round again?’


‘Just phone reception and get them to move us.’


‘I think the camp’s full. They might not be able to.’


Sally picked up the telephone receiver and slapped it into his hand.


‘Try.’


‘They’ve got no more rooms with double beds,’ was the advice Marcus passed on when he got through to the concierge. ‘Only singles.’


‘That’ll do,’ said Sally.


‘What? A room with two single beds instead of this one?’


‘You’ll be asleep when you’re in it. What difference does it make?’


‘I suppose we could push them together,’ said Marcus.


‘Yeah,’ Sally replied vaguely. She was already dragging her case back outside. ‘You can sort this out, can’t you? I’m going to have a walk round the gardens. I need to get some air after that flight.’


‘Don’t you want to see where they’re going to put us first? What if you don’t like this other room either?’


‘I’m sure it will be fine,’ she said, and set off away from him down the shady path that led towards the beach.


Marcus remained on the threshold of the unsuitable room and watched his wife until she was out of sight. What had that been about? Dirt? Pubic hair? The room was spotless, as far as he could see. What had happened to the girl he had travelled round India with whose only stipulation had been that the cockroaches were swept out of her bed before she got into it?


They had met at a party during their first year at university. Marcus hadn’t seen Sally around the campus at all until that night. He didn’t really mix with the arty crowd throwing the fancy-dress bash for Hallowe’en. He was only going along as moral support for his friend Aimee. Aimee suspected that her ex-boyfriend might be at the party and wanted the rat in question to think she had already got herself a new man. Marcus was playing the new bloke, of course.


Aimee’s ex-boyfriend was at the party. The ex-lovers ignored each other for all of three minutes, then spent the rest of the evening locked in the downstairs loo of the grotty student house ‘working things out’. Marcus would have left at that point but he suspected that if he did he would only get a call from Aimee in the middle of the night asking him to come and fetch her. And he knew that he would have to go and fetch her. Marcus was more than a little bit in love with Aimee Lawson at that time. No one else could have persuaded him to don a sheet and dress as a Roman on the coldest night of the year.


‘Hail Caesar!’


Those were the first words Sally Tyrrell said to him when she found him lurking in the corner of the sitting room.


‘Want to fiddle with my asp?’ she said then. She was dressed as Cleopatra.


Marcus held her plastic snake (not actually an asp but a cobra, he would point out later on) while Sally rolled herself a joint on top of a speaker cabinet. And that was it. Aimee Lawson began to fade from his consciousness immediately. Sally was as beautiful as the legendary Nefertiti in her black wig with a blunt fringe that drew his attention to her expertly outlined eyes. What colour were they? Marcus asked himself. And six years later, as they stood side by side in a register office, he was still wondering. Were they blue? Were they violet? They seemed to change colour when she smiled.


‘Do you smoke?’ she asked that evening, holding the neat little joint towards him.


‘I never have,’ he told her.


‘Want to try?’


‘I don’t know,’ he said. The fact was, he was nervous. When he said that he’d never smoked, he wasn’t just referring to joints. He’d never even so much as sniffed at a Marlboro Light behind the bike sheds when everyone else was on ten a day by seventeen. ‘Hurts my throat,’ was his excuse.


‘Then let me give you a blow-back,’ she said.


‘What?’


Was she propositioning him? Marcus didn’t have a clue. But when she inhaled and moved her mouth towards his, he instinctively softened his own mouth in readiness for a kiss. When she didn’t kiss him back but blew smoke in through his open lips instead, he immediately felt his throat seize up in surprise. His lungs went into shock. He fell over.


When he came round from his faint, Cleopatra was kneeling over him. As were Napoleon, Marilyn Monroe and a second-rate Captain Caveman.


‘Caesar?’ Sally was calling him. She still didn’t know his name. ‘Caesar? Are you OK? Caesar? Speak to us. Can you hear me?’


Marcus eased himself into a sitting position. He’d hit his head hard on the speaker cabinet as he fell. When he put his fingers up to the place that hurt, they came away bloody and he fainted again. Marcus never could stand the sight of blood.


‘I’d better take you to the accident unit,’ said Cleopatra when he came round a second time.


She drove him there in her bashed-up Mini and left him by the door. Marcus fully expected he would never see his Egyptian princess again.


But next day Sally collared him outside the library.


‘I’ve been so worried,’ she said.


‘You can’t have been that worried. You left me alone at the accident unit,’ he pointed out.


‘I’d been smoking grass,’ she reminded him. ‘I didn’t want to bump into a policeman. Did they give you any stitches?’


Marcus showed her the neat row of butterfly strips across his temple.


‘Ouch.’


‘Ouch indeed,’ said Marcus.


‘Can I make it up to you?’ she asked. ‘Buy you a drink in the Union?’


He let Sally buy him three pints before he forgave her.


Four years after their inauspicious start, Sally and Marcus moved down to London together and were married in the Chelsea Register Office on the King’s Road two years later. The butterfly strips applied so diligently at the accident unit hadn’t been able to stop the gash on Marcus’s head becoming a small white scar. But he didn’t care too much about that. In fact, he was rather fond of it.


‘I’ll always be reminded of the day I fell for you,’ he said, whenever Sally touched it and looked contrite.


Four years after the wedding and their ‘Rome meets Egypt’-style reception, Sally and Marcus were living in a small house in the suburbs, both commuting to London to work. They left the house at 6.30 in the morning every morning to catch a train into Waterloo. They didn’t talk on the train into London (Sally wasn’t a morning person) and increasingly they found they weren’t catching the same one home again. Sally’s most recent promotion was keeping her at the office later and later.


The commute was taking up too much of their day, all but eradicating the time they once had to spend together during the working week. The weekends were taken up with DIY now. The charming cottage had turned out to be a bottomless money-eating pit in disguise riddled with dry rot and dodgy electrics. Tiredness was the reason they hardly had sex any more. Money worries were the reason Sally couldn’t get excited about spending a week in the sun. There were concrete reasons, weren’t there, for the way things had been between them lately? Problems that could be attended to if they took a bit of time away from it all. It wasn’t just that they were falling out of love . . .
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Walking into the restaurant that first lunch-time, Rachel, Yaslyn and Carrie Ann felt like the new girls at school, recognisable not by their spanking-new uniforms but by their glaring lack of tan. Heads swivelled as they stepped into the buffet area. Carrie Ann wanted to duck under a tablecloth. Yaslyn, who was slightly more used to being checked out by complete strangers, was unashamedly checking them back.


‘Six o’clock,’ she hissed through the corner of her mouth. ‘The guy in the red T-shirt. He’s yours, Carrie Ann. What a stud!’


Carrie Ann fell for it, turning oh so subtly to see her target. She found the red T-shirt, all right. Then she found the face of the guy who was wearing it. He was an Italian stallion. Forty years ago . . .


Rachel and Yaslyn cracked up at the thought.


‘Brown paper packages,’ said Rachel, referring to a line from a ridiculous self-help book that had been part of the ‘divorce kit’ she and Yaslyn had brought along on the trip for their friend. It was a thoughtful but not altogether appreciated present. Carrie Ann had smiled wanly when she opened the beautifully wrapped gift and found what was inside. She had hoped for some fantastic toiletries. Some funky jewellery. Instead, the kit contained a big box of Kleenex, a pair of ‘lucky’ red knickers and a voodoo doll complete with pins to which Yaslyn had already helpfully attached a photo of Greg’s smug face.


The self-help book – chosen by Rachel – was called How to Get Over That Man and Find a New One. It was written by one Margaret Mayday, whose author picture suggested she probably hadn’t got herself a new man since 1978. It was not the kind of book Carrie Ann would have picked for herself, or ever intended to read. Luckily, Rachel had flicked through the tome and made a note of the more important advice for her. ‘Brown paper packages’ referred to the fact that the very best presents often come in unassuming wrapping paper. It was a variation on ‘Never judge a book by its cover’, ‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth’. Or, as Carrie Ann quipped mournfully when she heard it, ‘Recently divorced beggars can’t be choosers, right?’
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