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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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