
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Trust is tested, secrets simmer, and danger is never far behind

It was very pleasant just lying there in total darkness, only the whirr of the air conditioning breaking the peace. Even the aches and pains from my camel ride were beginning to ease.

‘Did you wash your feet?’ Keith asked suddenly.

‘Hmm?’

‘Did you wash your feet after you got camel poo in your sandals?’

‘Yes,’ I lied, after all it was only one little pellet, maybe two, that had got stuck between my toes for a few minutes.  It wasn’t as if I had walked barefoot across piles of the stuff.
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Author’s note:

The comment regarding photography in the Valley of the Kings in Egypt was made when this was indeed prohibited.  I am aware that this state of affairs does vary; I visited in November 2017 when even our local guide who had recently taken groups into the valley was surprised to discover that for a fee of £10 permission could be bought to take photographs inside the tombs (without the use of flash). 
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Prologue
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Summer 2012.

I was idly flipping through the newspaper when a story caught my eye. At first glance it appeared to be the usual tale about someone falling ill whilst on holiday, with the moral being to ensure you have valid travel insurance for all eventualities. However, as I read on I realised it hadn’t been written by anyone connected to the incident, no family member trying to lay the blame on someone else, being more of an eye witness account. As I perused the article something about the young man’s predicament struck me as rather odd:

Shortly after take-off I read, a man complained of feeling unwell. As the cabin crew served snacks he became nauseous. Did the flight attendants have any anti-emetics? he enquired.

It is not known if the substance he subsequently slipped into his mouth was given to him by the flight attendant or whether, in fact, he had brought it with him onto the flight, either way it unfortunately seemed to have the reverse effect on the young man than the one he had professed to desire, for he vomited into the bag provided in the event of such an occurrence.  

The hovering flight attendant quickly took the soiled bag and exchanged it for several fresh ones. She also passed him a wad of tissues, which he casually stuffed in his jacket pocket before doubling over as a fresh wave of retching overwhelmed him.

Throughout the duration of the flight the man slumped listlessly in his seat occasionally vomiting into the proffered bags. Nothing seemed to ease his distress. 

Eventually the plane began its circling descent as it neared its destination. (Strangely, this was not mentioned in the article. I read it through twice to check). The attentive attendant phoned ahead to warn of the impending arrival of an unwell passenger. Then she informed the man that having notified the airport of his condition he would be met with a wheelchair, and could be processed swiftly through immigration and customs. An ambulance was on standby.

‘No,’ the young man replied. ‘I feel much better now. You have been very helpful, very kind, but an ambulance is not necessary.’

A fair-haired lady sitting a few seats away attracted the attention of the flight attendant. She was, she explained, a retired nurse and could assist the young man through the departure process and also determine whether a trip to A&E was necessary and if not, ensure that he was well enough to travel home. 

And so, it was settled. When the plane landed the young man and his new escort were allowed first off the plane. He was installed in the wheelchair and the blonde ex-nurse pushed him through the airport, quickly clearing the way through hordes of passengers from other incoming flights, and thus both the invalid and his escort passed through customs and immigration and on were their way to the exit in near record time. 

Once clear of the exit, the young man thanked his female escort for her help, grinned and then, head down, hands pushed into his pockets he left her to dispose of the wheelchair and walked quickly along the side of the building towards the rear of the taxi rank.

However, before he made it to the end of the queue he paused, putting a hand to his head, and swayed unsteadily on his feet.

‘Are you alright, mate?’ a nearby taxi driver asked solicitously.

The young man raised a pale, wan face and stared blankly at him before his knees buckled and he crumpled senselessly to the ground.

Police have issued a request for witnesses, in particular, for the blonde woman, to come forward, as well as an appeal for any information as to the identification of the gentleman involved, as it appears he was travelling on a forged passport.
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Chapter One  A Holiday in the Sun
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Outside it was raining. Again. A steady drizzle of cold moisture. I needed cheering up. I needed sun. I switched on the television and flicked through the channels searching for something entertaining with no intellectual requirements. Ah, a Carry On film, light-hearted and amusing, and occasionally containing jokes of superior wit and clever word play. One of my favourites is Carry On Screaming, not least because the Neanderthal creatures bear a striking resemblance to my friend Keith, with their beards and straggly hair, and, as he hates to be reminded of this fact, I point it out occasionally. Well, quite often, actually.

However, watching Carry on Follow that Camel left me a little irritable. All that talk of sun and sand and heat.  

I decided I needed sun and sand and heat. In fact, I needed to go on holiday. But where? Decisions, decisions...

I searched around until I located a travel brochure recently delivered by the postman and carelessly flung aside at the time, and quickly flicked through it. Italy. I’ve been there several times. I saw the Leaning Tower of Pisa (when they were endeavouring to straighten it up and it was surrounded by weights). I’ve stood outside the Colosseum as, much to my regret, we didn’t have time to go in. One day I will return. After all, I had tossed some coins over my shoulder into the Trevi fountain to ensure that fact, but not, I think, this year. I’ve also been to Sorrento and Amalfi. I climbed to the top of Vesuvius (although actually they take you half way up by coach) and explored the ruins in Pompeii (twice in the same week as it’s so huge one visit is not enough).  

Last year I went to Sicily and have been watching episodes of Inspector Montalbano ever since (and eating broccoli with pasta, and what is it with me and men with beards? His hirsute agent can slap me in handcuffs any time). Greece is still on my list of places to visit, but with the ongoing problems with the Greek economy, museums being closed, stories of tourists barred from disembarking cruise ships and the risk of general strikes, dare I risk it? 

Skimming through the brochure I came to a section endorsing the Scottish Islands, hmm. I glanced out the window. A grey winter’s day in mid-February. Definitely somewhere with sun then. Not Scotland. North Africa? I’ve been briefly to Tunisia, another place I’d like to revisit to explore further afield, to venture down south into the desert, but again, this is prohibited by the current political climate.

On the small screen Jim Dale and the man who played Sergeant Bilko were trudging wearily through sand dunes (probably in actuality heaped up sand in a Pine Studios car park or some other not so exotic location).  

I leaned back in my chair and idly gazed around the living room until my eyes alighted on the bookcases. A book caught my eye. Michael Palin’s Sahara. Extracting it, I leafed through the pages. Not the Tunisian Saharan desert but Morocco. Hmm. Marrakesh sounds exotic. Casablanca, shades of Humphrey Bogart and black and white films. I read somewhere the man wrote the original screenplay whilst staying in a hotel in the neighbouring town of Bournemouth. The bright colours on the page attracted me - oranges, saffrons, deep yellows. The colours of the desert, of the bazaars. I turned back to the travel brochure:

“Tour of Morocco. Fifteen days, full board. From Tangiers in the north to the sands of the Sahara in the south, from the former Portuguese port of Essaouira and the Spanish colonial capital of Tetouan, journey through the Rif Mountains and the High Atlas Mountains, travel along the spectacular “Valley of a Thousand Kasbahs” to the French Foreign Legion Outpost of Ouarzazate,” (I glanced back at the TV, Kenneth Williams was wearing his French Foreign legion uniform. It’s a sign, I thought, spooky, but I was used to “coincidences”). “Visit the ruins of Volubilis, Morocco’s largest Roman city. Haggle in the souks and medinas of Marrakesh. Experience the Moroccan mix of Arabic tradition and French influence that has drawn countless film makers to the desert. See Casablanca. Optional extra trip - camel riding into the Sahara at sunrise.”

I wasn’t sure about that last bit. I tried riding a camel past the pyramids once. It was terrifying. The desert isn’t just sand - it has huge rocks in it. And there was just a little pommel handle thingy to hold on to, while all the time the rug I was sitting on slipped sideways. Still, it would be nice to say that I’d ridden a camel in the Sahara Desert. Maybe the second time around it might not be so bad.

I have a habit of buying cheap second-hand guide books from charity shops just in case they might come in handy and, sure enough, I had a slim, well-thumbed edition on Morocco tucked away further along the bookcase. I skimmed through that. It advised not to expect too much from Casablanca as the film had been filmed in the USA. However, as I’ve not seen the whole film, only snippets here and there, (I dozed off) I’m not going to be too disappointed. The guidebook listed various other “must see” sites: Volubilis ... camel ride in the Sahara (of course).

I compared the tour with those described in a couple of other brochures. Most of these visited the same cities and the Pass in the Atlas Mountains, but none of the others included Volubilis. As I have a soft spot for Roman ruins I concluded that this fifteen-day tour looked the most comprehensive. 

The rain had arrived in earnest and was beating on the windows. Inside his book Michael Palin was striding across rich golden saffron-coloured sand. I knew where I would rather be.

*
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I’d paid the balance for my holiday and had my confirmation invoice in my hand containing the flight details when Keith turned up on my doorstep.
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Chapter Two  A Surprise Companion
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I quickly ushered him inside, afraid of what the neighbours might think. He looked, for him, dishevelled with a distinct resemblance to the aforementioned prehistoric man. He kept running his hands over the stubble on his head, making it stand up on end, and he appeared not to have trimmed his beard for a while. I hadn’t seen him for a few weeks, and having cut off his hair and grown a beard, the change in him was a little unnerving. It was a long beard. He looked like a young, slim Father Christmas. He paced up and down, full of nervous energy. I forced him to sit down and enquired as to what was wrong.

‘Hopefully nothing,’ he replied, grinning at me sheepishly, so I knew that something was definitely up. ‘Erm...you’ve got your holiday confirmation then, Carrie?’ He nodded towards the invoice I’d flung aside when he’d knocked on the door.

‘I emailed you that I was going to book my airport car today,’ I said, wondering what my holiday plans had to do with his agitation. ‘I fly out on the thirtieth of September, and I need to book at least three weeks in advance.’

‘So,’ he licked his lips, hesitating, ‘have you done it yet?’

‘Just about to.’ I replied. ‘Can’t decide whether to do it online or by phone.’

‘Might be easier to do it by phone,’ he suggested, adding, ‘then you can book for me too.’ He reached into his inside jacket pocket and produced a similar invoice, which he waved inches from my nose. 

I stared first at Keith, then at his invoice (when I could focus on it), and finally at my invoice, my mouth open. I closed my mouth and sat down. I didn’t know what to say. Finally, after I’d sat frozen in shock for about five minutes Keith decided perhaps he’d better say something.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked. ‘Are you mad at me?’

Was I mad at him? I’d spent the last four or five years revelling in my independence and ability to travel on my own. The freedom to go where I wanted, when I wanted (if I could book the time off work). I never knew who else would be on the tour until we arrived at the destination, and sometimes even then it would take several hours for everyone to get together. It was liberating. It was scary.  

Travel arrangements can be intimidating to make if you have to remember to do everything yourself: medicines, packing, visa. And it can be bliss to be away from meddling family members, the bickering caused by being in close proximity for twenty-four hours a day for two weeks.  

Just sitting on a coach travelling, gazing out the window at foreign vistas. Staying in luxury hotels and being waited on, eating exotic foods with a glass or two of wine with dinner, and not having to worry about work in the morning. (Although sometimes there may be an early morning wake-up call and the hurried repacking of cases. Then remembering to put out your bags at some unmentionable hour before appearing at breakfast with strangers, not feeling one’s best, but putting on a brave face, ready to go back out on the road and travel onto the next destination).  

Lazing by the pool soaking up the sun, seeing exhibits in museums that you have previously seen on TV in documentaries - and there they are, just tantalisingly out of reach - the Venus of Malta, the Namer Stone, Tutankhamen’s gold funeral mask, to name a few. 

This was my private heaven – did I want Keith with me?

Did I want to leave Keith behind?

‘Is that why I haven’t seen you for a while?’ I asked him. ‘Were you too frightened to say?’ He sat there looking sheepish. ‘When did you book?’ There were so many questions I wanted to ask him – such as why?

‘I booked on the spur of the moment,’ he explained. ‘You’d just paid your balance and seemed so relaxed and pleased about it, and after the problems that we’d just experienced I wanted a bit of R and R as well. I was in luck - they’d had a cancellation. I think someone was ill.’

I thought about the previous couple of months when my internet shopping had almost become a gambling addiction, with the result that I might not have had enough money to pay off the balance of my holiday. Then there was a little problem associated with a cloak that I’d bought, which had culminated in our uncovering the tragic tale of its original owner.

‘And I was getting mad with Steph,’ Keith added. ‘Colin was beginning to do my head in. I needed a break, and she just didn’t get it. So, this way she is forced to look after Colin herself. For two whole weeks. I don’t think that’s too much to ask, do you?’ His voice rose in pitch. He obviously needed a break as much as I did.

I didn’t want to get involved in Keith’s family arguments. His sister, Steph, is a single mother and, whilst I have no doubt that she loves her son, Colin, she is incapable of looking after him. She is selfish and self-indulgent, and relies so heavily on Keith babysitting Colin that I’d begun to question whether Colin was actually his son and not his nephew. Maybe other people thought the same. It can’t be much fun for a single man in his mid-twenties to be continually out about town with a three-year-old in tow.  

He looked up at me with those huge brown eyes, so dark they looked black. ‘You don’t mind?’ he asked hesitantly.

Mind? I thought. I’d spent a lot of money on a holiday, add in a few hundred pounds extra for the single supplement only to find a friend has booked to come along as well. Okay, so Keith had spent a night or two at my place during the summer, but he’d slept in a chair in the living room. Would I have wanted to share a double room with him? Share a bathroom? For the sake of a few hundred hard earned pounds?  

While I know there are travel companies out there catering solely for people traveling on their own who advertise “no single supplements” I view this a little sceptically, after looking through their itineraries and prices. I’ve found that most of their “solo” tours are identical to the ones in the regular brochure – with a couple of minor details. They may visit the same locations and stay in the same hotels, but the overall content of the “solo” tour is less, such as fewer included museum and stately home visits, and no guided tour of the town. However, take the price of the regular tour, add in the single supplement and the price is the same – and sometimes even less – as the one for the “identical” tour in the single traveller brochure. Hence, I’d booked this holiday as part of a regular tour. 

‘We’ll pay half each on the taxi fare, and you can pay the extra tenner for the double pick up and drop off,’ I decided.

‘Of course,’ he nodded. ‘While you phone, I’ll make some tea.’ He must have been nervous. 

*

[image: ]


The rest of my preholiday arrangements proceeded as normal. I’d already had my holiday pep talk at the doctor’s and the prerequisite inoculations. I selected my clothes to take. I washed them. I discovered some no longer fit. I rushed out to buy some more (that way already washed and ironed). I reread the travel brochure. The tickets and further details arrived in the post. I checked the holiday instructions regarding money and currency restrictions, clothes, long skirts, keep shoulders covered (I rushed out to buy more clothes with short sleeves). I bought medications. I bought anti-diarrhoea tablets and indigestion tablets. Two days before I was due to fly out I did my ironing.

I measured my rucksack for hand luggage dimensions, and selected my reading material. After packing my case I prepared to weigh it using the tried and trusted method of weighing me, then weighing me holding the case, and finally weighing me minus the case again. Then trying to convert from imperial to metric: one stone being roughly equal to just over six kilograms. I stood on the ancient bathroom scales I’d inherited from an aunt.

Three stone. 

I got off the scales, picked up my suitcase, and stood back on the scales.

Three stone. 

I dropped the case and bent over the window on the scales and peered closely at it. 

Three stone. 

‘Damn,’ I muttered (or some other four-letter word).  

Houston, we have a problem.
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Chapter Three  The Journey Begins
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The day of our flight finally arrived. I got up early, unpacked my suitcase to check that I had actually packed everything, before re-packing it again and affixing the supplied identification label to the handle – a slightly limp looking lurid green palm tree on a brightly coloured yellow background. The taxi was due to collect me at 9.30am, so at 9.15am I plonked the case out on the front doorstep.

Some people raise their eyebrows when I mention I book a taxi to travel to and from the airport. But what are the alternatives? True, as a solo traveller I could struggle with my suitcase onto a crowded train that may or may not get to the airport terminus on time depending on whether there are cows or leaves or rain on the tracks. And to get to the train station I would first need to catch a bus. Then, on the return journey I had to hope the plane was not delayed, meaning I might miss the specific homeward train for which my ticket was valid.  

Or I could travel by the cheaper option of a coach that would take several hours to wend its way, as it collects other passengers along the route. And again, I would have to take the bus to the collection point, and then hope that I was not delayed for the return journey.

Whereas a taxi might seem an expensive, even luxurious option but it has advantages: the driver – and once I had a proper chauffeur complete with peaked cap which he doffed in greeting – arrives at my front door. He takes my suitcase, stows it in the boot of his car and then drives me more or less directly to the airport where he deposits me right outside. A good driver has an eye on the road and an ear on the traffic reports, and can take a detour if there are any notified accidents and hold-ups, whereas a coach is required to stick to a designated route. 

Then after my holiday when I return to the airport, there is my driver holding up a sign bearing my name waiting for me. He again takes my case, puts it in the boot of his car, before driving me directly to my front door, while I relax and fall asleep in the back. Nothing could be simpler. More expensive than a coach or a train plus bus, true, but easy and direct. That’s the theory, and while in practice there have been a couple of minor hiccups, there has been no disaster necessitating me to change this plan.

I turned my attention to my hand luggage: tickets, itinerary, passport, insurance, taxi details for collection coming home, money (sterling to change into Moroccan dirhams – Morocco being one of those countries which do not permit travellers to take their currency into or out of the country – plus the odd Euro I was trying to get rid of), door keys, medical booklet detailing vaccinations, book to read in the airport, addresses for sending postcards, guidebook, camera, travel sickness pills...oops, better take a couple now... The list was endless – all to fit into one rucksack, whilst making sure it corresponded to British Airways size and weight regulations. 

Keith was already in the taxi when it arrived promptly on time. I’d been keeping a watch out the window and, as the driver strolled up the front path, I was already locking my front door, checking and double checking it was secure. He took my case and stowed it in the boot while I eased myself into the backseat. Keith was looking apprehensive. Either he thought he’d forgotten something or now was the time to find out he wasn’t a very good traveller.

Or perhaps it was the fact that he was sporting a new beard style – two long Asterix-type plaits drooped down either side of his mouth. I didn’t know what to say, so decided to ignore them for now and say nothing. I caught the driver’s eye in his rear-view mirror. His smirk quickly changed into a look of sympathy. It might turn into a long fifteen days.  

I normally prefer my taxi drivers to be the strong, silent type, seen and not heard, as they concentrate on the job in hand. This one had done his homework on his clients and obviously wanted to make an impression, which he did, but possibly not the one he had in mind. Perhaps it’s a new style of customer relations.  

After checking our outward and inward flight details and terminal numbers were correct, he proceeded to share with us the fact that he, too, had been to Morocco. As part of a cruise itinerary he and his good lady had stopped off at Casablanca. He then launched into an extremely detailed and excruciatingly dull memorised speech about the mosque. He had obviously crammed this last night as no-one could possibly have remembered all those details after a visit several years earlier, unless you were a fervent believer and mosques were your thing.

I caught Keith’s eye, and he raised a brow and continued to gaze out the window. I got the impression that mosques were not his thing. I hoped he liked sightseeing. We hadn’t discussed that aspect of the holiday. We hadn’t, in fact, discussed many aspects of the trip and I was unsure whether Keith had begun to have doubts about his off the cuff booking. I didn’t think he was going to turn into one of those boring people who whilst on holiday spend all their time propping up bars, but people do metamorphose into different creatures once out of their normal habitat.  

With a jolt I realised I didn’t really know that much about him. We’d met on a bus. He worked in a shop. He’d recently bought his first flat. He had a sister and a three-year-old nephew. He dabbled in photography as a hobby. I’d found in him someone I could depend on in a crisis, but flung together for almost twenty-four hours a day for fifteen days, would I begin to find him irritating?

I was certainly finding our driver irritating. I had no idea if his descriptions were correct, and I wasn’t really interested. If, and when, as I was sure it was included in the itinerary, we visited the mosque, I would listen to the tour guide while I viewed this masterpiece. Hearing about it from a distance of a continent, its magnificence meant nothing to me. 

To be polite and to prove that I was really listening I asked, ‘What tour company did you travel with?’ That flummoxed him, and he was silent for the rest of the trip. Keith squeezed my knee, a little too energetically, in gratitude. A good job I had packed those long skirts: I bruise easily.

*
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We arrived at Heathrow Airport in plenty of time. Keith immediately made for the toilets while I tried to figure out the intricacies of printing your own boarding pass from a touch screen computer at the automated check-in.

I keyed in the details with BMI as the flight provider, forgetting that they had been taken over by BA a few months back causing a change to the holiday invoice, so of course, the computer had no record of my booking, so after keying in the wrong number with the wrong airline I then needed to enter the correct airline and then insert my passport into the machine, but I inadvertently placed it in the wrong way around. Why confuse travellers by making a machine with a passport tray into which a passport fits whichever way you insert it? It’s not fair. Flying is stressful enough at times without having to book in via a computer that doesn’t understand some people fly so infrequently that they really do have no idea what they are doing.  

I began to suspect that Keith’s visit to the toilet (which was taking a long time and they don’t normally have queues in the gents) was not out of necessity. The machine flashed up – and not for the first time – that I should press and indicate if I needed “more time, more time.” Harassed I accept the seat offered to me, irrespective of whether it was an aisle or window seat, just as long as it was on a flight to Morocco, and while on a roll I booked Keith in somewhere on the same plane (and also hopefully our luggage).  

As I walked towards the baggage queue clutching the boarding passes, I noticed an airport employee helpfully hovering at the automated check-in booth. He’d been indecisive regarding offering his services. Perhaps previously other passengers had told him where he (and his computer) could go.

*
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My efforts with the check-in computer were not in vain. Ensconced inside the correct plane to Morocco with Keith sitting across the aisle from me, I discovered I was sitting next to possibly a retired couple.

I’d hardly settled myself in my seat, on the aisle, when the man in the middle seat unfolded one of his newspapers – he appeared to have helped himself to one of each of the free choices on offer from the bins as we’d walked down the corridor to the plane – and covered my lap as well as his. I’d been trying to peruse the inflight magazine. I decided not to bother as a), I couldn’t see the page as it was under sheets of newsprint and b), having extricated it I’d discovered it was slightly out of date, advertising the “forthcoming” 2012 London Olympic games, which had taken place a couple of months earlier. I allowed a smile to form remembering how delighted Colin had been to see himself on television during footage of the local torch relay past my bungalow.  

I then tried to unfold my (single) newspaper using the drop-down table from the seat in front for support, however no sooner had I smoothed out the pages then the man proceeded to pull down his table top and lavishly covered my table as well as his own. Well, he can stop that, I decided, folding the newspaper away and deciding to read my (smaller) paperback novel instead. Not only did he acquire my table space, but he spread his legs, and his left knee firmly nudged my right knee. He placed his elbow on the armrest between our seats and then his foot knocked against my foot. I bit my tongue, silently cursed manspreading but said nothing. However, I left my foot firmly in place and resisted the urge to kick him back.  

Experience has told me that there was a very good chance that the couple beside me were booked onto the same tour as Keith and myself, the company having block booked a section of the seats. I sighed, and in the confined space just about managed to cross my legs. It was too early to annoy fellow traveling companions – obviously a travel hint to which my neighbour was oblivious.  

He spoke to me only once, an amazed, ‘How did you get that?’ after I’d asked the flight attendant for a bottle of wine with my meal, as he had settled for an orange juice for himself and water for his wife. One of the advantages of an aisle seat is that not only can you monitor the progress more easily of the meal carts, but you can watch other passengers order their drinks and discover what is (and is not) on offer. 

*
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The flight itself was uneventful, and we touched down on time. Once through immigration Keith led the way to the luggage carousel. Why couldn’t he have been more masterful when I was struggling with the check-in machine at Heathrow?  

I had to break into a trot as, amazingly, what looked like my case was in imminent danger of going around on the conveyer belt for a second time. I made a lunge, grabbed it and hauled it off to one side. Luckily, it was indeed my case, and it was none the worse for my energetic manoeuvrings. Being a relatively new case, previously only used once, it still looked in reasonable condition with no scuff marks or dents, compared with my previous case, which had suffered with each successive trip that it had accompanied me on my travels.  

We had to wait several minutes before Keith’s case appeared. I wasn’t surprised that my case had been trying to create some distance between itself and this monstrosity. I hadn’t seen it in the taxi as it had been packed in the boot before my pick up, and in the departure queue it had been stood upright with Keith’s jacket draped over the handle. It lay full length on the conveyer belt revealing itself in all its dubious glory. It was battered, of an indeterminate dark colour with what looked like a bright purple belt around its middle holding it together. There were splotches of colour over its surface, possibly the remnants of ancient luggage tags and sticky hotel labels.  

There were no other cases near it on the belt. It looked a social pariah, and I felt that all eyes were glued to it as it made its journey round with everyone seemingly keen to ascertain who would have the nerve to claim it as their property. Keith seemed totally oblivious to the interest in it and completely unabashed as he swung it off the carousel with ease as if it contained very little. With a fifteen-day holiday in front of us I hoped it contained at the very least several changes of underwear. 

Casting a covert glance around to check if anyone had noticed Keith and his case, I in turn assessed my fellow travellers. There were, I noticed, quite a number with assorted travel company luggage tags carrying walking sticks and folding sticks and chair sticks. I mused about the various lengthy descriptions about excursions in tour catalogues, which usually include a difficulty grading of the various walks.  

Was I the only one who read these? 

I’m amazed how often trips to inaccessible places are filled with immobile tourists, who in their wildest dreams couldn’t possibly hope to see even half of what there is on offer. Why do they not satisfy themselves with a holiday involving a gentle stroll along the seafront? Surely it is a form of masochism to go on holiday to foreign climes and have to stay on the bus and never get to see all the sites because of a mobility problem? 

Self-denial that they have a problem? 

Or disbelief in the brochure descriptions of the physicality needed to complete the trip? 

Then I considered again all those sticks, and I recalled that favourite trick of authors – the hollow wheelchair frame used to smuggle drugs and the walking stick that turned into a sword stick or contained a tipple in the handle – I’ve seen one of these on sale in a shop, so I know they exist.

Morocco. A hippy paradise, and all these aging hippies now had walking sticks.

I sighed. Maybe these people weren’t part of our tour. 

Keith and I wheeled our respective cases towards the exit. As we walked I kept a look out for people with similar labels as ours on their luggage marking them out as possibly being on the same trip and thus being in search of the same tour collecting agent and transfer vehicle to the hotel. I use it as an indicator as to whether I am in the wrong place. If I spy someone with the same label, I follow them, and we can be lost en masse, which I much prefer to being lost on my own.  

However, using my trick of identifying the luggage label the tour guide stopped me as I almost walked straight past him. He waved his clipboard, which featured the same garish design of a sickly green palm tree on a lurid yellow background, under my nose. I watched as he ticked off “Carrie Fellowes” and “Keith Ladd,” then we waited slightly behind him as he rounded up his other passengers. I tried to peer over his shoulder at the list to see how many names it contained. Not that many, it seemed.

Already grouped behind him stood an elderly lady with ramrod straight blonde hair next to a nondescript man, standing slumped wearily against his suitcase as if he already had had his fill of the holiday, whereas most other people in the airport seemed keen and alert, and whose only distinguishing feature was that he appeared to have forgotten to shave that morning. With a jolt I realised these were indeed the couple who’d sat next to me on the plane. I heaved a sigh of relief that I hadn’t said or done anything antisocial on the flight if they were to be our travelling companions as part of our group for the next fortnight. I stared unabashed at them for several seconds after only having had a restricted side view of them previously on the plane.  

Standing slightly to one side, as if to highlight her presence, stood a glamorous lady in a figure-hugging thin jumper and a mane of thick wavy, suspiciously golden hair who on closer inspection was more mature than on first glance. With one arm casually draped around her waist as if claiming her as his property, and his other arm leaning against some pristine, expensive looking luggage, lounged a dapper man with a rather smug grin.  

We were soon joined by a very tall man with a little wispy beard and faded straw-coloured hair slicked back in a combover which, as a gentle breeze wafted, lifted up in one piece like a lid on a tankard pot and irritably he slapped it down and covered it with a tweed flap cap, which might be standard wear in Margate but looked a little out of place in Morocco. He was accompanied by a short, drab, dumpy woman who really should have bought a larger size pair of trousers. A tall, thin woman with close cropped dark hair escorted a slightly shorter, plumper man who shuffled along behind her before stopping and donning a Phil Harding-style hat. I couldn’t help thinking that these two couples could have swapped partners.  

Beards seemed to be the order of the day (for the men at least) as another tall, painfully thin elderly man with receding hair on his head but sporting a rather neat goatee beard and wearing extremely worn faded jeans appeared along with a woman with blonde hair streaked with white, some of which bobbed loose around her face whilst other strands were tied up in little plaits secured with pink ribbons. She wore a voluminous floaty dress in various pastel shades comprised of two, possibly three layers, and several strings of beads around her neck, whilst her fingers were adorned with sparkling rings that glinted in the sunlight as she helpfully pointed out their names on the guide’s list. 

Finally, a little black-haired man scuttled up, like a little beetle, his hair smooth as a carapace, shiny with oil, his head sunken into his body on a short, squat neck. Furtively, he leaned forward to whisper his name to the guide as if not wanting anyone else to know his identity. The guide, when he had completed ticking off his list, closed the cover over his clipboard as if signalling that the group was now complete.  

The female in the flowing gown uttered one word in a thoughtful tone:

‘Thirteen.’

​
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Chapter Four Arrival!
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The pilot, on nearing our destination, informed us the temperature was 38 degrees. As I wheeled my case along following the traveller in front, a snake-like procession of newly arrived tourists, I wallowed in the warmth - sheer bliss.  

One of the best parts about a holiday in a faraway country is the arrival. That feeling of strangeness and foreignness that says “I’m on holiday, far from home.” It’s that first impression - the people in the airport, the officials looking you over. It’s feeling the heat of a foreign sun, so that even at night time it’s so warm you don’t need a cardi, let alone a coat. It’s that first ride on the bus from the airport to the hotel, looking out the windows at dusty roads, passing buses crammed full of the indigenous people, standing room only, like cattle in a truck, heaped every which way, small boys’ noses pressed to the glass, staring back. 

I glanced at Keith. Maybe not everything is different. He too had his nose pressed almost on the window as he looked out in awe.  

Despite his battered suitcase I speculated whether this was in fact his first trip overseas. After he’d turned up on my doorstep with his invoice in his pocket and we’d booked the taxi for the airport we hadn’t discussed our forthcoming trip. I’d surmised that maybe he’d had second thoughts about his off the cuff booking, but perhaps he’d just been nervous about a holiday abroad.  

Whilst I was an old hand at holidaying without friends or family, possibly he’d seized the opportunity to book a holiday with someone he knew. I felt a little sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, which could have been due to one of the many potholes in the road, or just maybe it was the thought that Keith had not booked because he wanted to take a trip with me. 

As I gazed out the window of the bus as we travelled to our hotel, the overriding first impression of Marrakesh was that it is pink: the buildings, the road, even the dust motes in the air.

We soon reached the hotel, an imposing structure situated slightly set back from the main road. Tall palm trees shrouded the entrance and provided some shade as we entered the foyer and milled about, eyeing each other a little nervously as we waited for instructions from our guide, who informed us that his name was Abdul. He gave each of us a registration card to fill in containing the usual questions: name, occupation, dates and address whilst on holiday, and the most difficult of all - the tourist number off the stamp in our passports, the ink of which was very faint, and we took the first steps in bonding as a group as we conferred as to whether a number was an “0” or an “8” and who went through which customs queue and had the same official stamp in their passport and hence had the same numbers, which might be more legible. 

My pen decided it didn’t like travelling and refused to work, so I had to wait for Keith to finish in order that I could borrow his. This took some time as he appeared to have decided to use his best handwriting so as to make a good impression, leaving me the last person to hand in my completed card, unfortunately giving the impression that I was a little on the slow side. 

After this came the traditional giving out of room keys – or little plastic credit card-type cards, which you swipe down. Often this is the first time you hear the names of your travelling companions and you discover who is travelling together. And then it’s the “fun” of finding your room.

Armed with our little plastic cards and instructions from Abdul, such as which restaurant to visit for dinner and which for breakfast, (I noted Keith’s eyebrows raise at the mention of there being more than one restaurant), the times of meals and finally the time of departure in the morning, Keith and I set off to locate our respective rooms.  

The bedrooms were in two separate blocks reached via courtyards of shrubs and palm trees. As we walked I made a mental note that the restaurant for our evening meal was on our left with the swimming pool to our right. A native chambermaid, her hair piled up in a white mob cap, smiled as we passed and said, ‘Bonjour madame, monsieur.’

I smiled back and greeted her, ‘Bonjour,’ in my best schoolgirl French accent.

Keith stopped open-mouthed and grabbed my arm. ‘Do I have to speak French?’ he gabbled. ‘I don’t speak French.’ I laughed. I couldn’t help it. He looked so horror-stricken. No, I assured him, he did not have to speak French. Most people abroad speak English and often are only too keen for an opportunity to practise it. 

‘But you could try the odd word, if, like now, the hotel staff greet you in French, you can reply in kind,’ I informed him, and all the way up the path I could hear him muttering under his breath in practice, ‘Bonjour madame, bonjour monsieur...’

Our rooms were on the second floor; mine at the front of the block looking towards the restaurant area, whilst Keith’s on the opposite side of the corridor overlooked the tennis courts. My room was a decent size, with twin beds, two armchairs, a desk with TV, and just inside the door by the bathroom, a massive wardrobe with extra pillows and blankets. Blankets?  

I adjusted the air conditioning, which was blasting out freezing cold air, and started to unpack a few necessities out of my suitcase. A knock at the door heralded, as always, Keith, and he launched himself onto the nearest bed and proceeded to bounce up and down, looking pleased with himself. It had taken him a suspiciously short time to unpack and make his way across to my room.

‘I think I’m going to enjoy this holiday!’ he announced. I looked up at him, slightly taken aback. I always think I am going to enjoy a holiday, until circumstances prove me wrong, and often that is a few days in, when the promised sun has not appeared and I am cold and wet, and far from home in a strange land, surrounded by strange people who don’t speak my language, and my stomach doesn’t like the food. Thus far we had a smallish group of people who looked civilised and we were preparing for our first night’s stay in a luxury hotel in comfortable rooms. 

‘I mean,’ continued Keith, ‘those people...they’re like...something from a film, they’re so, so odd.’ He screwed his face up in thought. ‘Like something out of... of Agatha Christie, you know, that film where they go around on the coach trip and people get bumped off.’ Not sure I’ve seen that film. ‘Who do you think is the villain?’

Looking at Keith with his close-cropped hair, long frizzy beard sculpted at the sides and pierced ears, I thought he would be pretty high on anyone’s list of suspects. Add in a tattoo and well... Actually, I’m unsure whether Keith has a tattoo or not, perhaps this fortnight I might find out.

‘Well, as the person who booked at short notice, under suspicious circumstances, I would say the villain is you,’ I answered. Our eyes met over the top of the open case lid. Keith’s held a worried gaze.

‘Suspicious circumstances?’  

‘If this was a film,’ I added, ‘the villain needing to join the holiday tour at short notice would have bumped off another unsuspecting innocent traveller in order to obtain their plane ticket and hotel room.’

Keith considered this. ‘Why? For what reason?’

‘Oh, to escape justice. You might have just committed some crime and be on the run.’ I closed my case with a snap. Keith, however, was determined not to be distracted from the idea that one of our fellow travellers might have a hidden agenda for taking this trip.  

‘Oh, come on,’ he encouraged, as I bent to change the heavy shoes I wear for flying for a more comfortable pair of sandals. ‘What about the man who looks like the original Master from Dr Who?’

‘Oh,’ I replied, ‘you mean the tall man with the short hair and the goatee beard? I do agree that men with beards look suspicious,’ Keith narrowed his eyes at me. I picked up my brush and tried to coax my hair into a more flattering style than its current wind-blown post travel appearance.

‘Or the man who sat next to you on the plane, he looks very sinister, sort of Richard the Third with his stoop and bad back.’

‘I think that’s called discriminating against the disabled. Perhaps his joints were a bit stiff from sitting for a couple of hours in a cramped space with little leg room.’ I looked at Keith in the mirror. ‘Mind you,’ I continued, getting caught up in his argument, ‘his wife or whatever she is, looked a bit of a shrew. She was a right bossy cow throughout the journey. She would make a perfect villainess.’

‘And hippies,’ added Keith enthusiastically, ‘I never trust aging hippies it’s so, so, uh, I don’t know, immature, not to have grown up, to still behave like a teenager, all falseness, peace and love.’

I was momentarily distracted by memories of Keith with his nephew Colin running up and down my driveway, vintage cloaks billowing whilst playing “Roman soldiers.”

‘And very tall people,’ I said. ‘I don’t trust very tall people. They just look right over your head.’

‘Now you are just being silly,’ Keith said, a little sulkily.

‘And you are not being silly?’ I countered. ‘We’ve only just arrived here. We’ve just met a group of strange people...’

‘Very strange,’ he muttered.

‘...just met a group of strangers,’ I amended, ‘and you’re looking for a whodunit when nothing has been done. This is a nice holiday, the sun is shining, and we’ve got a good trip lined up for tomorrow. Let’s just go down for dinner and enjoy ourselves. Nothing is going to happen.’

As usual, I was wrong.
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Chapter Five Sunday Evening
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We took a wrong turning somewhere on the way to dinner.

As Keith and I turned off one pathway and started up another a dark figure loomed in front of us, one arm out barring the way and at the same time helping to guide us back the way we had come in a firm, but friendly, manner.
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