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I DEDICATE THIS BOOK to all the wonderful and quirky people I have met whilst travelling round the globe. Without you, life would have been dull.
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THE GARBLED ANNOUNCEMENT heralded the end of our misery.

“Flight BCN 438776 Toronto to Barcelona is ready for boarding at gate five. Please form two orderly queues.”

We stampeded towards the gate like elephants fleeing a forest fire. No wonder. We’d been stuck here for over four hours and all we’d heard from the Inquiry Desk were promises, lies, and rudeness. 

Squeezing through the herd, I fended off sharp elbows, shoves and shoulder charges to stake a place near the front. For several moments, I basked in the glory of having reached so high in the pecking order. After all, some of my rivals were big-boned, thick-armed and looked like they could pack quite a punch. But packed together like sardines, two hundred-odd passengers generated a lot of heat. And the least said about the stench, the better.

I was doing okay until the little boy in front of me farted. Something akin to rotten cabbage permeated the air. The bilious gas made my stomach churn. I desperately needed fresh air, but who knew how long it would be before we could escape the terminal?

He glanced over his shoulder, pinched his nose, and flashed a toothy grin. “Pooh!” he said and started giggling.

At least one of us found it amusing.

The PA system crackled to life again. “For goodness’ sake. Form two orderly queues.”

After much arguing, threats, and swearing, the herd thinned out into two long queues. The two men at the tail end of it ordered drinks at the bar.

“Have your passports and boarding passes ready.”

A huge man wearing a black jumper and jeans stepped in front of me.

No way was I accepting that. I tapped him on the shoulder. “Excuse me. I was here first.”

He turned to me with narrowed eyes and a furrowed brow. “I don’t care,” he trumpeted.

For several moments we locked eyes, neither of us blinking, then he faced front.

If I’d been somewhere else, I would have caused a scene. But with all the reported air rage incidents going on nowadays, and the terrorist threats, they would probably throw me in jail alongside him. Still, I refused to let him get away with it. When the right moment came, I booted his ankle, then wheeled round to the woman behind me, pretending to be in a conversation.

“What did you do that for?” The man yelled. His outburst hushed all conversation around us.

I turned to face him, prepared to deny the accusation, but he was referring to little farty-pants who had burst out crying.

The boy’s mother poked the man’s chest. “Hey, you! Who do you think you are? I’ll have you arrested.”

The man pointed an accusatory finger at the boy. “He kicked my ankle.”

“Did you, Peter?” the woman asked her son.

“No, Mummy,” he replied, sniffing.

“You did so,” the man insisted.

The mother’s huge breast heaved in a sigh. “You calling my son a liar? Stuff it! I’m calling the police.”

He raised his hands defensively. “No, don’t do that,” he whimpered. “Just leave it. Maybe it was somebody else.”

“Get lost, creep.”

The man left the queue, limping.

Half an hour later, we channelled through the gate and made our way outside into the death-defying chill. Tiredness had weakened my defence against it, but then again, it was a welcome relief not to smell little farty-pants’ puke-inducing gas. That kid had a serious intestine problem.

The waiting plane stood about a kilometre away. I assumed a bus would take us there but the flight attendant who had checked our tickets ordered us to follow her. The herd spread out, each one of us jostling for pole position behind her as she bounded across the tarmac like a gazelle in flight.

A fleet of vehicles crisscrossed our paths. A fuel truck nearly ran down an old woman who dared to step onto a zebra crossing. The driver beeped his horn and swore at her. She stuck up her middle finger.

Unlike every other airline I’d ever flown with, there was no seat allocation on board the plane. It was every man for himself. We jostled, threatened and snarled at each other like customers at a Boxing Day sale as we searched for a vacant seat. I found one next to the old woman who had stuck up her middle finger. I’d no idea how she had found a seat so fast. Maybe she was an old hand at this kind of stuff and knew all the tactics. 

While she was reading a newspaper, I squashed my backpack into the overhead locker, then lifted out the in-flight magazine from the net pouch fixed to the back of the passenger seat in front. Flicking through it, I spied an advert for O’Grady Jet. It boasted the airline was cheap and cheerful. True, the flight ticket was far cheaper than those sold by its rivals. As for the cheerful part, nobody seemed to have told the stern-faced ground staff.

Finally, came the moment of take-off. It was as graceful as a flatulent cow taking a run and jump off a trampoline. Once we were above the clouds, we circled, weaved and jerked across the sky.

The captain garbled his script in a monotone voice. “...Sorry, for...delay. I’d like...welcome aboard Doug McCoy...O’Grady Jet...flight..to Barcelona. We hope...a nice flight...”

He left it to us to fill in the blanks. Or perhaps speaking fewer words was part of the no-frills deal.

Somewhere over the Atlantic, we hit turbulence. The plane staggered about the sky like an old drunk. The constant shaking weakened my bladder. With the seatbelt sign illuminated, I couldn’t move from my seat. So I just sat there, legs crossed, eyes glued to the sign, wishing the light would go off.

After reading all the adverts about duty-free, exotic islands and the lives of the rich and famous in the magazine, I grew bored. I looked at my travelling companion, hoping to engage her in conversation. She was around seventy and wore a white blouse and a long, grey skirt. Her short, straight hair was an unusual tint of strawberry blonde speckled with grey flecks. She seemed too engrossed in her newspaper, so I decided not to disturb her.

Suddenly, the plane fell through an air pocket. I inadvertently grabbed the woman’s hand. It was cold and bony. Her body jerked in spasms at the sudden intimacy.

She gave me an icy stare through her reading glasses. “Do you mind?” Her voice was sharp and threatening. She threw my hand away.

I gave her an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I’m nervous.”

I was hoping to find pity in that stern old face of hers. All she did was mutter something under her breath.

Two coffees later my bladder was close to bursting point. Looking up at the seatbelt sign, I thought it strange that it was forbidden to go to the toilet, yet okay for the flight attendants to wheel their trolleys up and down the aisles. I suppose a mere triviality like health and safety should never impede something as important as making money in our capitalist-driven society.

I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I unbuckled the seatbelt and stood up. A flight attendant came tearing down the aisle and ordered me to sit down. I refused, stating my desperate situation. I noticed the stares from the other passengers. I wasn’t sure if they had the same problem or they thought they were about to witness an air-rage incident.

“I need to go too,” the man behind me said.

A chorus of passengers echoed his sentiment. The flight attendant relented and demanded we go in an orderly fashion. I bolted to the toilet first.

When I’d finished my toilet, I studied myself in the mirror. My eyes had lost their sparkle and were now a dull pea-green colour. There were bags under them from lack of sleep the previous night. My skin looked sallow and my cheekbones more pronounced. The grimy heat in the plane made me sweaty, causing my black, curly hair to become matted and lose its healthy shine. I looked a right mess.

Somebody banged on the door. “Will you hurry up in there? I’m desperate.”

The critical assessment of my looks would have to wait.

Strapping myself in again, I started thinking about the coffee and doughnut I’d had earlier in the departure lounge. I could feel it swirling inside my stomach like clothes in a washing machine. I closed my eyes and tried to think of a lake surrounded by flat meadows. The image disappeared, replaced by a sugar-coated doughnut bobbing in a choppy sea of coffee. The waves curled over it, spinning the doughnut faster and faster and faster. My stomach thought it a disgusting image and spewed out its contents onto the floor.

I pulled out the sick bag from the net pouch. Spewing into it, my companion pressed a button above her that summoned the flight attendant. A small brunette appeared with a load of paper towels and a damp cloth. I helped her wipe away the sick on the floor, though I was still holding the sick bag in case another bout was due. The passengers in my immediate vicinity looked on disgustedly.

I turned to my companion. “Sorry about that.”

She scowled. “Of all the people I had to sit beside.” She went back to reading her newspaper.

Many stomach-churning hours later, the plane descended towards Barcelona Airport. It rolled left and right in the crosswinds as it approached the runway. I wasn’t sure if we were in the air or sailing in a choppy sea.

Finally, the plane bounced along the runway like a pogo-stick, before taxiing at an alarming speed. I began to wonder if the plane was a wrecking ball, and the airport authorities had earmarked the terminal building for demolition to pave the way for the growing demand for houses. Luckily for us, the pilot deemed the old rust bucket still useful for one more flight.

Once parked, I unbuckled my seat belt and immediately made my way to the toilet again. The flight attendant, who had helped me clean up my mess, chased me away.

“Please,” I begged her. “I’m desperate. The seatbelt sign has been switched on for most of the flight.”

“And it’ll remain that way until we say so. It’s for safety reasons.”

I stormed back to my seat.

It took ages between the aeroplane doors opening and the staircase sidling up to the doorway. The air was hot and sticky, but at least it wasn’t artificial.

I fetched my hand luggage from the overhead locker and snaked between the passengers to the exit.

“Thank you for flying O’ Grady Jet Airways,” the flight attendant said with a grimace as I was about to step off the plane.

“You should rename it Crazy Jet,” I retorted.

She muttered something unintelligible under her breath which I doubted was an apology for the poor service.

At passport control, the customs officer performed his bureaucratic duty with the utmost diligence. His beady eyes scrutinised everybody and everything that approached him. This lengthened the queueing time. A normal procedure, but when you’re dying for the toilet it seems like forever.

I tried not to think of dripping taps, waterfalls and fountains, which made me think of them even more. Performing the wee-wee dance, I scrunched up my face to stay my bladder from draining itself.

“What’s wrong with you?” the passport officer asked when I reached him.

“Desperate for the toilet.”

Eyeing me warily, he gestured for me to hand over my passport. 

It had reached the point where I was about to wet myself. “Is it okay for me to leave the passport here? I’ll return for it later. Honest.”

He took another look at my passport. “What’s your name?”

I summoned up all the patience that bureaucracy usually demanded and hissed, “Cristina Solans Sentis. Born on the 15th of July–”

He glimpsed again at the passport. “Okay. I believe you.”

Free of all bureaucracy, I ran as quickly as I could along the corridor to the toilets in Baggage Reclaim. They were out of order. I was sorely tempted to leave my rucksack alone to do the rounds on the carousel until I returned. But there would be no way back without having to go through a whole raft of security checks. I waited to retrieve my rucksack.

As always, it was the last piece of luggage thrown onto the carousel. In excruciating pain, I grabbed it and sped along the concourse, trying to find the toilets. All I could see were signs for car rental firms, buses, taxis, cheap holidays or changing money. I sprinted past the coffee shops and tourist information. I wanted to stop and ask somebody where the toilets were but feared I’d start trickling.

Finally, I found the toilet by smell. The cubicle was hardly big enough for me, let alone a fully laden rucksack. With a struggle, I somehow squeezed it in and balanced it on my lap.

Relieving myself, my spirit left my body and drifted towards the ceiling. I doubted any alcoholic drink or drug could ever replace the high I felt now.
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MUM WAS WAITING FOR me outside Lleida Train Station. She was lanky, steely-eyed, and had her long, grey hair shorn into a trendy page-boy style.

“Missed you loads,” I said.

She echoed the sentiment, and we flung our arms around each other, both of us crying.

Soaking up her warmth, memories of my childhood came flooding back. Every school trip I went on, she’d always be outside the gates, waiting for my return. I had always looked forward to seeing her. Nothing could replace dear old Mum.

We pulled away from each other and wiped our tears away.

“You’re looking well,” I said.

“Wish I could say the same about you. Rough trip, was it?”  That was typical of Mum-always said what she thought, no holds barred.

“You’d look the same if you had been through what I had. It was a nightmare. Anyway, I’m exhausted. If you don’t mind, I just want to shower and collapse into bed.”

“Good idea. Let’s get you home.”

In the taxi, she updated me on everything that had happened. She had retired months before from the Unemployment Office and was doing odd jobs for local charities. She also rescued stray cats from building sites that were earmarked for demolition. 

She began her crusade after reading an article in the local newspaper about the plight of a colony of cats that would have been killed if the building contractor had got their way. She had joined forces with

























































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
- THE HAPPY

3
Cats
3 Detecuve

ALEX MAHON





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





