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‘She forgot the map,’ grinned Enzo, waving the, by now, rather tatty piece of paper, which he passed back to me. ‘A souvenir,’ he said, ‘of your holiday in Sicily.’

‘I think I’d like rather more than a soggy piece of paper,’ I said.

‘How about this?’ and before I could reply he had wrapped his arm around my shoulders and kissed me lightly on the lips.
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Prologue
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‘And finally, news just in: the cat burglar who has been raiding homes and museums in central Italy has struck again, this time targeting a villa in Lazio.

‘As previously reported, the police state that only one item was taken despite the thief having gained access to a cabinet containing several genuine artefacts dating from the classical Roman period of the eighth century BC to the fifth century AD. 

‘They have not ruled out an inside job as the burglar expertly deactivated the alarm system. Also, as in earlier thefts, as the thief took only a single item, the police speculate that the thief may have been stealing to order.

‘The stolen piece was described as a small marble statue that could easily fit into a large hand being approximately 5cm by 10cm in size, or about two by four inches, if you prefer.  It portrays ....’

I glanced at the TV screen as the map outlining the Lazio region was replaced by an artist’s impression of the statue, which seemed to have captured the tortured features of a skilled workman plying his trade, from the furrowed brow to the curves of his bushy beard, with the left arm raised in movement, encapsulating the moment of industry.

Switching off the TV set, I was pleased I’d changed my holiday plans, opting to join a tour in Sicily instead of Rome, as all the museums in the capital seemed to be on high alert, along with an equally high police presence. Even though Pat, my best friend and work colleague, had urged me to hook up with an Italian stallion as an effective method of wiping that unfaithful rat Howard from my memory, the stout officers on view in the newsclip looked nothing like those in the Sicilian detective TV series I had been avidly watching (which had not really been the deciding factor in prompting me to book a holiday in that region) but appeared to be more ready for the knacker’s yard than for a quick roll in the hay.

Not that I was looking for a rebound holiday romance as a balm for Howard’s infidelity. My head firmly rules my heart in that regard. I am much too sensible to dally with a stranger in a foreign land, a glass of red wine notwithstanding. 

I was disheartened, however when a small voice in my head whispered, ‘There may not be cat burglars evading the police, but just consider the location of the Mafia’s spiritual home... don’t for one minute think your holiday will be a safe, incident-free, destination...’

Now, why didn’t I listen to that little voice?  
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Chapter One A Holiday in the Sun
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I was in Taormina when I first saw him.

Vanessa had disappeared into a shop. Again. She was looking for something, or so she claimed, but refused to divulge what. Each time she had ventured into the bowels of a store she’d given a suggestive wink with an accompanying grin as if to imply that it was a huge secret, her lips were sealed and wild horses wouldn’t drag any further information from her. Joan and I were firmly instructed to remain outside. I was beginning to regret agreeing to join them for our free time in the town.  

When we’d earlier disembarked from the tour bus Vanessa had immediately bounded up to me, blonde hair bouncing in the gentle breeze, saying, ‘Hello, you’re on your own as well, aren’t you? Come and join Joan and me.’ She indicated a smaller, dark-haired woman who hovered uncertainly behind her. ‘I’m Vanessa by the way.’ 

She appeared confident and outgoing, and I thought, perhaps that was what I needed in a strange town in a foreign country, to team up with someone who seemed to know what they were doing, and so I had concurred. However, like many snap decisions that seemed like a good idea at the time, I was now having grave doubts.  

It was a little unusual to start a touring holiday with free time but it’s never too early to begin souvenir shopping, especially when I desire to not only purchase a little memento (or two) for myself but also gifts for my sister and nephew, not forgetting the multitude of postcards I needed to send to family and friends.  

Mary, our tour manager, had informed us there was an impressive nativity scene which was worth seeing, displayed in a church at the end of the long main street; somewhat surprisingly, it remained on view all year round. She’d also advised us to have some lunch before the group met up again prior to our visit to the nearby Greek amphitheatre. At the rate Vanessa was going we wouldn’t have time for both. I gritted my teeth and bit back any words of censure I might’ve been thinking; the first day of a holiday is not the time to make enemies.

Vanessa, having first agreed that perusing the shops was a good idea, (here Joan had nodded in acquiescence), and yes, she’d like to see the nativity, (and again Joan had nodded), kept darting off into various shops saying to us, ‘Just wait here a minute’ whilst she disappeared, sometimes for quite long periods of time, and I was getting a little frustrated with her behaviour. In the end I decided to leave Joan patiently waiting, and wandered further along the high street, looking in the windows to browse the range of tourist souvenirs on offer.

There was the usual mix of tea towels, miniature, and not so miniature statues of the Roman gods in a variety of poses, various items with the three-legged symbol of Sicily that reminded me of the Isle of Man emblem, and bottles of obligatory alcohol although some of these latter items I shuddered to think any sane person would purchase. These bottles (and not just wine bottles, there were also condiment sets and diverse items such as picture frames) were “decorated” with lumps of rock – lava – it was claimed, from Mount Etna. However, these pieces were created in such a fashion as to appear as if the glass was encrusted with pustules of some sort of contagious vitreous pox.  

I looked at my watch to judge the time; we still had to eat, and had yet to find the nativity scene, and half our free time was already gone, mostly by hanging around waiting for Vanessa to do whatever it was she was doing. I peered anxiously up the street to gauge how much further it might continue and whether I could spot any buildings as likely candidates for our destination. We’d already entered the local library in error, thinking it looked a suitable church-like building to house a nativity. As far as I could tell we were near the end of the town; we were running out of possible locations for the diorama. 

And that was when I had spied the man. From the way his gaze swept up and down the high street he also appeared to be searching for something, or someone.
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When we’d finally arrived at our hotel in Catania the previous evening, after a not insignificant three-hour flight delay, our tour leader Mary herded us into the dining room for a late night snack of sandwiches and coffee. My last proper meal was a distant memory; there’d merely been a “snackpot” on the plane and thus I was more than ready for food, as were my fellow travellers. They converged on the tables with plates at the ready, men shovelling sandwiches onto them in huge heaps regardless of their contents, others like myself a little more wary, trying to decipher the handwritten labels attached to toothpicks stuck into the pinnacle of each pile, which unfortunately, seemed to be written in some sort of secret code. I kept my eye on a lady to my left who was engaging in the timeless method of sandwich discovery, in that she’d lift a corner of the bread and mutter ‘cheese’ or ‘fish paste’ before moving on to the next platter. However, she did not necessarily take the sandwich that she had touched. 

She caught me watching, and leaning towards me smiled and said, ‘The labels aren’t much help, are they? I think these are ham and tomato, and those over there,’ she nodded to her right, ‘are egg.’ She smiled at me alarmingly, revealing large discoloured uneven teeth. ‘I’m Dottie,’ she added.

I thought, ‘Perhaps you are,’ then realising she was introducing herself and not giving her mental state, replied, ‘I’m Carrie.’

Dottie then asked where I had travelled from, saying she hailed from Gloucester. I told her I lived in Dorset.

‘Ah, the Jurassic coast.’ She gazed intently at the heap of sandwiches balanced precariously on her plate as if calculating the calories they contained, then nodded as if satisfied with what she had selected. I glanced down at my own sparsely covered plate sadly realising that I don’t have the cut throat mentality required for stockpiling food.

‘Have you toured with this company before?’ she enquired as we made our way to one of the tables arranged down the left-hand side of the room. 

‘No, this is my first time with them. Most tour companies seem to do the rounds of the classic temples and amphitheatres, but this seemed to be the only one to offer a visit to Mount Etna,’ I replied. ‘I’d like to see the view from the top. I went up to the crater at Mount Vesuvius a couple of years ago.’

‘I expect all volcanos are much the same,’ she said somewhat disparagingly.

Feeling the need to further explain my choice in view of her observation I added, ‘I’d thought about a trip to Rome, visiting the Colosseum, maybe throwing some coins in the Trevi Fountain. But with the increased police presence following the recent bout of theft, I decided I could do without the enhanced museum security, meaning longer queues and extra bag checks.’

Dottie nodded in agreement but offered no further comment. She pointed out a table with a couple of empty chairs. 

Already seated at the table was a very upright, austere looking elderly lady, with straight iron-grey hair cut in an extremely short back and sides style. Dottie introduced both herself and me, to which this lady replied in plummy tones, ‘Millie. From Cambridge’

Once seated Dottie continued to touch everything, hand around cups and poke her nose into pots to discover if they contained tea or coffee, in an effort to be helpful. As with the food I quickly selected my own cup and saucer making sure Dottie hadn’t fingered it first.

‘I say,’ Millie said, ‘it’s awfully good of them to feed us like this isn’t it? I mean that food on the plane wasn’t very nice, was it? Or did you like it? I didn’t; thought it was ghastly. Would you like some more tea?’ After catching the attention of a passing waiter, she turned to me asking, ‘Aren’t you rather young for a coach trip?’

I gazed around the room noting that nearly all the other travellers on the tour appeared to be middle aged, or older. Across the table Dottie was staring at me as if I was an intruder who had gatecrashed a private function. 

‘Perhaps, but I don’t mind being in the minority,’ I replied, furiously thinking for a reason I could give for my trip that didn’t involve revealing my recent break up with Howard, after I’d realised all his work trips away were a cover for a fling he was having on the side. I wanted to keep that part of my life private, and the last thing I wanted was sympathy from people I barely knew. In the end I settled for a half truth. ‘I used to accompany my Mum when she liked to travel. However, she’s lost the enthusiasm now through illness and her mobility is not so good.’ 

‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,’ Millie murmured.

‘I find joining an organised tour suits me,’ I continued. ‘Having all the hassle of organising things delt with by someone else, being taken to all the sites, meeting new people, experiencing exotic foods.’ I relaxed somewhat noting Dottie nodding in agreement. ‘I’m not the kind of person who is content to sit on a beach all day and then spend the evening in a nightclub. I grew up with a love of dinosaurs and castles. I still love visiting a castle and places such as you see on TV, like the pyramids or the amphitheatre at El Jem, but I’m sad to say, dinosaurs have slightly fallen by the wayside.’

‘Me too,’ Millie said. ‘Love a nice castle, that is, dinosaurs, not so much.’ She grinned and it transformed her face so that she no longer appeared so prim. Perhaps she’d been a little anxious as well about holidaying alone with a group of strangers. Possibly Dottie’s habit of handling everything was borne out of a nervous desire to be helpful and fit in, but it was something, I decided, I might have to keep an eye on. However, I realised I needn’t have worried about holidaying alone; I seemed to have made two new friends already.
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By the time I’d finished eating the late supper and located my room on the first floor my case was already waiting for me outside the door. I duly inserted the plastic key into the slot and held my breath hoping that it worked. Thankfully, the green light instantly winked at me and I pushed the door open. Inside it was pitch dark. I felt around for light switches but could elicit no illumination. By groping on the wall behind the door I located what I took to be the holder for the electric card, however no card was in evidence. A cursory glance around the room revealed little in what faint illumination entered from the hallway.  

There was no one else around to ask; either those on my corridor had already retired or were still downstairs eating. There was nothing for it but to admit defeat, and go and ask at the check-in desk for assistance.

As I returned downstairs to reception, I saw a man I thought I recognised as being a member of our party talking to the clerk at the desk. As I moved closer, he appeared to be the man who’d been seated next to me on the plane. Mostly during the flight I’d only seen glimpses of his profile. For a tourist who’d just arrived an hour or two earlier he appeared remarkably chatty with the locals. Both men fell silent as I approached, and turned towards me, though not, I thought, judging by their matching scowls, particularly hospitably.
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Chapter Two A Room With No View
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I could think of no reason as to why the man should be a bit miffed at having his conversation with the receptionist interrupted - what could they be discussing that was so secret? 

I assumed, therefore, it may have been because he and his wife were the cause of a slight hold up during the boarding of our plane when they’d been in the process of tipping out the contents from their bag onto a seat searching for books, reading glasses and magazines. In an effort to be helpful, they’d edged to one side to allow me to squeeze past as I was blocking the aisle. However, I’d hesitantly informed them that the seat covered with their belongings was the one I’d been allocated. 

Reluctantly, they’d scooped their stuff up and onto the centre seat thus allowing not only for me to sit down but also those passengers patiently queuing behind to pass, but just for a fraction of a second the angry expression on the man’s face had been the same on the plane as it was now.

‘There are no lights in my room,’ I began. 

‘Mary told us that the key controls the electrics.’ He gesticulated with his plastic room “key,” attached to which was a chunky handle. ‘Put this into the slot behind the door.’

‘I thought she said a card, not a key,’ I said, refusing to feel stupid on the first night of my holiday. I thanked the man, after all he was part of our group and I didn’t want to fall out with anyone so early in the trip, and returned to my room even though both times we’d bumped into each other in the last few hours had not been particularly auspicious.

Back in my room with the key fob correctly inserted into the slot and lo! there was light; I almost preferred the room when it had been submerged in darkness. It was a good-sized room but sparsely furnished; bleak and cheerless. A peek through the blind elicited no view but sounds from the kitchens drifted up as the staff cleared away the remains of our late night supper.  

As I had once commented to a fellow traveller, the single person always gets the worst rooms but pays the highest price: the smallest room tucked away in the attic, the room with the sea view obscured by trees, the room by the lifts with people constantly coming and going, the sounds and the smells from the kitchens.

I’d prepared for bed feeling more than a little despondent than earlier in the day when I’d been looking forward to my holiday; the room wasn’t quite what I’d hoped for, no view to speak of and for the moment I was loath to open the window for fresh air due to the closeness of the kitchens. However, I appeared to have made two friends at least; so what if they were both about the same age as my gran, that didn’t preclude them from knowing how to enjoy themselves (although I would have to watch some of Dottie’s habits, such as handling everything and tasting the food).

Sitting up in bed, I wiped away a tear as I recalled my original reason for booking this time of work. My wedding. If things had played out differently, I would now be relaxing in the south of France on my honeymoon. It had been Howard’s idea to book a glitzy hotel in Cannes on the French Riviera, and I’d agreed taking the mistaken approach that as long as Howard was happy, I was happy. In truth, I’d have hated lazing on the beach or people watching, and had hoped to be spending our time together. 

A touring holiday amongst ancient ruins was much more my thing.  Hopefully, I could put my past behind me and enjoy this holiday.  
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After breakfast, an above average fare with a selection of fresh fruit and yogurt, cereal, bread and pastries, plus the usual attempt by continental hotels of a cooked English breakfast, fatty streaky bacon in a warming dish with congealed scrambled eggs in a second dish - which would actually keep warm if some people weren’t so lazy and could remember to lower the lid -, we’d ambled out to take our seats in the bus for our visit to Taormina, a town on the coast a little to the north of Catania, situated atop a hill.

Despite the tour company allocating seats on the coach with enforced rotation in an attempt, they claimed, to promote fairness and decrease time in decision making as to where to sit, due to a mix up in the seating plan Mary said I could sit on the back seat, that being officially vacant.  

However, when I approached the rear of the bus I found a man, who introduced himself as Richard, ensconced in the middle of the back seat, his long, thin legs stretched out before him and various bags bundled to right and left. With what presumably he thought was a sexy leer he asked if I was joining him, and I carefully squeezed into the seat to his right. I was arranging my bag, containing a hat, camera etc, when a commotion broke out.

‘There’s someone sitting in my seat! I counted very carefully from the front and I am supposed to be sitting in row nine.’

I thought I recognised the plummy vowels and glanced up. Millie, looking a bit distraught, was standing in the aisle.

‘There’s someone sitting in my seat,’ she wailed again. If there was, no guilty party moved or offered to do so. ‘Mind if I sit on the back seat with you?’ She eased herself past Richard’s bags to the seat on his left. ‘I say, there’s no point in having a seating plan if people aren’t going to stick to it!’

‘I think we’ve more room here,’ I said by way of consolation.

‘It’s been a while since I’ve had two ladies on the back seat,’ added Richard with another leer, and looking at his sparse figure I thought, yes that’s probably true.

Millie snapped her mouth shut as if she could not bring herself to comment on this innuendo. She gazed out the window with the air of someone who had never in her whole life before sat on a back seat. 
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Chapter Three A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Amphitheatre
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I’m not sure what first made me stop and stare at the man. It might’ve been his curly hair; not the tight curls of an Afro perm but more the soft fat curls like those clustered atop of Shirley Temple’s head; only his curls were grey, being a shade lighter than the iron grey of Millie’s hair. And when he turned his head, as he gazed around as if searching for someone, I noticed that his skin, although tanned similarly to the other native Sicilians, compared to my pale English complexion, was smooth and wrinkle-free, except for the frown that marred his brow. With that colour hair I expected to see a more mature person, but then I doubted an older man would’ve retained his curly locks but more likely to have clipped them closer to his skull. Added to the comparatively youthful face was a finely proportioned torso that stood astride a bicycle as he stopped, eyes searching up and down the main street. I guessed he was about thirty, although I’m usually no good at guessing people’s ages. However, he looked a lot younger when viewed from the front than a view from behind would’ve supposed.

It was at this point that Vanessa and Joan reappeared both eating ice-cream, and when I looked around again the man had gone. I felt a sudden urge to chide my companions that they might ruin their appetite for lunch but bit my tongue instead fearing I was turning into my Mum. Besides, it was too early in the day to annoy people although Vanessa seemed to be making a good job of that. I mentally counted to five by which time they had drawn level, and I resumed my trek in search of the tiny church which held, we had been informed, a huge nativity; I hoped it was worth all this effort. 
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We eventually found the object of our quest and stood for a few moments admiring the extensive miniature village scene carved, it seemed, mostly from wood, with the centre piece being the manger containing the baby Jesus, while all around the tiny villagers continued with their everyday life. 

Then we quickly retraced our steps back down the street, this time in search of a café or restaurant suitable for a spot of lunch. Again, Vanessa took the lead announcing she’d found an eatery that fulfilled our requirements; not too pricey and with tables set up outside so we could sit in the sun. She immediately ordered a glass of white wine from a passing waiter even before Joan and I had had a chance to look at the menu and agree with her choice.

While I do indulge in the odd glass of red wine, both Joan and I declined any alcohol. I rarely drink alcohol at midday, even on holiday, preferring to keep my alcohol rations for the evening whilst keeping a sensible level of hydration during the day when under a hot sun. Joan stated she was teetotal. I think that was the only comment she offered throughout the meal. Mostly Vanessa talked about herself, her house, her work, her other holidays, while I concentrated on eating the cannelloni I had chosen. Joan ordered something with chicken while Vanessa selected a veal dish that she picked at occasionally, eating with only a fork after cutting everything into bite sized pieces, her other hand she alternatively waved around to illustrate as she spoke, or used it to pick up her wine glass. 

I consulted my watch with concern when she ordered a second white wine. We didn’t have the time to sit and lazily drink in the sun; we needed to think about the meeting time and place. Again, I regretted agreeing to join up with Vanessa and Joan. Idly, I wondered what Dottie and Millie were up to.

Somehow, we made it to the meeting point on time by the skin of our teeth and, miraculously we weren’t the last to arrive, thus avoiding a first day of a holiday disaster by keeping the rest of the group waiting. Remembering one holiday when a traveller had earned himself the nickname “Late John” for obvious reasons, I didn’t want to be forever marked as a poor timekeeper, despite the fact it might’ve been a one-off event or there may have been an extremely good reason for our tardiness. Excuses would be heard with disdain and the embarrassment lingers.
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The Greek amphitheatre was a spectacular experience with which to start the tour of the island, discounting our ramble through the town of Taormina. With Mount Etna looming in the background (actually Etna looms over just about everything), and the sparkling waters of the Mediterranean Sea visible to one side and the clear blue sky above, it was perfect.  

I tried to mingle in with the rest of our group, i.e., lose Joan and more importantly Vanessa, but they followed me around doggedly, as Mary led us in through the theatre entrance around the stage area to the orchestra pit. I listened to her explanations, while all the time my mind was on being able to clamber up the stairs between the rows of stone seats to experience the view. When we moved up to the next tier the extent of the panorama unfolded. Eventually, the mini lecture was over and Mary allowed us free time to wander. Relieved, I legged it as fast as I could up the nearest flight of stone steps.  

As expected, the view was magnificent, stretching for what seemed like miles. I took a few photos with my camera and then walked along the periphery behind the back row, stopping in the middle to take some more shots.

I was just lowering my camera when Vanessa appeared at my side, Joan a couple of steps behind her.

‘I can’t seem to get my camera to work,’ Vanessa complained. ‘Are you any good with these things?’ She held the offending item out towards me. I dutifully took it, switched it on and peered at the square viewing pane. There were lots of little squiggles and icons and something flashing in red.

‘I’m not sure,’ I began hesitantly, passing the camera back, ‘but I think maybe your battery needs recharging.’

Vanessa took the camera with a grunt of dissatisfaction and was about to say something else when a dark shadow passed over us. I looked up in dismay thinking that unexpected clouds were going to ruin my enjoyment of this visit only to find a rather obese gentleman in a somewhat tight T-shirt hovering with a camera in his hand that he was trying to pass to me.

‘Pleeze, you take photo?’ he asked, grinning and gesturing at himself and his equally portly friend.

I didn’t think I could refuse; after all he had said, ‘Pleeze.’ He must’ve thought I was handing Vanessa’s camera back after having taken a picture for her. Therefore, I accepted the camera, and by pointing and fiddling, ascertained which button to press to take the picture and which worked the telephoto lever, and then stepped back a little while the two men struck up suitably dramatic poses on the last row of the seats. They then changed position so they stood against the backdrop of the stone seating areas sweeping downwards to the auditorium with Etna behind them blowing little white puffs into the air on their right, and the blue sea to their left. 

I took a couple of photos of the men then they persuaded Vanessa, who hadn’t needed that much persuasion, and Joan to join them for a group shot, and I handed the camera back. 

As I did so I just happened to glance up and see the top of a head covered in grey curls disappear out an exit side door in a squarish tower leading to a flight of stairs. I was momentarily distracted while the tubby man was enquiring whether we would like him to reciprocate and take photos of us. Quick as a flash Vanessa impressed her camera on him and I left her trying to explain that she was unsure why it wasn’t working, and hurried over towards the side exit. While Vanessa and the stranger stood in a huddle peering at the camera, I had the fleeting impression that something else had changed hands as well as the camera.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Four Mystery Man
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I dismissed whatever Vanessa was up to as none of my business. Possibly what the curly grey- haired man was up to was none of my business either, but I was still keen to find out. 

It was dark inside the tower where the stone steps led back down to the ground floor level. I had to go carefully so as not to miss my footing on the worn, irregular staircase, thus when I emerged once more into the sunlight and gazed around there was no grey-haired head to be seen. A little despondently I moved towards the exit. 

As I had firmly resolved not to embark on a holiday romance I wasn’t sure why I was curious about the man; nor why I should be surprised to see him in the amphitheatre. Perhaps he was on holiday just like us, and having done a little shopping in town this morning, as our group had done, he’d now viewed the main attraction in the area, the Greek theatre. It was as simple as that, there was no mystery. However, that didn’t stop me wondering who he might be.  

*
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We’d one more port of call before heading back to the hotel to freshen up before dinner, a trip to the Alcantara Gorge, which our itinerary sheet described as an area of natural beauty. Mary explained, as we drove up in the coach, that in ancient times Etna had erupted, causing lava to flow into the area, which the river had subsequently eroded away creating the high walls of the canyon. She further added that there were two stretches of the river that we could investigate: there was an upper stream with a scenic walk bordered by flowering shrubs, or we could go down in a lift to a wider river expanse where we might see canoeists practising their craft; or if we walked quickly, we might have time to explore both sections.  

On holiday I am definitely a person who wants to see and do most things that are on offer therefore deciding that the walk along the upper section would take the most time, I opted to do that first. I alighted the bus promptly and made my way towards the toilets so that I was prepared for a brisk walk. Outside the toilet block, Mary, having paid the necessary entrance fee, was handing out tickets in the form of little coloured bracelets which showed we’d paid to visit both upper and lower sections. I’d collected mine and was about to set off when Vanessa called me back:

‘Wait for me,’ she implored, ‘I just need to nip in the loo.’  

I looked at my watch and waited. Why had Vanessa been hanging around outside chatting to Joan and Dottie, and as soon as everyone else was ready she decided she needed to use the toilet? Why didn’t she go in there earlier? I thought a little irritably. When Vanessa finally reappeared, together with Joan, we were the only three people left in the entrance area; most had gone down in the lift to the river at the lower level. I set off purposefully along the path marking the course along the banks of the upper stream, leaving Vanessa to break into a little run to catch up, with Joan trotting along behind her.

After about ten minutes of striding alongside the river bank flanked by tall grasses and bushy shrubs Vanessa declared she had had enough and was turning back. I heaved a sigh of relief and continued on my way. Unfortunately, as I’d failed to follow her lead Vanessa continued to traipse along behind me, muttering cajolingly every few minutes, ‘Let’s go down to the bottom stream now. We’ve seen enough here!’

Once or twice, I answered, ‘Just a bit further’ and sometimes I ignored her, hoping she might just go away and leave me in peace. After another ten minutes we encountered two couples from our group, Tom and Angela, with Patrick, the man I had sat next to on the plane, and his wife, Hilary, coming back along the path.

‘Did you make it to the end of the trail?’ I asked them. ‘Is it far?’

‘Just a bit further,’ replied Patrick, luckily with no hint of the scowl from last night. ‘There’s a large clump of cactus by the side of the path; that seems to be about as far as it goes.’

I
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