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DEDICATION
My Mom Betty LaRocque (1920-2020) departed her own wondrous journey upon our Earth just weeks before the completion of this book which first took up pen in 2012.
My Mom was always there, waiting in Saint John for me, after all my own perilous journeys such as the one embraced within the following story.
My Mom was always there for me, in Saint John for everything I needed, all throughout my life.
My Mom is one of the characters in this story. And what a character she was.
 
“Aww, my Mom.”
 
Table of Contents
CHAPTERS
“You should’ve waked me for that 6 o’clock bus to Mirleft, Hassan!”
A boy in the middle of nowhere.
Welcome to the Big House of Agadir.
One day in Agadir … feeling freedom?
Sweet interlude.
Justice time, then party time.
Barb and the N.B. connection.
Coon ‘n Willy, and the dream dichotomy.
Moroccan rifle and the Berber sword.
“We are only from Marrakesh!”
The Surf City Vacation Club on tour in Marrakesh.
Sydney Street.
The Verdict.
But my trials weren’t done.
“Garcon!”
Rabat to Fes el-Bali!
Alley Intrigues.
Ode.
The Shepherd.
The Road.
The Taza Sting.
A blast off from old revolutionaries.
“Allez garcon!”
 

MAIN CHARACTERS
~ ‘Commissaire’ (Police Chief, Sidi Ifni)
~ ‘Assistant’ or ‘Yes-Man’ (Sidi Ifni police)
~ ‘Police Guy’ (Sidi Ifni)
~ Hassan (hotel manager, Sidi Ifni)
~ Agadir cell-mates / ‘Procureur’
~ Barb (Australia)
~ 4 Australian VW van guys.
~ Tim Jackson and Del (Montreal)
~ Coon ‘n Willy (U.S.A)
~ Aziz Ravi and family (Marrakesh)
~ Chris, Richard, Peter (Saint John)
~ ‘Joe The Mechanic’ (Marrakesh)
~ Edmund, Thor, Ed, Sal, Tom (Saint John)
~ Mom
~ Mustafa and Ahmed (Fassis) / 4 European hostellers.
~ The Shepherd and family (Moroccan Berber)
 
“Only those who will risk going too far can find out how far one can go.”
- T.S. Eliot
“I want to stay as close to the edge as I can without going over. Out on the edge you can see all kinds of things you can’t see from the centre.”
- Kurt Vonnegut Jr.
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Sidi Ifni, south Morocco Atlantic coast, 150 miles north of the Spanish (Western) Sahara border (disputed, 1975)
 

“You should’ve waked me for that 6 o’clock bus to Mirleft, Hassan!”
With a dismissive hand motion the swarthy, unshaven bus driver indicated I needed to pay with less than my 50 Dirham note (~$12.50 Canadian) for the local bus trip up the coast to Mirleft. Exiting, I stood beside the waiting bus, its pungent exhaust mixing air with this dry, dusty town on a hot May mid-day. Ali, whom I had befriended the evening before, walked past and offered to quickly find change for my 50 note. He was quick to return – and quick to depart after handing me a fistful of 10 Dirham bills. Ali had dashed from sight by the time I had counted only four 10 Dirham notes. Ali probably calculated that I would still ride away to Mirleft – tourists in Morocco, even in rarely travelled Sidi Ifni, are supposed to factor in their losses, right? But Ali’s little rip-off was one too many, particularly after we had shared friendship. Out of principle, spurred by a little feistiness, I untied and grabbed my backpack from the top of the bus.
The previous evening was pleasurable with Ali along with his brother and a friend, in Ali’s home which was down an alley off this sloped main street that housed the small bus depot. Believing I saw Ali duck into that alley I returned to his house. There was no answer to my door knocking, and no answer for my mounting annoyance. Ali’s simple abode was a couple rooms on ground level, with only partial roof cover as any rainfall this far south was inconsequential. There was a short climbable exterior wall, above which was a terrace from where I could see if Ali was in there. This was done with ease even with my heavy backpack. No one was there and I scaled back down. I waited outside in the empty alley, recalled the camaraderie of the previous evening and felt betrayed. Sidi Ifni was a sleepy laid-back town. Until then. Appearances can be deceptive, as was this ancient and mysterious Kingdom of Morocco.
After an hour Ali, surprised to see me, appeared with his friend. Ali was about my age, early 20s, well groomed and with greater English proficiency than his peers.
“You left so fast that I did not have a chance to say goodbye”,
I wryly said to Ali who was taken aback by it. We engaged in argument which continued along the alley to the main street, by which point there were about 10 people collecting around us and starting to yell at me:
“Voleur!”
Up the middle of the main street the growing horde marched, by then it seemed that half the town was following my steady pace – all the while the townsfolk, including children and the elderly, gesturing at me and elatedly chanting “Voleur! Voleur!” [“Thief! Burglar!”].
The Atlantic cliffs were down the main street (too much of a leap!), I knew the small police station was at the top of the main street – and the rising mob was swarming me and shouting louder as we headed in that direction. I knew I could not escape such a clamour on the main street of little Sidi Ifni. With items in my backpack that I did not want to be searched for and found, I decided I would take the proactive plan of matter-of-factly walking into the police station and charging Ali with theft.
A man in uniform, presumably a police person, was sitting back idly at an old desk whose top was void of work.
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“Salama!” he bellowed at me. Ali would not enter the building but waited outside. Some of the mob dispersed. So far so good, I thought. I knew that Moroccans, due to living in a repressive state, were adverse to involvement with authorities. In rudimentary French and in English I explained my complaint regarding Ali – with more the mind of escaping the situation rather than placing Ali in one. Still I had to ‘play it up’ to match the theatre which had enveloped me. The police person beckoned Ali to come inside; more of the rabble outside departed. The police person and Ali engaged in an animated, loud volley of counter statements with each other – and then Ali unhappily and quickly left. They had seemed to be talking about more than Ali’s home or my money … but in Arabic how would I know.  It appeared that Ali was known to this police guy and not in his favour. Well favour to me! I shrugged at ‘Police Guy’ and said “Well, I guess I’ll be on my way.”
Then from down the hall I heard:
“Attendre Monsieur Youssef.”
Standing outside his office he was a striking figure in pale blue uniform, impeccable. Mid-age, his facial features were also striking – a moustache under a pronounced nose, a goofy smile, and balding. He looked like, and his voice annunciation sounded like … immediately I thought of Chief Inspector Clouseau (Peter Sellers) from the Pink Panther movies. Police Guy beside me attempted to stand more at attention and said to me “Commissaire!” [Police Chief]. The Commissaire shook my hand, explained that he did not speak any English, and explained in refined Parisian French:
“Je voudrais faire une enquete.” [“I would like to make an investigation.”]
Commissaire snapped his fingers to summon his assistant who quickly gathered at our side to take directions. The assistant was also a peculiar and comedic fellow, in his 30s, shabbily dressed in some sort of rag-tag uniform, always immediately and obtusely subservient in his physical and verbal responses to whatever his Chief said – even when the Chief was not directing communication toward him. When he was with his Commissaire he was not of his own person, and I thought of him as the ‘Assistant’ or the ‘Yes-Man’.
With assurances that my backpack would be ‘safe’ left in the police station (perhaps only in Morocco would I feel the need to ensure that!), the Assistant took me in the small police van, not to Ali’s house but to the hotel where I had lodged the previous night. With me in tow, up the rickety stairs we climbed to the office where Assistant awkwardly commanded the hotel manager and his friend, who both jumped into action. I was glad Hassan, the hotel manager, and his friend were not engaged in the same activity in which I found them when I retired late to the hotel the past night! There was already an Arab man, a foreigner, staying in my former room. Assistant wanted to search it anyway; I made sure that I was present for the search. My former room was ‘clean’. With bluster the Assistant departed the hotel with me and raced in the van the two blocks back uphill to the police station. While Assistant was talking with the Commissaire in his office I had the chance to sit down and relax for the first time since leaving the alley. Not for long. Assistant returned and exclaimed:
“Maintenant je cherche votre bagage!” [“Now I search your backpack!”]
Assistant had Police Guy lug my tall framed backpack into a disused radio room that was utilized mostly for storage. I sat down and whimsically studied my backpack standing unsupported and stoical on another chair a few feet away. In Arabic the Assistant instructed Police Guy and then departed, leaving the three of us together: backpack, me, and Police Guy. As requested I removed from my waist my sister’s handmade pouch with passport, American Express travel cheques, and return air ticket to Halifax from Malaga, Spain – then emptied my jeans pockets with pen, that 40 Dirhams, and a small matchbox. Hastily Police Guy leafed through those items and slid open the matchbox with wood matches … and on-top of the matches was about a half of a used hash/tobacco cigarette. Silently I had been composing my response when Police Guy slid the box closed and returned it to me.
“Shoukran” I said as I slipped the matchbox deep down into my jeans pocket, realizing that Police Guy thought the large roach was a regular tobacco cigarette. In Morocco they smoke hash and kief in long slender pipes and from the multi-hosed water pipes, but not in cigarette form. After retying my pouch around my torso and returning the other items to my pockets I returned to my chair as Police Guy pulled open the clasp atop my backpack.
Knowing exactly where ‘it’ was, about four-fifths of the way down my pack, I could only sit and observe every hand motion of the Police Guy, as though I was partaking in a theatre play in which only I knew the ending. More deliberate now, as compared to my pocket search, Police Guy removed and looked at every item of clothing, piling them on a desk and occasionally joking in Arabic about my clothes, especially my hand-stitched, multi-patched jeans. The anticipation rose as the play approached its climax. One by one Police Guy reached deep into my pack, took out each neatly folded underwear, and shook them in the air! As ‘the’ last underwear surfaced in his hand I already had the image projected in my mind. But for some unknown reason, after shaking six underwear wildly, Police Guy carefully laid this one undisturbed on the desk pile. Inside this last one I had inserted a quarter-ounce solid chunk of the Moroccan blond hashish, the famous Zero-Zero. Police Guy was looking right at me as I willed myself to serenely appreciate my planned packing technique – while also recognizing that luck does not come in bigger slices! Escape pulsed rapidly through my veins.
Police Guy lost interest in the search and had me quickly stuff everything back into my pack. I was happy to oblige. Commissaire entered the room with his silly but disarming smile. In elementary French I asserted to the Commissaire:
“My former room was clean. My baggage is clean. Since there is nothing else … I would like to be on my way, s’il vous plait.”
The window behind Commissaire showed the sun low over Sidi Ifni, now well into evening time. Also through that window emerged the screeching police van. Assistant jumped out with Hassan the hotel manager in his grasp and marched into the radio room. On the desk beside my waiting backpack Assistant tossed a large bag, with about a half-kilogram of the kief leaf, the Moroccan marijuana. With all eyes fixed on the large bag, the Assistant triumphantly blurted:
“Monsieur Youssef! C’est le votre!!” [“This is yours!!”]
Well I did recognize that bag of kief – but mine it was not. Upon returning from Ali’s to the hotel the night previous I went to the manager’s office to ask Hassan to wake me in time for the 6 a.m. bus to Mirleft. I had to peer through thick kief smoke to see Hassan and his friend, who looked like they had smoked a fair bit of the stuff. And on the manager’s desk last night sat that same bag of kief as now sat on the desk of the Sidi Ifni police station.
It might seem incredulous that a hotel manager would have a large bag of a marijuana- equivalent on his office desk and be openly smoking it. This was part of the culture of 1970s Morocco, when kief was essentially legal. Many Moroccans habitually smoked kief publicly throughout the day – at tea shops where it could be purchased, and outside their businesses and homes, impervious from authorities. Hashish, harvested locally as was the kief leaf, was also semi-legal although users needed to be more discreet. This freedom and the access to inexpensive cannabis made Morocco popular for young Western budget travellers – and for some older incorrigibles (‘hippies’) dating from the recent 1960s culture of hedonism drawn to open drugs and inexpensive living in a warm and exotic clime. These inveterate travellers frequented the tea shop hang-outs in old neighbourhoods and lived meagerly in free beach campsites such as Taghazout, where I had recently mingled with them on the Atlantic coast north of Agadir – at a time when Taghazout was devoid of any buildings. Entrenched in their homemade tents they did not appear to be moving on from the beach anytime soon! The drug trade was also a huge industry, with Moroccan drug barons controlling lawless mountain bastions such as in the Rif range, and with the associated foreigners lucratively engaged in trafficking externally. Moroccan authorities were pressured to quasi-control this external trafficking – thus were more strict regarding foreigners and larger amounts of cannabis that they could be selling.
Assistant, the Yes-Man, appeared exultant as he basked in his self-perceived approval from his Chief who did not give any direct communication but continued to stare at the kief with his inane grin. Yes-Man explained that the hotel manager found the pound of kief under my bed when Hassan cleaned my room after my departure.
“Il est impossible” I countered.
“J’etais parti de chambre a prendre l’autobus de Sidi Ifni a Mirleft. Aussi on a cherche cette chambre après mon partir – et on a decouvre rien!” [“I had checked out from my room to take the bus from Sidi Ifni to Mirleft. As well we searched this room after my departure and found nothing!”]
Neither Commissaire nor Yes-Man immediately responded. My statement was too logical I chagrined. Hassan stood with his head bowed, not meeting the gaze of anyone. I tacitly understood, and almost expected that someone in Hassan’s predicament would find it easy to attempt to ‘finger’ a traveller like me. Yet I felt unencumbered. I was found to be ‘clean’, and the allegations from Hassan and Yes-Man were implausible. Still this was Morocco, where logic did not always hold sway.
Commissaire’s quirky voice lilt broke the silence:
“Je voudrais a detenir tous les deux ici jusque demain matin quand nous prendrons les declarations.” [“I would like to detain both of you here until tomorrow morning when we shall take statements.”]
The sun had just set. It got very dark in the desert after that. I understood that Sidi Ifni had no holding cells and that was why we were being detained in the former radio room, with Police Guy earning his salary by standing (sitting) guard all night. Outside the window the streets were dark and desolate. Occasionally hooded figures in jelabas, the traditional long flowing garbs, strolled in the middle of the street, usually in pairs. In the remoteness I could hear the faint somber lyrics of male Arabic singers accompanied by that distinctive mesmeric instrumental music. It all seemed to suit the circumstances … mysterious, captivating.
The short-wave radio sat on its desk. Enchanted, my mind drifted across the Atlantic Ocean, from the promontory of Sidi Ifni approximately 4400 sea miles of open water to the mouth of the Bay of Fundy and with its mighty tide into Saint John’s South End. There my father probably was on his short-wave radio. I envisioned sending a message to Dad to pick me up in his old Valiant. As usual, he would explain everything, have people understand, and we would drive away. Except Dad would abhor the local drivers. Like last night when I took a shared taxi for the 55 kilometre trip (for $1.50 Cdn.) from Goulimine to Sidi Ifni. By shared meant four Moroccan passengers, me, and a maniacal driver in his late-1950s sedan. Winding through the mountains on primarily a single lane road, this driver took blind hilly corners with no thought of what might be coming from the opposing direction. And when there was an oncoming vehicle he just refused to yield or share space with them!
That was how I arrived at Sidi Ifni. It seemed like so long ago. And now I didn’t know how I would leave Sidi Ifni. At the very least I was getting free lodging for this night, being one of those budget travellers at less than ten dollars per day. Hard way to make a saving, I reflected.  Police Guy was already nodding off. I still had my passport in my possession. The escape impulse fired through my veins before I rationalized the risk factors. That is, I had not been charged with anything – and finding transportation out of the desert at night would be near impossible. As well, probably most of the locals knew of me by now in this less-travelled place.
Hassan spoke little English or French, and he did not appear to be interested in trying to interact as other Moroccans liked to do. There was one soft chair in the radio room and I motioned to Hassan that he could have it; he only had his jacket to sleep in. I rolled out my soft, down-filled sleeping bag which often obliged me with a comfortable sleep even on floors or on the ground. I thought it ironic, just a little, that I would be getting a better night’s sleep than Hassan who as hotel manager had provided for my rest the night before. Perhaps I hadn’t expended my usual daily energy, or just that I couldn’t resist the fun to say to Hassan as we each lay down, “You should’ve waked me for that 6 o’clock bus to Mirleft, Hassan!” 

A boy in the middle of nowhere.
Probably an oversight, due to their absorption with the situation and not having protocol, Hassan and I were not offered any tea, water, or bread the next day from the police officials. There was palpable excitement within the small police depot as I gazed to the outside street. There were cloaked walkers briskly attending to their affairs, vegetable and fruit and live chicken sellers pushing their rickety carts, young men defying gravity with wooden crates of pita bread balanced on their heads, mules with over-sized loads refusing to yield, and the muezzin calling for worship from the minaret. Hassan seemed more bothered than I was.  I was accustomed to passing long periods without eating or drinking; additionally I was not experiencing a detention and discomfiture in one’s own community as was Hassan. Perhaps Hassan felt ashamed in my presence, he knowing that the kief was not mine. But I also was dealing with this situation – and without any support in a foreign country and culture, and communicating on vital issues without adequate grasp of the language. Having experienced difficult circumstances before, and knowing I hadn’t done anything serious here, I determined that this situation would not be the one to ‘bring me down’ and that I would convey this element to all others. And part of that approach was taking the ‘high road’ with Hassan and not being adversarial toward him.
Most of the day was spent in the radio room with Yes-Man, Police Guy, and Commissaire taking turns intermittently and repeatedly asking the same questions and writing down my answers. It felt exhaustive and certainly provided the occasion for me to remember and to practice, from necessity, my high school French. Commissaire oversaw the questioning with Yes-Man exaggeratedly obeying his chief’s direction, even bowing at times. The interviewing by Police Guy was excruciating, for both he and I, as we struggled finding any common language. Yes-Man animatedly intervened over Police Guy, and then Commissaire interjected with Yes-Man which intensified his anxiety. Throughout I kept giving the same answers. The three of them shared exaggerated laughter at times. It appeared comical to me but also bizarre as I knew I was not engaged in a comedy. I was uncertain how serious these police officials viewed the situation. It seemed that they were not accustomed to this type of police work. Certainly they treated me with courtesy and respect and I engaged them likewise. I did not even know if I was under arrest!
Around supper hour (for others, not for Hassan and me) there was a lull in the activity. I guess the ‘statements’ had concluded. Such was the pattern. Frequently there were plans, decisions, and actions underway … but I was uninformed about them. I would find out after something had started to happen, ‘along for the ride’. Well, a ride I was about to have! Commissaire, with Yes-Man at his side and both of them smiling broadly, entered the radio room and announced:
“Ce soir nous traversais a Agadir pour mettre en jugement!” [“This evening we will travel to Agadir to bring you to trial!”]
Agadir, also on the Atlantic coast and 200 kilometres north of Sidi Ifni, is the one large city in southern Morocco and, as I learned, the centre for this area of the country for trials. Sidi Ifni had neither a court nor a jail, thus the previous overnight in the radio room. My own plan was to return to Agadir … thereby I could consider this a gratis trip. But even for low-budget backpackers this was an unconventional way to save money!
Still in the radio room I noticed the Commissaire lurch to a stop in his vehicle outside the police station, approximately 7 p.m. In some ways Commissaire proved he was measured, as he quickly had me and Hassan occupy the back seat – and Yes-Man, hardly restraining his exhilaration, joining us in the passenger seat. We wove out of Ifni with the Chief first stopping at his modest house where he exited with a large shotgun and handed it to Yes-Man who corralled the formidable weapon in his arms in the front seat. I did not know if the shotgun was intended to keep guard over Hassan and me, or meant for protection during the night drive through the desolate desert.
From Sidi Ifni the journey to Agadir followed mostly the high cliffs along the coast and also slightly inland over rolling hills on single lane rough gravel road. And it was dark, deep dark in the desert night with only nature, including a sky of bright stars encompassing us. Appearing not too ‘bright’ were the front seat occupants, Commissaire and Yes-Man talking and laughing loudly, the chief paying little attention to his driving. And his driving was horrendous. Commissaire had recently bought from a Frenchman his late model Renault sedan about which he often bragged. But the Chief did not know how to drive it. He incessantly forgot to gear down the standard transmission as we ascended the many hills, and each time the car jerked almost to the point of stalling before the Commissaire shifted gears – accompanied either by nonchalance or by raucousness by our ‘protecteurs’, seeming like they were on a business trip to the big city.
On another barren stretch of road a large jackrabbit appeared in the headlights, bounding side to side but keeping straight ahead of the Renault and maintaining the same speed as Commissaire. The police chief got the Yes-Man to steer the wheel from the passenger seat, grabbed the shotgun from Yes-Man, aimed out his driver’s window with the big gun and took a couple potshots at the rabbit who was still hopping along the road before wisely exiting from the madness. I could not help but join the Commissaire and Yes-Man in raucous laughter. Hassan and I looked at each other with unspoken expressions that conveyed:
“They are taking us to trial?”
Except Hassan was not laughing.
During our 200 kilometre trip we passed through few towns or villages. We drove through roadside military stops. Sparse lights of habitation flickered occasionally in the blackness a few kilometres from our roadway. In the middle of this nowhere, on the top of a big hill, Commissaire ran out of gas! We coasted down the long hill with Commissaire exclaiming and making excuses, and partly from embarrassment blurting out:
“Out of gas! Just like being out of kief or hash!”
Hassan and I looked again at each other incredulously. Slowly we coasted down that long hill out of gas and rolled into a roadside village within range of a dilapidated single-level establishment. Enrobed figures emerged from the darkened structure and were greeted by the Commissaire, exiting his Renault, and giving directives regarding who he was, what his operative was, and what he immediately required. Yes-Man stood outside his open car door with the shotgun cradled against his body.
Into the darkness villagers skirted off to siphon gasoline from a barrel into the Commissaire’s car. Still outside, with much theatre the Commissaire and the proprietor of the village café agreed on serving the Sidi Ifni Police Chief a sit-down meal in the rudimentary cafe. In the nearby desert I heard what I thought were hyenas; close by I was amused by a braying mule.
There was no electricity this hour of night but food was warmed for the Commissaire and Yes-Man sitting at one table with the business owners and engaged in an animated, patriarchal exchange. At a separate table Hassan and I sat with our paid-for hot food, the first meal I’d had for a long time – dipping into the 40 Dirham reserve that Ali had handed me the day before. Alongside my table, this late in the evening stood a boy of 8 or 9 years old in tattered clothing, tangled hair, with his beautiful brown eyes looking at me with hunger. He also had stood beside me alone, quietly in the darkness minutes before while observing the Chief negotiating gas and food for his own needs. Hassan gave me a bemused look as I stood, gave the boy my bowl of hot food as I whisked him out the adjacent side door. The café owner protested as he ran a few steps toward the side door. I had already returned to sit down and stated:
“Je paye pour le repas. Je le donne a cette garcon .” [
“I paid for the meal. I gave it to that boy.”]
Laughing, the Commissaire and Yes-Man waved off the café owner and continued with their own meals. 

Welcome to the Big House of Agadir.
Nearing midnight an imposing, austere building loomed soon after entering Agadir, seeming a world away from the far south of Sidi Ifni. The sleepy, restrained mood of the Renault’s four occupants was then punctuated by Yes-Man leeringly affirming to the back-seaters:
“Voici votre prison!”
I felt certain then that Yes-Man took a diabolical delight from his job. A well-guarded entrance door on the side of the large complex led into an official reception area with stark desks and uniformed, serious-minded Moroccans. Even the Commissaire seemed somewhat restrained by its officialdom. Although slightly toned down, Commissaire recovered to his true form and gave an exultant verbal delivery of his success at delivering his two prisoners. After impressively performing his final act I never saw the Commissaire again. Upon giving instructions to his Assistant, Commissaire gave a curt goodbye to all and abruptly departed.
Yes-Man hung around longer, and oversaw what I guess was me being booked for a stay at Agadir’s ‘Big House’. All my possessions were taken from me, even my eyeglasses – and this time my valued Canadian passport was confiscated. Hassan, who didn’t look so well, was taken prior to me to a separate area of this complex. I was led down into a dark underground level of winding turns with desolate narrowing concrete corridors, passing by numerous cells until I reached a small barred window high on a thick metal gate, opened by my two guards who placed my entry. That heavy gate resounded behind me and I peered through the darkness, without my glasses, and did a quick count of eight blurred human forms lying covered by blankets on the concrete floors against the four sides of the cell, approximately 3 metres by 6 metres.
The sensory of the blurred humans lying on the floor, however striking, was not as powerful as the sensory of the smell. When the gate first opened the stench nearly snapped my head back; I felt like I was entering an out-house, of course with no exit after ‘doing your business’. My mind reeled, my senses were on overload, as I gingerly stepped over the blurred prisoners resting against the side walls, covering the entire cell floor. I sat down at the end of the line, nearest the shithole, which was a simple hole in the concrete floor that everyone crapped in, and then cleaned up by using a pail of water, in full view in this 3- by 6- metre cell inhabited by, now nine human beings. The inmates who had been there the longest had the rank, as they got to sleep farthest away from the shithole. Life in its starkest form can reduce you to the ‘lowest common denominator’, and then you learn what really matters.
So I took my assigned place, my back against the concrete wall nearest the shithole. And I contemplated:
“Who do I have here with me? What are the scenarios?”
I drew on some inner strength by convincing myself that …
“I’m just passing through.”
And I had a plan.
I had only moments for this thinking and about contingencies as one of my cellmates stirred and started talking to me in French. He was Moroccan, and he wanted right away to wake up his buddy next to him who was from the Spanish Sahara and who spoke English well. Although we were speaking softly, that commotion and my arrival in the dead of night resulted in most of the other prisoners stirring into wakefulness. Not what I wanted but which led me to activate my contingency plan.
The Moroccan and the Spanish Saharan seemed to be okay with me. But of course I could not be certain of any of them or who might hold an unhealthy balance of power. And I knew there were no guards standing outside the door deep in the bowels of this prison in the dead of night. So no monitors, no safety from beyond this 3- by 6- metre world … and a world that could be ruled by anyone powerful enough to rule over others.
They had taken everything from me, even my eyeglasses. But for some unknown reason those seemingly professional prison officials did not check deep down into my jeans pocket where Police Guy had returned to me the small match-box with that half-smoked roach of a hash cigarette. I felt I had an ‘ace up my sleeve’, or should I say in my pocket. I surmised that these prisoners had been in this cell for a long time, were from a lifestyle of being kief and hashish users, and were missing such. I calculated that me having the goods and lighting up as soon as I entered their long-term prison in the dead of night would impress them and thus result in me holding some balance-of-power in relation to the majority of my inmates. Despite no monitoring, no safety, and the rule of the powerful, I knew the rule of the majority would win.
I dug that match-box from my old patched jeans pocket, received a silent, wide-eyed approval from the Moroccan and the Spanish Saharan, and lit that ample half cigarette of hash with my own wooden match. I had rolled it tight and it burned slow and perfect, so perfect that each of us nine prisoners was able to take one full, equal toke. I felt this resulted in an overall sense of oneness, and a brief respite of happiness in the depth of their despair. The sensation of pulling this off within a Moroccan prison was exhilarating in itself, and I felt then that I would not receive any problems from the six cellmates I yet had met.
For at least two hours we sat in the dark with our backs to the concrete walls and talked of our respective situations. My circumstance seemed to pale in relation to theirs. I was surprised by the overall congeniality and comradeship. I had expected more roughness and controlling behaviours. The Moroccans (six
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