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[bookmark: _TOC_250013]Introduction: The Birthday Bunch
If you are a reader who has grown up with Theo and the Baby Bunch; Search, Secrets, and Spies; Snow, Slides, and Scares; and Treasure, Trash, and Turtles, you will be familiar with the Birthday Bunch: Oneness the Loch Ness monster, Twoneten the caterpillar, Guthree the seagull, Fourtescue the camel, Fivedive the duck, Sixaz the snake, Sevento the tadpole, Eightle the turtle, Ninetacles the octopus, and Tenshell the snail. There are subtle references to the Birthday Bunch in Fin and Noola in Between when the two friends meet major obstacles and could do with a bit of help.
Finbar and Ninoola prefer the names of Fin and Noola now that they are sixteen and fourteen. See how they grow through their teens into their early twenties.
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[bookmark: _TOC_250012]Chapter One: The Magic of Tintagel

Fin’s parents could not paint pictures or play any musical instruments, although his father did have a good voice and sang in men’s choirs. His mother had gone to church and had enjoyed singing as a child. She had also enjoyed taking part in school plays. Where Fin’s artistic talent had come from, nobody knew.
[image: ]Noola’s  mother  had  grown  up  in  Morocco.  She  had learned to play the piano as a child and was good at languages and swimming. Her father played the recorder and pennywhistle, and he had a good voice. He was a doctor in a hospital in Morocco where her mother was a nurse. Noola’s Granny Kaloo lived in Paris. Noola had her granny’s wonderful sense of rhythm, joy of dance, and had a photographic memory for songs
and tunes. Noola had been born in Morocco but moved with her mother to live with relatives in Wales. Her home had views over to the mountains of Snowdonia. Noola often enjoyed standing on the lawn feeding blackbirds.
Whilst Fin and Noola were still at school, they became interested in, and then devoted to, art and music, because they saw an advertisement in a paper: “The new Tintagel Theatre appeals for people, young and old, to act in plays, design lighting, paint scenery, write music, and produce sound effects.”
Noola and Fin thought that they might be too young, but the owners, a lovely couple called Mary and Clement, welcomed them. The Tintagel Theatre had a big collection of classical records, and Noola was encouraged to borrow them whenever she wanted.
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Her love of classical music grew from there. She also learned to play the violin at school.
[image: ]Mary had a brother called Noel, who was very tall. Not only had Noel helped design and build the Theatre, but he was also an expert in lighting the stage with beautiful colours. He showed Fin how to do that and how to paint the scenery. Noola often acted in
plays, but music became the love of her life and she knew that playing the violin would be her chosen career.
Noola and Fin helped at the Tintagel Theatre whenever they could. It was like a second home to them. It was just magic sitting  in  Mary’s  kitchen  by  the  fire,  eating  her  special  flapjack called “stuff” after they had been working hard. They both learned a lot about painting, lighting, music, dance, and drama.
They passed their final school examinations with flying colours, and both accepted offers to study at Lampeter University, in Wales.

[bookmark: _TOC_250011]Chapter Two: The Dragon


[image: ][image: ]Fin and Noola remained good friends. Fin studied art, and Noola  studied  music. Fin could paint, draw, carve wood, and make beautiful objects out of clay. Noola had a beautiful voice, and could play both the violin and the cello.
One day, a letter arrived from Noola’s
Granny Kaloo. They knew it was from her because it had a French
stamp on it and smelt like flowers. Granny Kaloo said that she was lonely in Paris where she lived and asked if Finbar and Ninoola (as she still liked to call them) would like to spend the summer with her, suggesting they could earn some money as an artist and a musician.
They both thought that it was a great idea. They set off for Paris on the Eurostar train and soon arrived at Granny Kaloo’s apartment, where she lived with her poodle Pronto. They could see all the sights of Paris from the eighth floor.
[image: ]Granny Kaloo told them about the famous art gallery called the Louvre; a place where artists met, called the Place du Tertre; and street artists on the bridges crossing the River Seine. She told them about the beautiful music at the opera, the choirs at the university called the Sorbonne, and the musicians
who often played in the public squares and on the street corners to the tourists and visitors.
[image: ]Fin and Noola took Pronto for a walk and got to know all the important places well. They both wanted to earn their living using their artistic and musical

talents so that they could buy food and help support Granny Kaloo.
Fin put his easel up in the Place du Tertre and painted beautiful scenes, but nobody wanted to buy his pictures. He sat on a bridge over the River Seine and drew people’s portraits, and even pictures on the pavement with coloured chalks. He earned a bit of money, but it was not enough to live on. There was also the problem of finding the money to buy paints. Tourists gave Noola some money when she sang and played her violin so beautifully, but then she had to buy two new strings to replace ones that had broken.
Noola and Fin were determined to earn more money. They did not tell Granny Kaloo, but they worked collecting all the litter and rubbish from the streets. They took newspapers, aluminium cans, and plastic and glass bottles to the recycling plant.
One day it rained in the afternoon, so they went home early, as they could not paint or play the violin. Granny Kaloo was very excited—she had seen in the newspaper that there was to be a competition to create a new sculpture in one of the famous parks. The title for the sculpture was “Home in the Park.”
Many artists went on the day of the competition. They carved wood, moulded clay, and welded metal. Fin could not afford to buy any materials, but he had an idea for his “Home in the Park” design. The symbol that reminded him of his home in Wales was a Welsh dragon. He decided he would call it Le Dragon du Parc—“The Dragon of the Park.”
What could he make his dragon from that would cost very little? He asked Noola for ideas, and when they both looked at their rubbish cart, they jumped for joy. They had chicken wire, a big tin of glue that someone had thrown out, lots of drinks cans, milk cartons, red, yellow and orange plastic bags, silver paper, and brightly coloured bottle tops.
Noola had another brilliant idea—to make their French dragon appear to come to life, they needed some music. The music
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would sound as if the dragon was waking up, breathing fire, lifting and flapping its wings, soaring through the air, diving and rising, swerving and swooping, and eventually coming back down to the ground to rest, folding up its wings, and going to sleep. “I will write  the  music  while  you  are  making  the  dragon,”  said  Noola, “and then, when the judges come round to look, I will play the music on my violin.”
They both worked all day and created the most beautiful dragon and wonderful music. The flames from the dragon’s mouth were the red and yellow plastic bags. The wings were made of silver foil and blue plastic, the eyes from yoghurt cartons, and the scales on the body and legs from cans and many different colours of bottle tops. When the judges came round, this is what they saw.
[image: ]The judges were astounded. The dragon was so colourful and exciting—as if it was about to fly off over the city of Paris. They were impressed that it was made from recycled rubbish. What brought a tear to their eyes was the beautiful music  that  Noola  played  on her
violin. It made the dragon appear to come to life.
Fin, Noola, and her granny waited while the judges discussed all the beautiful creations. Noola’s granny brought them hot chocolate and croissants to eat, spending the last few coins in her pocket.
Suddenly, the judges walked towards the three of them. The flash bulbs went off and the newspaper reporters crowded round. The senior judge announced that they had won the competition. Not only was there a big cash prize, but Fin was asked to place “Le Dragon du Parc” in the Louvre Art Gallery, where it would stay dry. Fin received a commission to create a permanent replica for display in the park for all to see, and to remind all the visitors and tourists to take their rubbish home.

Noola had a successful audition and accepted the position of first violinist in the City Orchestra for the rest of the summer. She also visited schools in the autumn to help children learn to love and enjoy music. Granny Kaloo and Pronto were so proud of them and gave them both a big hug and a lick (Pronto gave the lick).
Fin and Noola were able to leave Granny Kaloo with quite a lot of money. Inspired by their success, they accepted invitations from famous art galleries and concert halls to show and perform art set to music. They returned to Wales for Christmas.
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[bookmark: _TOC_250010]Chapter Three: Granny Kaloo Goes Home


Noola and her mum had left Morocco over twenty-two years ago and had never been back. It had been a very sad time, and Noola’s mother found it hard to talk about the past. Granny Kaloo told Noola about the time when Noola was a baby and not old enough for memories.
Noola’s father had dedicated his life to treating and healing anyone who was ill. He worked at a small rural hospital south of Marrakech where Noola’s mother was a nurse and midwife. They both worked long hours but found time to get to know each other well and fell deeply in love. They married, and Noola was born two years later.
Noola and her parents lived in a small house in the hospital grounds. One day, Noola’s father received an urgent summons to the hospital and forgot to check his shoes before putting them on. He felt a sharp pain. He shook out a scorpion, assumed that it was not poisonous, and thought nothing of it. He forgot to mention the incident to his wife.
By that evening, he was incoherent and feverish, changing rapidly  from  hot  and  sweating  to  cold  and  shivering.  Noola’s mother noticed a swelling to her husband’s big toe. She suspected a scorpion bite, immediately injected the antidote, and telephoned the nearest doctor in Marrakech. She knew that the antidote was only effective if given no more than one hour after a bite. The doctor recommended additional medication and set off immediately.
Nothing  seemed  to  ease  the  fever,  and  Noola’s  father’s speech  became  slurred.  Closing  his  eyes,  he  said,  “Wales  .  .  .  is now . . . home. Love . . . you.” He slipped into unconsciousness; his breathing became shallow and then stopped.

A few weeks later, Noola and her mum moved to Wales. There  was  no  choice.  Her  father’s  family  had  a  holiday  cottage that they could live in. Granny Kaloo and her husband only had a tiny house in Marrakech. There was no long-term work for nurses in Marrakech at that time, and Noola’s mother knew that a new doctor would soon arrive to stay in the Doctor’s House.
There  was  more  sadness  two  years  later  when  Noola’s grandfather died. He had been getting more forgetful for several years and could not remember where he had hidden the title deeds of the house. He did not think that they were in the house. They were in a very safe place, but he had no idea where that was. His will was also missing, and that put Granny Kaloo in a very difficult position. The appointed executor of her husband’s estate was a local magistrate, and the law provided for a maximum period of twelve years for the family to produce documents proving ownership. The lawyer who had prepared the deed did not have a copy, because a fire at his office had destroyed it. Granny Kaloo wracked her brains until it gave her a headache, but she could not think of a hiding place. She asked family, her neighbours, old work colleagues of her husband’s, and anyone else she could think of. No one had any idea where the documents were. She had searched high and low, under floorboards, in the attic, and even in the garden, but found nothing.
In the meantime, the local council arranged for Granny Kaloo to stay in the house rent-free for two years. After that she would have to pay rent, and Granny Kaloo could not afford rent from her small pension. The house would be legally owned by the local council after twelve years if Granny Kaloo could not produce the title deeds.

[bookmark: _TOC_250009]Granny Kaloo in Paris
Granny Kaloo had taught piano to a small boy many years ago. He had become a famous fashion designer and came to hear of Granny Kaloo’s plight. He had offered her the use of

a small apartment that he had in Paris for as long as she needed it, providing that his name was never mentioned. That was how Granny Kaloo had come to live in Paris.
Years later, Noola and Fin were visiting Granny Kaloo again,  after  their  great  success  in  the  “Dragon”  competition. Granny Kaloo often talked fondly of Morocco. Her eyes sparkled with tears and sunshine. She was nearly seventy and yearned to return to her home in Marrakech. The twelve years would be up in a month’s time, and she had given up hope long ago.
Noola, Fin, and Granny Kaloo were looking through her wedding album when Pronto, the poodle, enthusiastically jumped onto their laps to lick Noola, tipping the album onto the floor.        A photograph of the happy couple fell out. Fin picked it up, and Noola gasped when she saw a few sentences of tiny, scribbled writing on the back of the photograph. They could not make it out but Granny Kaloo recognised her husband’s handwriting and read out the words. They were in the form of a riddle: “H’s labours times bright, portal hues in red-hat town, the second clue. Back to Mek’s for olive count. Then, seawards, to Rab’s sparkling fount. Who pours and rings by key, and sings.”
“Granny we have to go to Morocco. We have no time to lose,” said Noola.
“But what can I do? I have no money or savings,” replied Granny Kaloo. “I will sell my wedding ring.”
“No, you must not!” said Fin and Noola together. “We have earned a lot of money from our music and artistic commissions   and exhibitions. We are going to take you on holiday to Morocco, and we are paying.”
Tears came to Granny Kaloo’s eyes and she hugged them both.  “After  marrying,  we  had  a  honeymoon  travelling  by  train from Marrakech to Paris.”
“Then that is what we will do,” said Fin. “We will travel by train, the Marrakech Express. We will also be doing our bit for

the planet, by not flying.” Granny Kaloo, overcome with emotion, smiled. Her dream was coming true. She was going home.

[bookmark: _TOC_250008]The Marrakech Express
Fin telephoned, made all the travel arrangements, and booked the hotels. They planned to travel by high-speed TGV from Paris to Madrid and then take the overnight express to Tarifa, the Spanish port close to the Straits of Gibraltar. Granny Kaloo arranged for Pronto to stay with her best friend, who also had a poodle. They packed their bags and passports and set off early the next morning.
The journey to Madrid was enjoyable, and they had time to go on a tour of the city. The central part of Madrid was beautiful, with wide, tree-lined avenues, parks, and classical Spanish architecture. There were striking modern buildings and a lack of graffiti and litter. Fin and Noola enjoyed watching and listening to street artists, musicians, and buskers. Around the square near the Prado were many artists who had entered a competition. It all reminded Noola and Fin of their time in Paris.
The next day was exciting. They travelled by train to Tarifa, where they caught the ferry to Tangier in Morocco. Tarifa was a picturesque little port with a fort by the harbour. The ferry was  a Sea-Cat, so it was fast and smooth. They called at the passport office on board to have their passports stamped. Granny Kaloo had a wistful look in her eyes, and Noola wondered what she was thinking.
Noola found the first part of the  riddle  puzzling.  What  about “H’s labours”—who was he? Was he an architect, a road constructor, or an engineer who had designed a huge bridge? Noola had heard Granny Kaloo say her husband  had  enjoyed  solving  cryptic crossword puzzles. Could that be it? Could the “H” be the first letter of a name?
Granny Kaloo was feeling a bit tired after their lunch

and went for a nap. Fin and Noola decided to explore and walked towards the seashore. They saw a sign for the Caves of Hercules, but when they arrived at the caves, they were put off by all the tourists and souvenir sellers. There were also camel rides, and one of the camels snorted, turned towards them, and stared at them.
They walked back to the hotel and talked to Granny Kaloo over tea. Granny Kaloo wondered if the “H” could be for Hercules because she remembered something in mythology about some tasks that Hercules had completed. They were planning to travel to Fez early the next day to try to solve the “red-hat town” clue, so Fin and Noola decided to return to the caves that evening.
It was much quieter and, having paid the entrance fee, they went into the caves, lit by dim, coloured lights.
[image: ]One part of the caves, lit in purple, looked out to sea through a craggy opening. Fin imagined the shape of a tortured face in the water and  thought of Hercules. He caught his breath when   he looked into the distance. Two yellow blobs appeared and then disappeared again. “Did you see that, Noola?” asked Fin. “The yellow . . . no, that is silly.” It was then that they noticed a sign on the
wall. The lighting was so poor that Noola had difficulty reading it.
THE CAVES OF HERCULES
Hercules, also known as Heracles, was a Greek hero often depicted as a strong man wielding a club. He undertook twelve labours
for Eurystheus of Argos. The Caves of Hercules are reputed to have been the dwelling place of Hercules. Hercules founded Tangier and made the Straits of Gibraltar with one blow from his sword.
“Fin, we have solved the first clue of the riddle!” exclaimed Noola. “Twelve, he undertook twelve labours. Let us go and tell Granny Kaloo. She will be thrilled.” They raced back to the hotel in great spirits and told Granny Kaloo what they had found out.

[bookmark: _TOC_250007]The Red-Hat Town
The train journey south to Fez was long and hot. Temperatures soared in the midday sun. There was a cooling breeze as they climbed into the Middle Atlas Mountains, and they eventually arrived in Fez.
Noola and Fin had been thinking about the second clue all day. They knew that they were in the right place, but the clue “bright portal hues,” stumped them.
They went by taxi to their hotel. There was a stunning view of the city and the Old Medina. Black smoke rose from several places, and the hotel manager told them that it came from kilns producing ceramic pottery and mosaics. They planned to be in Fez for just one day and optimistically hoped to find the answer to the clue in time. Granny Kaloo thought that they should be looking for a painted door. Granny Kaloo knew Fez and suggested that they explore the bustling Medina with its old guilds, fortifications, and spice market.
They stopped for lunch at a pavement cafe and found their first taste of mint tea refreshing. It was Granny Kaloo’s favourite. Thank goodness that Granny Kaloo was with them! The Medina was a labyrinth of nine thousand, three hundred alleyways. They heard boys chanting religious texts, passed carpet shops, and headed for the tannery and leather shops. They hoped that the coloured leathers would lead them to the answer to the clue.
Sprigs of mint given out at the tannery counteracted the smells from the huge vats in which the goat, camel, sheep, and cow skins were soaked. Limestone softened and helped remove the hair. A liquid made from pigeon droppings softened the skin and removed the fat before dyeing. There were scores of colours, but no connection with a portal or door. They next visited a textile- weaving shop and a pottery-and-ceramics works. There were lots of colours, but no coloured doors.
They sat by the hotel swimming pool that afternoon. Fin

and Noola were hot and tired. They were also a bit desperate. They seemed to be getting nowhere. Granny Kaloo, however, was in her element. Her eyes sparkled and she seemed to have a burst of energy. She was delighted to be back in Morocco and telephoned an old friend of hers. He was a merchant who had done very well for himself. He had recently restored his large house and was very proud of it. He invited them all to come and enjoy a meal. Fin and Noola wanted to visit the Royal Palace and the Madrasa, an Islamic college. They thought that there was a better chance of finding the mysterious portal there. They had, however, decided to stay another day to continue their search, and so were a bit more relaxed about seeing Granny Kaloo’s friend.
The merchant’s house was beautiful. The work to the house was expensive because the restoration was to its original design and colour scheme. There were beautiful mosaic tiles and carved woodwork and a courtyard surrounded by aromatic plants.
[image: ]Noola shrieked, “Look!” Just off the courtyard was the most amazing door that they had ever seen. It had an intricate Islamic design with mosaic-tiled panels to each side, topped by a beautifully moulded cornice. The merchant was very proud of it. He had researched it carefully and restored the door to its original colours of
cobalt blue, scarlet, cadmium yellow, emerald green, and black. “Five colours, that’s it,” whispered Fin to Noola.
Then they overheard the merchant talking to Granny Kaloo. “Your dear husband was very interested in that door, and it was only at his insistence that I had the gold key plate made so that it was totally authentic.”
“Gold,” said Fin, “so that makes it six.”
They had a delicious meal and left the house with broad grins on their faces. Only Granny Kaloo knew why they were both so pleased. “Twelve times six is seventy-two,” said Granny Kaloo. “We can travel on to Meknès tomorrow as planned. Mek’s must be

Meknès, and there are certainly plenty of olives in the market.” “But we can’t count them all,” Fin complained.
“Let’s go and see what we shall see,” Granny Kaloo said reassuringly.

[bookmark: _TOC_250006]The Olives of Meknès
Noola, Granny Kaloo, and Fin travelled by coach to Meknès the next morning. The train to Rabat left from there. The fields were lush with growth. Both fruits and vegetables benefitted from rain coming from the Atlantic, but were sheltered from the Sahara by the Atlas Mountains. They recognised peach, apricot, and almond trees; olives, barley, potatoes, groundnuts, sugar cane, and chickpeas.
Once they had arrived, they walked from the bus station to the Central Square and market. Granny Kaloo led them to the biggest olive stall, hoping to see another old family friend.
[image: ]Granny Kaloo was a bit disappointed  to  find  her  friend’s son looking after the stall. “How is your father?” she asked tentatively, fearing that he might have died.
“Oh, he is very well but has retired and lives in Rabat,” said the
stall owner. “He has a little part-time job to please the tourists. He told me that if you ever came here to find him, I should tell you to ‘follow your thirst.’”
Noola and Fin looked at each other and shrugged, then remembered why they were there. “How many olives do you have on your stall?” asked Noola, realising that it was a bit of a stupid question.
“I have no idea,” said the stallholder. “I have never counted them, but I have piles of every kind of olive that is grown in
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Morocco. I spend hours arranging the piles of different-coloured olives.”
“Maybe it could be the number of varieties of olives,” said Fin. “Your grandfather was so attracted to colours.” Fin and Noola both studied the piles of olives carefully. “Red, brown, light green, dark green, black, ochre, orange, yellow. Eight varieties,” said Fin.
“Nine,”  the  stallholder  said.  “Do  you  see  the  difference between the red and crimson olives?”
“No, we missed that,” said Noola. “Thank you so much for telling us.”
He smiled and chuckled. “Good luck on your holiday.”

[bookmark: _TOC_250005]Thirsty in Rabat
Granny Kaloo, Fin, and Noola caught the train to Rabat with plenty of time to spare. Arriving by late afternoon, they checked into their hotel, ate a lovely meal, and decided on an early night. They were exhausted but happy.
They rose early next morning, excited by the possibility of solving Rab’s or Rabat’s clues. The clues were, “follow your thirst, sparkling fount,” and “who pours and rings by key, and sings.”
They   stopped   at   the   hotel’s   foyer   cafe   where   some musicians were playing. They thought of their drinks of mint tea and smooth Moroccan wine they had tasted with their meal the previous evening. They ordered long glasses of fruit juice with ice, because they were thirsty. There was a singer with the musicians, making eyes at Noola, but his love song had nothing to do with “fount,”  “pours,”  or  a  “key.”  They  spent  a  little  time  reflecting, remembering the stall-owner saying he had “a little part-time job to please the tourists.”
“Well, we had better do the tourist sights,” said Granny Kaloo, “get a thirst, and see where it leads us.” They went up the steps to the rooftop garden to get their bearings. There was a

swimming pool on the top floor and amazing views. The air was cool, and there was a panorama of Rabat, with flocks of birds rising together from the riverbank and fishing boats. The clear blue colour of the swimming pool brought a real sense of peace. Swallows and swifts took turns to wheel round above the pool and sweep down to take a drink, without interrupting their flight.
“Well, that’s what the swallows do when they are thirsty,” said  Fin,  “but  I  don’t  think  taking  a  drink  from  the  swimming pool is going to help us with our quest!” Granny Kaloo and Noola laughed.
They explored the city and by the afternoon were hot, thirsty, and feeling a bit despondent. They had admired the Unfinished Mosque with its half-built minarets and pillars, abandoned when the king died. Granny Kaloo looked a bit weary and was daydreaming, wishing that she could ring a little bell and summon an elegant waiter to bring a cool, tempting drink. It was then that they all heard the tinkle of a bell. Granny Kaloo thought that she was imagining it. The ring was quite faint, carried on    a slight breeze from the far side of the grounds of the Mosque. They could see a colourful figure in the distance and decided to investigate.
[image: ]Getting nearer, they were surprised to see a small man clad in bright colours with gold and silver water bowls, brooches, buttons, and a lurid blue, crimson, and green hat. The man smiled as they approached, and Granny Kaloo recognised him as her friend who used to have the olive stall. The clue made sense. He was dressed as a traditional water seller and the tourists liked to
take his picture. He had a bell near his right knee that he rang to attract attention. Glistening water poured from a black hide bag under his left arm through a golden tube, tinkling into the shiny bowl. The bell had a key instead of the usual metal striker. Granny Kaloo chatted with her friend while Fin and Noola took it all in. They enjoyed surprisingly cool drinks from the bowls of sparkling
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water. The water seller then gestured for them to leave. How could they? They had no idea what to do next.
They were just saying their goodbyes when he handed Noola the key from the bell and burst into song. “How long is M plus first name Y? Blue with water and cacti. Less colours on the rainbow feet. Post haste the riddle is complete.”
They scribbled the words down on a piece of paper that Granny Kaloo had in her handbag. The water seller smiled and walked away. They all looked at the key. It was smooth where the number should be.

[bookmark: _TOC_250004]The Magic of Marrakech
The next clue was a bit of a mystery. They were not even certain what the “M” stood for. It could be Meknès, or Marrakech, or something completely different. All Granny Kaloo knew was that she was really looking forward to being in Marrakech. That was where she had been born and grew up. She thought of her husband on all his travels. She knew that, deep down, he always looked forward to returning home to Marrakech.
They caught the train early the next morning. The compartment was comfortable and pleasantly cool. The first half of the journey was across a flat, coastal plain. The train stopped briefly in Casablanca, but soon they were in bare, red, sand hills with occasional thorn scrub. Scattered settlements, made from red mud bricks, were the same colour as the landscape.
On arrival, they took a taxi to their hotel. What a contrast to their journey! The rooms were rich with red and gold drapes and had balconies overlooking the swimming pool. They relaxed and swam in the pool until sunset. They then visited the ramparts of the city, ending up at the Great Square in the centre. The Square came alive in the evening. There were food sellers, snake charmers, monkeys doing tricks, musicians, dancers, storytellers, and huge crowds of people.

They talked as they ate their evening meal. Granny Kaloo had decided that she did not want to visit her old house. She needed to solve the riddle completely, before she could return. She hoped the riddle would reveal the secret hiding place and allow her the right to return to the home she loved. She was lost in her daydreams, a reverie of past joys, true love tinged with sadness, and a deep sense of wanting to belong again. She was becoming weary but was determined to see the challenge through. Her husband had always enjoyed a challenge and was a great tease. He was certainly showing it now.
They had no answers to the clues, “M” and “Y” or   “blue with water and cacti,” so decided to go to the market in the hope of searching for “less colours on rainbow feet.” Nothing seemed to fit.
Granny Kaloo had really enjoyed the flowers in the gardens that they had passed earlier in the day. The last time she had received a telephone call, from the generous owner of her Paris apartment, he had mentioned a garden that he owned in Marrakech. She could not remember the details and had no idea where it was.
Outside their hotel were lines of traps pulled by ponies. They were the traditional local taxis, much loved by the residents of Marrakech. They negotiated the roads sedately, and cars and buses gave them priority. Granny Kaloo chatted with some of the trap drivers. She asked if they knew of a garden where there was “blue with water and cacti.” They did. It was not far and they could go immediately. That was lucky.
They enjoyed the pony and trap ride, accompanied by the sound of jingling bells. Their driver was very skilful, keeping up a steady pace even when coming to roundabouts and intersections. They never needed to stop for traffic.
They arrived at the mystery destination and, walking up to the gates, saw the sign “Majorelle Gardens.” That was it. “‘M’ must stand for ‘Majorelle,’” said Granny Kaloo. She spoke to the ticket

seller and found out who had bought and restored the garden. His first name began with “Y.” “It is the owner of my apartment. The boy I taught piano.” They added the nine letters of “Majorelle” to her friend’s first name. It had four letters. It gave them the answer thirteen. They hoped that it would be lucky for them. They now   had the answer to the fifth clue.
[image: ]On entering, the gardens filled them with wonder. It was magical. Blue hues, water, and cacti were in abundance. The buildings were cobalt blue with green tile work and white carved plaster tracery. There were bright red and yellow pots. The colours contrasted with the luxuriant, fresh green foliage of the bamboo and palms, the
giant cacti, and the exotic plants collected from five continents. There were blue-edged pools and water channels, reflecting the foliage, and stocked with water lilies, lotus, papyrus, and other aquatic plants. The ponds were teeming with terrapins, frogs, and many fish. The garden was a work of art. They were mesmerised and would never forget it.

[bookmark: _TOC_250003]Rainbow Footsteps
The next day was the final day of their quest. There was just one main clue left to solve the riddle. They had seen a few of the brightly coloured leather slippers for sale in the market. The only way to find out the total number of leather colours was to go to the place where artisans made them. The only maker in the Marrakech area was located in the Berber village.
They travelled by local bus to the village on the road to the High Atlas Mountains. It was a local market, not visited by many tourists. Amid the milling crowds, the stalls sold everything except livestock. Many stallholders brought their goods on donkeys. There was a donkey park on the edge of the market with a blacksmith to forge metal shoes. Granny Kaloo warned them about pickpockets. She had her secret belt on and had not needed to bring her

handbag. She told them to stick with her, and they did.
She asked a stallholder where she could find leather slippers, and they made their way to where she pointed.
[image: ]The stall was amazing, with all the colours of the rainbow. It was certainly a sight for sore feet. There was every size and colour of slipper you could desire. Fin carefully counted all the colours from one side and Noola from the other to  double-check  that  they’d  counted  correctly. They agreed on fifteen and the stallholder confirmed that the display had all the colours.
Granny Kaloo bought some pink slippers. They would be soft and comfortable for her aching feet. They were excited. They were so close to the end, but needed to stay calm and carry out the vital calculations.
Back at the hotel, they looked at all the number answers to the clues. His labours = 12, Bright portal hues = 6, Olive count
= 9, “How long is M plus first name Y?” = 13, Rainbow feet = 15. 12 x 6 = 72 + 9 + 13 = 94 – 15 = 79. That was the answer.
They could hardly wait until the next morning and even Granny Kaloo ate her breakfast quickly. They had worked out that “post  haste”  was  the  post  office,  which  opened  at  9:00  a.m.  In Morocco, the post office put mail in P.O. boxes, located at the main post office in each city. Each box was numbered, and Granny Kaloo recognised that the key, provided by the water seller, was for a P.O. box. She’d had a key like that before.
They quickly found P.O. box 79. Granny Kaloo took her purse out of her bag and the key out of her purse. She gingerly placed the key in the lock. She looked at them both as she started to turn the key. It would not turn. A look of disappointment came on her face. She tried again but the key would not turn in the lock.
They went to see the postmaster, just in case the lock was stuck. He carefully oiled the lock but it made no difference. “I’m

sorry to tell you that this is definitely not the key for this P.O. box,” said the postmaster.
They were crestfallen. After all the travelling, searching, and clue solving they had fallen at the last hurdle. Granny Kaloo started crying and Noola comforted her. “You can try the key in all  the  P.O.  boxes  if  you  like,”  said  the  postmaster,  trying  to  be helpful. “All the locks are different.”
Fin looked into the sky for inspiration. A large flock of birds flew over. They were not geese. They were smaller, white with black heads and orange beaks. A distant memory of a seagull stirred in him. “It must be a bigger number.” He shouted over to the postmaster, who was walking away, “Sorry, I do not mean to be rude, but could you tell us how many P.O. boxes there are?”
The postmaster walked back. “Well,” he said, “there were originally 1,000 here. Those at Rabat started at  2000,  Meknès 3000, Fez 4000, and  Tangier  5000.  The  demand  was  so  great for P.O. boxes in Marrakech that we had to provide 1,000 more, starting at 6000.”
“It has got to be four numbers. Let’s look at the numbers again,” said Fin.
Granny Kaloo was calmer now and starting to think more clearly. She looked over his shoulder as he checked the numbers. “12 x 6 is 72, the olive count was 9, so that is 729. ‘M’ plus ‘Y’ was 13, so that would be 72913, and less 15 would be 72898.”
“That is too many numbers,” exclaimed Fin.
“Wait  a  minute,”  said  Granny  Kaloo.  “That’s  how  your grandfather’s mind worked, Ninoola. He loved cryptic clues. Could ‘back’ in ‘Back to Mek’s for olive count’ mean less?”
“I see what you mean,” said Noola. “12 x 6 is 72, minus 9 equals 63. We need a number with four figures. If we then add 13 it becomes 6313, and taking away 15, the answer is 6298.”
“I’m sure that is right,” Granny Kaloo squeaked joyfully.

“Ninoola, try it, my hands are still shaking.” Noola calmly walked to P.O. box 6298. She took a deep breath, put the key in the lock, and started to turn. It was a bit stiff, but it kept turning. It worked. The door stuck, but Granny Kaloo was able to pull it open.
There were two thick envelopes inside. On the top of one envelope were the words “Well done, darling.” The envelopes looked important, as did the contents. One document definitely looked like a property deed. The name of the property on the front cover was for Granny Kaloo’s house! In the other envelope was a will made by Noola’s grandfather. “We must keep these safe and take them to my friend. He used to be a lawyer before he retired.”
Granny  Kaloo’s  lawyer  friend  confirmed  that  the  deed was the legal title to the house. He also looked at the will. It was very straightforward. It left everything to Granny Kaloo and even included details of a savings account at the local bank. Granny Kaloo had never known about that.
The lawyer made an urgent appointment with the magistrate, named as executor, and with the legal department of the town council. He insisted that Granny Kaloo, Noola, and Fin stay with him at his house. The meeting was just a week before the twelve-year period for proving ownership expired. After careful scrutiny of the documents, all parties agreed that the return of  the house to Granny Kaloo should be immediate. The magistrate provided documents to the bank so that the account could be in Granny Kaloo’s name. The account had thousands of dirham in it, enough for her to live comfortably for the rest of her days.
She gazed at the well-maintained house. Granny Kaloo wasted no time and arranged for friends to pack her possessions in Paris and send them to her in Marrakech. She enjoyed reunions with all her friends and family.
Pronto arrived with friends and showed his delight by licking  everyone  to  death.  Granny  Kaloo’s  parting  words  to  Fin and Noola were, “Here I will stay, but do come to see me as often as you can.” Noola and Fin promised that they would and returned to Wales.

[bookmark: _TOC_250002]Chapter Four: Fin Finds His Soul


Morocco had made quite an impression on Fin. It was his first taste of Africa. Granny Kaloo’s stories of her childhood and upbringing had stimulated his imagination. It had become more real after his visit. Now he had impressions—the baking heat, the dust, and the desolation of the bare, red hills. The High Atlas Mountains were beautiful and majestic.
Morocco lay so close to huge, European cities, but its people kept their culture, unifying faith, and African heart. Morocco’s finger was on the pulse of North Africa, throbbing with excitement, a lack of predictability, and deep beauty, connecting with the souls of the people. People moved and sang in tune with the earth, unrestrained by the straitjackets of overbearing conformity, timekeeping, central control, and the never-ending quest for financial growth and materialism. They did not want   to lose their souls or experience widening inequalities driven by insecurity and greed.
Fin was frustrated. He did not know who he was or where he was going in his life. He also felt alone. He lived in Wales with his father, who supported him. Noola had joined her mother, who was visiting Morocco after a gap of over twenty years. Noola was on her own spiritual journey, connecting with her roots, visiting the hospital where her father had worked and died. She did not remember anything. Noola and her mother were able to stay with Granny Kaloo.
It was at these times that Fin did what he did best: he painted and reached deep inside for inspiration to try to express his very being. He started a series of paintings that helped him  to answer some of the core questions of his existence. Where did I come from? What is the meaning of life? The brush strokes made tangible the cycle of his birth, his hope to love, marry and have

children, and his eventual death. The heaviness of his heart spoke of what humankind was doing to this beautiful planet and, if unchecked, what would lead to its destruction.
[image: ]Fin saw the colours of chaos in his head. The Big Bang, swirling gases, raw energy as galaxies formed and the Earth came into being. Chemical elements, sunlight, and water combined and created the crucible of life, from which sprang the simplest of living organisms. These organisms evolved into flora and fauna and the complex creation of humankind. He appreciated
the beauty of creation but also believed in a path, a purpose in existence, a reason, a force. Fin felt connected to what he stood for: love, peace, integrity, equality, simplicity, and sustainability.
[image: ]Fin saw the course of his life as a journey. He painted a picture of the sand and stepping stones, over the narrow and deep river. There were fields of flowers, bushes, and trees leading to a dense, dark forest. The land rose in hills above the tree line, separated by deep valleys. The daunting mountains gave way to snow- capped peaks, like teeth biting the sun-filled sky.
He wondered where he was on his journey and realised that he had hardly stopped playing in the sand. He had not even got his feet wet. The flowers looked beautiful and inviting, but the hills were dry and lifeless. The brooding mountains left him feeling cold and lonely. He was not sure about his own purpose in life or the direction of his ambition. There were no people in the picture, not even a footprint in the sand. He knew that he wanted to share   his life and was thankful for his deep friendship with Noola. He wanted to give and receive love and use his art to touch the spirit, speak to the emotions, and be a catalyst for change.
Fin thought about life and used the metaphor of a river. The sun heated the water, causing evaporation. The vapour rose into the air, moving from high pressure to lower pressure over the land. The clouds billowed, darkened, and rose above the mountains. Their droplets fell as snow. Sun melted the snow so that tiny rivulets formed and coursed swiftly down the side of the mountain.
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[image: ]There were no cares in the world or any sense of fear but instead an overriding feeling of pure joy and excitement. Streams met in pools where the waters first learned of play and sharing, shape and form, self-responsibility and control. There were learning and letters, knowledge and numbers, nature and nurture, love and joy, tears and hurt, confidence and humiliation. Falling pell-mell down the sheer face at the onset of puberty with its passion, anger, and fear, there was a slowing as the levelling river flowed into the lake of adulthood, responsibility, and
independence. Many harnessed their life skills and talents to take their place in the system   of earning a living, being respectable, voting, paying taxes, and joining the rat race. Then came the commitments and joys of relationships, having children,
proving   one’s   worth,   making   a   contribution   and,   hopefully, promotions at work. Entering the whirlpool of middle age, mid- life crisis, and menopause, there was navel-gazing and sometimes depression as more questions raised their heads. What am I doing? Where am I going? What have I achieved in life and what should I do with the rest of it? There were regrets and achievements, resting on laurels, status and security, but a yearning to seek, find “the real me” again, and nurture the soul. The dawning of the sense of mortality came with the death of loved ones and, especially, the loss of one’s peers, taken by accident, illness, or suicide. The shortcut of the canal had locks of counselling, palliative care, and goodbyes. The broad reach of the slowing river flowed into the wide blue sea where all were one, engulfed and accepted. The usual course of life meandered into old age with watching the pennies, becoming grandparents, and caring for loved ones until their children helped care for them. They returned to being the children again. Tears fell into the waves. Currents took them to the beyond, the new horizon, eternity. Then, the river of life started over again.
Fin felt angry. It was a mix of feelings, some of which he did not like to admit. They included frustration, helplessness, insecurity, and vulnerability. He wanted to harness the energy of his anger and use it in a positive way. He knew that he could never

behave like some of his friends from university. Their way of life included extreme sports, alcohol, drugs, and promiscuity. It was risky behaviour and a state of selfishness, searching for an escape and avoiding the reality and responsibilities of life. Whatever he did, he needed to make a difference to someone or something.
The release from this soul searching came next morning. There was an invitation in the post, from the Prado in Madrid, for him and Noola to contribute to an exhibition entitled “Environmental Angst.” He felt full of energy and painted furiously canvas after canvas on the theme of humankind’s futile attempt to harness and control nature. He knew that this was a deathblow to the beauty and sanctity of the Earth.
[image: ]The immeasurable power of a flash of lightning, seeking to return to earth and the deepness of the molten core, smashed the metal pylon and stopped the flow of electricity. Half of the power of the grid was lost into the ether whilst making its bumbling progress. Fossil
fuels were entrusted to humanity’s care. Laid down over millennia, they were wrenched from the richness of the earth. People paid lip service to the wonders of solar, wind, and wave power giving natural, renewable energy. Current sparked from the doom-laden cooling towers of nuclear power stations. Energy from splitting the atom had huge costs for future generations. Toxic waste was a deadly legacy, dumped, sealed in concrete, and made safe for a generation. It never returned to its natural state, once ripped from Mother Earth.
[image: ]Electricity lit up the world, and oil powers those tin cans driven from A to B. A spaghetti network of tarmac and concrete, promoting speed and stress, choked the air and poisoned the ground ina pointlessly inefficient and, at times, reckless pursuit of movement. There could
be a sense of beauty in the arched bridges and flyovers spanning
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murky waters. Islands of dust-coated grass gave way, eventually, to trees and forests. There were also death and destruction, with community paying the price of wider connections.
[image: ]Pollution was increasing because  of  the   rapid   growth  of cheap flights and air travel generally. Airports continued to expand. Vapour trails criss-crossed the sky.
[image: ]Fin thought of recent events.  An  invisible  spider’s  web had been created in the ether, culminating  in  almost  brain-  like servers and search engines, nanotechnology, and the ultimate goal of artificial intelligence. Society could not live without it and its spawned children such as 4G,  smart  phones,  Blackberries,
texts, emails, social media, and virtual reality.
[image: ]The ozone  layer  was being depleted, greenhouse gases increased, and climate changed. There were more hurricanes, tornadoes, and tsunamis. Sea levels rose as the ice caps melted. There was flooding as well as drought. The sun  burned  the  tinder-dry forests.
[image: ]Fire and logging destroyed the rainforest lungs of the planet. Forest fires ravaged and destroyed everything in their path, laying all to waste until nature heals and
the growth cycle resumes.
Oil,  chemicals,   effluent, all kinds of plastic, and rubbish polluted the sea. A baby albatross, fed by its mother, died of starvation, because its “food” was small pieces

of plastic, trapped in its stomach. The coral reefs were dying and the sea was less able to absorb carbon dioxide.
Fin was exhausted, and full of sorrow, his tears flowed. He hated commercialisation, consumerism, the widening gap between rich and poor, and the macho, greedy, violent, selfish, and insular ways of humankind.
[image: ]It was a rite  of  passage. He started to breathe deeply and was determined  to  find  a  way  of rebalancing and starting the healing. He valued the beauty around him and the instinct that women have  to  care,  respect, and  nurture  humankind.  He  was
inspired to paint a picture called “Beautiful Women,” about those
who through suffering, dedication, and generosity of spirit, made their mark and led humans along the path of healing, sharing, and talking. Women untied the bonds of male control, removed the glass ceiling, and provided a clear view of the route to harmony, sustainability, and equality.
[image: ]It was simple. He knew what to do now.    He had to live adventurously,  go  out  into  the world, and in some small way use his talents to    love and heal the planet. He celebrated by painting the Earth reborn in a series of unique shapes and colours  representing  the  sun  and  the  mountains, the rivers and seas, and the green shoots of all that grew there. He wanted to make the world a better
place for life, in all its forms, for generations to come.
Fin had found his soul.

[bookmark: _TOC_250001]Chapter Five: Fin Looks for Love


Fin and Noola worked hard at their studies at Lampeter University. They were in different departments but met up regularly during their first year of studies. Gradually, they made new friends and spent less time together. They bumped into each other and chatted, but art and music took them in separate directions.
They both had close relationships with other students. Fin  had  never  experienced  “falling  in  love”  or  made  any  long- term commitments. He never knew that Noola loved him. She had always hoped that love would develop, but Fin only seemed to want her friendship. She decided that he was never going to love her.
During their final year at university, they both decided  to learn to salsa dance. It gave them a break from their intensive studies, painting collections, practicing and performances. There were dance classes in the town and they decided to go together. It was there that Fin noticed Cerise. She was tall and slim and had a lovely smile. She smiled at him. One of the other men asked Noola for a dance. Fin plucked up courage and asked Cerise. They danced together for the rest of the evening. Fin never noticed Noola leaving early and was surprised when she did not come to any more classes. He just received a text from her saying, “I won’t be coming to any more salsa classes.”
Fin and Cerise’s romance blossomed. They always danced together. Cerise was a fashion buyer for a chain of shops. Two months passed and they went out together as often as they could. Fin was a bit embarrassed, because he did not have very much money. Three weeks before Christmas, Fin decided that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with Cerise.

He spent all of his meagre savings and almost all that was left of his student grant on a diamond ring. He put on his “wif” suit (weddings, interviews, and funerals) and bought some flowers. Then he went to the head office of the shop chain where Cerise worked. He found her in the fashion department and walked up to her with a big smile on his face. He presented her with the flowers, went down on one knee, and proposed to her. She was very surprised, but accepted. He wanted to place the engagement ring on her finger there and then, but she hesitated. Cerise was old-fashioned and wanted Fin to meet her parents and ask her father for permission to marry her. They agreed to meet again as soon as Cerise finished work.
Cerise’s  parents  were  surprised.  They  were  concerned that Fin was not a Roman Catholic. Fin said that he was open to  learning  more  about  Cerise’s  faith.  Her  parents  asked  what would happen if they had children. Fin said that he would have no objection to bringing up any children in the Roman Catholic faith. Cerise’s  parents  could  see  that  Cerise  was  very  happy  and  her father gave consent. Fin placed the diamond ring on his fiancée’s finger. He accepted an invitation to spend Christmas Day with them. They planned to get married the following summer after Fin had completed his degree.
Christmas soon came. Fin had to get a taxi all the way to Cerise’s house because there was no public transport. She met him at the door. Cerise looked as if she had been crying. The rest of the family had disappeared. She invited him into the kitchen and gave him the ring back in its box. She said that it was all over and that she did not want to see him again. Fin asked her what the problem was and tried to reason with her but she insisted that he leave. He heard her mother shout from the room next door, “Leave or we will call the police!”
Fin had no choice. He walked out and slammed the door. He walked and walked. He walked all the way to his father’s home. It took him four hours. He was heartbroken. He tried to arrange to meet Cerise at her sister’s house. Cerise refused. He never got any

answers and the only conclusion that he came up with, eventually, was that Cerise’s parents could not accept him into their family. He was not a Roman Catholic. Fin was deeply hurt. That was when he gave up on love.
The following summer, Fin went with Noola to Paris. Fin and Noola were just good friends, but she was a great comfort to him. Their careers had really taken off since they had won the art competition  with  “Le Dragon du Parc.”  It  was  only  when  he  was alone that he experienced intense, mixed-up feelings. He felt lost. He had expressed feelings of anger, frustration, and vulnerability through his paintings. That had helped. Once he finished, though, he could not use that as a means of escape. The last few months  had been an emotional rollercoaster.
He examined the very core of his being. He reached rock bottom and hoped that his life could only improve from then on. He now knew that Noola was central to that.

[bookmark: _TOC_250000]Chapter Six: Noola Finds Her Roots


Noola talked to her mother about all the travel and adventures in Morocco. They were both delighted that Granny Kaloo had settled into her little house in Marrakech. Noola would like to have stayed longer after the adventure of searching for all the clues left by her grandfather and discovering both the will and the title deeds of the house.
Noola’s  mum  had  respected  her  husband’s  wish  and moved to Wales. She could not bear to return to Morocco because of all the pain she still felt after her husband’s sudden death and the blame she put on herself for being so helpless and not saving his life. She still felt hurt about not being able to remain in the Doctor’s House and there being no work for nurses in Marrakech at that time. Noola’s mum had left her heart in Morocco.
On returning with her baby, Ninoola, to live and work in Wales, she had reverted to her maiden name Kaloo. Noola had no memory of her father and also used that name. Wales had been good  to  them.  Noola’s  father’s  family  had  accepted  them  and allowed Noola’s mother to buy the little house from them. Noola’s mum had always worked. She had learned to speak Welsh and was delighted when she was able to watch both Noola and Noola’s best friend, Fin, receive their degrees in music and art from Lampeter University. Noola’s mum had never remarried but regarded Fin’s father as a good friend.
Granny Kaloo was very pressing in both her letters and telephone  calls.  “You  are  my  only  daughter  and  granddaughter. When are you both coming to stay?” She had extended and redecorated her house, and there were now two spare bedrooms. Noola yearned to return to Morocco to see where she was born

and where her father had worked and died. Noola’s father made a request, in his will, to donate his body to medical science, so there was no grave or scattering of ashes. Noola was reluctant to talk to her mother about him because she felt that it would upset her mother too much. Her mother was unsure about visiting Morocco.
Fin and Noola were looking forward to going to the Prado in Madrid and contributing to the “Environmental Angst” exhibition. The Louvre in Paris had allowed “Le Dragon du Parc” to be loaned to the Prado for three months, and the Prado had asked for Noola’s music to be played during the exhibition with a live concert on the last day. Fin had completed his series of paintings and sent prints of them to Noola so that she could compose the music. Fin and Noola agreed that they would each spend a month at the exhibition. Fin would go for the first month and give talks about his paintings, using the recording that Noola had made of her compositions. Noola would attend for the third month to talk about and play her music. She would then perform live with her violin at the concert that was to be the finale of the exhibition. There was a month in the middle when neither Noola nor Fin needed to be in Madrid. Fin, deeply moved by creating his series of paintings, wanted to return to Wales to think about his future and decide what he was going to do next.
Noola heard from Fin that the exhibition was very popular and that her concert had sold out. Noola knew that her mother had eventually decided to travel from Wales to visit Granny Kaloo in Marrakech. On impulse, Noola decided to take overnight trains via Paris and Madrid, cross the Straits of Gibraltar by ferry to Tarifa, and catch the “Marrakech Express.” She hoped that the visit to Morocco would give her inspiration to write both the words and music to accompany a new painting called “Beautiful Women” that Fin had just completed. She might use that if there was an encore at the end of the concert.
All Noola could do was cry when she saw her mother and Granny Kaloo smiling and waving to her, as the train drew into Marrakech Station. Pronto could hardly contain his excitement at

seeing Noola again. It was amazing that three generations were together again, after over twenty years.
Back in Granny Kaloo’s beautiful little house, they drank mint tea. The house was cool and comfortable, with intricate  wall hangings, embroidered cushions, and exotic plants. Granny Kaloo’s piano was in one corner of the lounge next to an exquisite display of orchids. Every few minutes, there would be a knock on the door and a neighbour or friend would enter. They all wanted to say hello and each brought delicious food to eat. They could not believe how big Noola had grown. They remembered her as a baby and knew that she would not still be a teenager, but they did not expect to see the woman who stood before them. Noola looked a lot like her mother, but she had ginger rather than black hair and wore spectacles like her father.
Noola wanted to visit the hospital. Her mother was still too nervous and upset to go. The doctor at the hospital was a woman. She had been there for twenty years after replacing Noola’s father. She sent a welcoming invitation for both Noola and her mother to visit and stay with her. Noola arranged to go there straight away, hoping that her mother would pluck up courage and join her there.
The doctor was lovely. She was warm, kind, and sensitive to Noola’s feelings. The doctor told her to take her time and explore the house and anywhere else she pleased. Noola could meet her down at the hospital, during the morning or afternoon breaks, if she wanted. Otherwise, they agreed to have lunch together in the house each day.
The  Doctor’s  House  drew  Noola  to  it.  She  touched  the walls, the doors, all the places that her father might have touched. She was trying to feel his presence. Noola saw the place in the hall where he had left his shoes, the hiding place for that deadly scorpion. She saw the bedroom and the bed. Her parents conceived her there. The bed was heavy, made from mahogany. She curled up on the soft “downy” and imagined snuggling up close to her mum and dad.
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Noola  still  felt  sad  about  her  father’s  death.  He  had made his mark and, from those firm foundations, the hospital had  expanded.  Noola  felt  that  her  father’s  life  had  all  been  in vain. That tragic accident had cut his life short. He had been so dedicated, showed such promise, and had so much to give. Noola felt abandoned and alone. She could not be angry but did not feel at peace. That worried her.
There was a little pantry off the kitchen. It was cool and contained vegetables, spices, and jars of olives. There were familiar aromas and they brought her comfort as well as making her feel hungry. There was a stool in one corner and a shelf above it full of cookery books. There were books showing how to cook traditional Moroccan food as well as some with recipes from around the world. Noola sat on the stool and took down a small, tattered book full of  handwritten  recipes.  She  recognised  Granny  Kaloo’s  writing. Noola felt a slight draught. The door of the pantry creaked and suddenly closed with a bang. Noola was startled and scared as the closing door shut out the light. She felt weak at the knees and overcome by a feeling of dread. Her eyes became accustomed to the dark. She heard a click. There, in the corner near the door, was a scorpion and it was coming towards her, with its tail raised ready to strike. Noola panicked, screamed, and struggled to stand on the stool. She screamed again as she saw the head of a yellow and brown snake squeeze under the gap of the door. Noola lost her balance and toppled over, hitting her head on a large stone jar. All went dark.
When Noola regained consciousness, she felt a sharp pain to her forehead. She was in hospital. Her mother had forgotten her fears, taken a taxi, and rushed to her bedside. She told Noola that one of the nurses walking near the Doctor’s House had heard her scream and found her unconscious on the floor of the pantry. Noola had not broken any bones but had a gash on her forehead, was concussed, and had a splitting headache. Her bruised knees and elbows resulted from her trying to break her fall. Noola stared wild-eyed at the blurred image of her mother. She could not contain her fear. She struggled to get out of bed and yelled, “Get

me out of here! It is going to kill me. Get me out. Scorpion!” Her mum restrained her as the doctor gave her an injection to sedate her. As Noola plunged into unconsciousness, the last words on her lips were “It killed Dad.”
It was evening when Noola woke again. She was feeling a bit better and thought that she had just had a nightmare. A white but blurred image sat by her side. It was a young woman, about her age, wearing a white coat. “Hi, my name is Mira. I am a medical student here.” Mira squeezed her hand and Noola relaxed. Mira came into focus. She was beautiful, warm, and tender, and smiled at her.
Noola  smiled  back  and  instantly  felt  close  to  her.  “Stay with me,” Noola whispered, as tears came into her eyes. “You are just like the sister I dreamed of. The sister I never had.”
Mira brought Noola some soup and encouraged her to drink. The pain to her head had lessened. Noola suddenly felt very, very tired. She heard Mira’s soothing voice saying, “Time to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”
Noola slept deeply and dreamed of singing and playing with lots of children. She was peering into all their faces, asking, “Are you my sister?”
The next morning, Noola’s mum stroked her forehead and held her hand. “How are you feeling, darling?”
“Much better,” said Noola, “but I am very hungry. Mum, did I meet Mira? Was it a dream?”
“No, it wasn’t a dream. Mira is real, and she is a medical student here. She is coming to see you in a few minutes. Maybe  she will appear more real to you if you put on your glasses. There they are on the bedside table.” Noola laughed and smiled. There was a bouquet of yellow, orange, and red flowers on the bedside table. They were her colours and had a lovely scent. Noola’s mum read from the little card: “Get well soon, Noola. Love, Fin.”
Mira came in and sat beside her, displaying her lovely smile.
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Noola grasped her hand and held it close to her cheek. “Mira, is it safe? Did the scorpion bite me? Was there a snake?”
Mira looked deeply into her eyes and asked her to listen. “I want to tell you a true story. It is a story from twenty years ago. My name is Mira. That is short for Miracle. Twenty years ago, my mother was in this hospital and very close to death. I was the baby in her womb and even though I was overdue, I did not want to be born. My mother had laboured for hours and hours and lost a lot of blood. The nurse was very concerned and sent an urgent message to your father to come as quickly as possible. The nurse could not hear my heart beating and my mother was passing in and out of consciousness. Your father dressed quickly, pushed  his feet into his shoes without thinking,  forgetting  to  shake them out first. That was how the scorpion bit him. On seeing my mother, they rushed to the operating theatre, where your father did an emergency Caesarean section. Your father lifted me from my mother and saw that I was blue and lifeless. He released the umbilical cord wrapped around my neck and gave me the kiss of life. My heart started beating, my colour changed from blue to red, and I yelled after taking my first breath. He passed me over to the nurse and attended to my mother, who did not respond. Your father saved my life with hardly a second to spare but my mother made the supreme sacrifice. She gave her life for me.” Mira was quiet for a moment or two and brushed away a tear. “I was a little miracle. I followed your father’s fine example and decided to dedicate my life to healing others. That is why I have studied so hard and why I am training to be a doctor.”
Noola sobbed. “It has not all been in vain. He saved you. You’re alive.” They embraced and Noola felt a deep sense of peace.
Noola’s  mum  had  been  sitting  nearby  and  heard  what Mira said. She held them both in her arms and hugged them as Mira said through her tears, “My mother did not survive. It was not to be.” Noola’s mum held them both tenderly, lovingly. Noola had found a sister and Mira a mother.
Noola soon recovered and was pleased to see the nurse

who had found her unconscious in the pantry. She was able to thank her. The nurse told her that as she approached the pantry door, a yellow and brown mamba snake had slid out underneath it and disappeared. She just noticed that the snake had unusual markings on its body and, more importantly, had the raised tail of a scorpion sticking out of its mouth.
Noola felt full of love and joy. A huge weight had lifted off her shoulders, and she was starting to turn her mind to music and  Fin’s  painting,  “Beautiful  Women.”  The  painting  seemed  to represent the wonderful sisterhood of women. She thought of her mother, Granny Kaloo, Mira, the nurse who had found her, and the doctor who had been so kind to her. Noola felt empowered and reborn. She knew that music, as well as the compassion, tenderness, commitment and, at times, the sacrifice of women throughout the world, could help the planet heal. This all fitted perfectly  with  Fin’s  paintings  showing  the  Earth’s  pain  and suffering. Noola had already composed the music, and the words flowed from deep inside her.
Beautiful Women
What is our destiny? So clouded, I can’t see. I know not how to be, to feel secure in me.
The rivers flood and then run dry.
The wind destroys. Storms rent the sky.
But, greed and power, war not peace, leave some to starve, others obese.
At one, with Mother Earth, hoping for a rebirth.
Pure love unites us all. One faith and we’ll not fall. Love and simplicity. Peace, justice, and equality. Truth and integrity. Sustainability. That is our destiny. We live to make it be.
That is our destiny. So clear, now I can see. I now know how to be, to feel secure in me.
Carbon dioxide traps the heat,
the waves engulf, earth cracks and weeps.

Respect for planet and all life. Sharing resources will end strife.
At one, with Mother Earth, the start of a rebirth. Pure love unites us all. One faith and we don’t fall.
Love and simplicity. Peace, justice, and equality. Truth and integrity.
Sustainability. That is our destiny. We live to make it be.
The exhibition in Madrid was a huge success, and the auditorium was packed for Noola’s live concert. Fin’s paintings, now projectedonto ahuge screen, lookedmagnificent. Noolacould feel the passion of the audience building as her playing brought each painting to life, highlighting the harsh reality of man’s abuse and violation of the Earth. There was a standing ovation at the end as she and Fin held hands and bowed. The clapping ceased to end until Noola picked up her violin once more and nodded to the conductor of the orchestra. She saw the painting “Beautiful Women” projected onto the screen. The audience was overjoyed and quieted until you could have heard a pin drop. Noola played and sang into the microphone all the words that captured the emotions she felt from deep in her heart. There was a stunned silence at the end. The audience was spellbound, moved to tears. Suddenly everyone erupted into deafening applause. It seemed to last forever and in the end, Fin and Noola had to leave the stage, comforting and supporting each other.
The final concert was very special. Fin felt so close to Noola and needed her so much. Walking from the stage, side by side, he felt blissfully happy and hopeful. They found the dressing room full of flowers, boxes of chocolates, and messages of congratulation. The applause eventually subsided and all became quiet as they closed the door. He hugged and held onto her.
Fin tried to say what was in his heart. “Noola, I missed you, I missed you terribly. My life was so empty and I never want to feel that way again. Noola, I love you.” Fin took off Noola’s glasses and looked into her eyes. He saw wonder, excitement, exhilaration, and yearning. Her brown eyes were like deep pools,

swirling, drawing him in, and he wanted them to engulf and take him and never let him go. Drawing together, they kissed tenderly, urgently, passionately.
Noola whispered into Fin’s ear, “I love you, too. I always have. I need you. I want you. Never leave me again.” They were both in tears. They were tears of joy and happiness. They kissed, again,  and again.
Fin looked into her eyes again. “There is just one thing  that we must do. Noola, will you marry me?”
Her “yes” was lost as their lips met to seal their destiny and the start of a life of adventure together, forever.
They  needed  to  phone  home  to  Noola’s  mum,  Fin’s father, and, of course, Granny Kaloo. It was Saturday evening, so they were not surprised to find that their parents were out. Using  their  parents’  mobile  phone  numbers,  they  tried  again and got through. Amazingly, they heard both their voices. Fin’s father had popped in to see Noola’s mum to show her some of the press cuttings of the exhibition. They were both delighted with the news and Noola could hear her mother crying. They were overjoyed, gave them their blessing, and asked them to come home soon.
They managed to contact Granny Kaloo on her mobile. Granny Kaloo was ecstatic and they all burst out with laughter when she said, “At long last. You have been in love ever since you were children, but you did not know it until now. Now listen, Ninoola, have you got your violin with you?”
“Yes,” said Noola, a bit perplexed.
“Look in the case, underneath where you keep your spare strings. Lift up the false bottom and see what is underneath.” Noola found a small, golden-coloured envelope. “Please give it to Fin, he knows what to do.” Fin’s hand was shaking as he took the envelope. Inside was a beautiful, old engagement ring. Probably for the first time in her life, Granny Kaloo could hardly speak.

Overcome with emotion, she said, “It was your Great-grandma’s engagement ring and now it is yours.” They heard her crying as the  phone  went dead.
Fin went down on one knee and held Noola’s left hand. “Ninoola Kaloo, will you be my lawful wedded wife?”
“Well, kind sir, let me put my spectacles back on, look into your eyes and consider your earnest wish.” She saw a sincere, deep love, a love of both passion and commitment. “Finbar Nimble, my love, I accede to your request. You may kiss me.”
Fin rose and placed the engagement ring on her finger. “Thank you, Noola, for making my dreams come true.” He kissed her hand and they joined in a heavenly embrace.
They wanted whole world to know about their engagement. There was an announcement on the Tannoy system. “Will  Miss  Ninoola  Kaloo  and  Mr.  Finbar  Nimble  please  join everyone on the stage for a party to celebrate the wonderfully successful exhibition and concert?” Fin and Noola laughed and rushed upstairs and onto the stage. They heard cheers, party poppers, and music. They were so happy but just wished that their family could be with them. Suddenly, there was a drum roll and a hushed silence. The stage curtains parted to reveal their parents and Granny Kaloo. They had been there all the time. They enjoyed the exhibition and adored the concert. They had kept it a big secret. Fin and Noola had their own surprise. Noola’s mum spotted the ring on Noola’s finger, as they both announced their engagement. That moment seemed so perfect, so right. They wanted it to last forever.
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