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Bilious in Bilbao

Nick Barraclough

We had taken the ferry from Portsmouth to
Santander and found driving in Spain wonderful.
The open roads, the mountains... We visited friends
in the south, then more friends in Bilbao. On our
last morning, they had to leave for work so we made
a swift exit. We’d be early for the return ferry but
hoped to find some sort of breakfast as we queued.
We pulled in to find a portacabin with ‘Coftee
Shop’ daubed on it and savoured the prospect of
something to eat.

We jostled at the counter with port workers in
high-viz jackets. My Spanish is non-existent and
I was clumsily trying to order large black coffees
with the milk on the side while Judy grabbed what
turned out to be tuna salad croissants. We hadn’t
seen much fresh fruit or vegetables for a week, so
lettuce leaves seemed sensible.

Back at the car others were joining us. Huge
leisure vehicles, a team of bikers, most of them
well over sixty, and a Porsche owners’ club with
their assortment of old classics.

Knowing we’d be spending a good part of two
days on the ferry I took a brisk walk around the
huge tarmacked waiting area. I joined Judy back in
the car and we had a go at that morning’s Wordle
on my phone. Got it in three.

I was just about to suggest it was time for the
seasickness pills when I began to feel queasy. I
put it down to our unaccustomed diet. After a few
minutes I realised it was not going away. I asked
Judy, ‘You feeling alright?’

‘Not really,” she said. ‘It’s probably all that weird
stuff we’ve had over the last few days.’

‘I’'m definitely a bit...”

And that was as far as I got. I pushed open the car
door and threw up. I sat back in a cold sweat. ‘Do
we have any water?’ I asked.

‘No, I’ll see if I can get some.’

The next thing I heard was, ‘Nick... Nick.

What’s the matter? Are you okay?’

‘Yes, I just need some water.’

“You passed out. You were convulsing.’

‘No, I don’t think I was.’

‘I wouldn’t make that up. I thought you were going
to die.’

‘No. [ don’t think I am. Just some water.’

A nice man in a huge leisure vehicle gave Judy
a bottle and I felt slightly better. The queue ahead
started to move.

“You’ve got to let me drive,” Judy said.

‘I’m alright. I can drive.” What I really meant was
I simply could not get out of the car to change seats.
I knew my legs wouldn’t carry me.

‘We’ve got food poisoning,’ I concluded.

“You don’t pass out with food poisoning.’

‘Don’t you?’

We edged forward onto the ferry. It takes about five
hundred cars and nearly two thousand passengers.
It’s like driving into a massive warehouse. We were
lined up in the middle of five lanes. Two lanes away
were the stairs to the cabins.

Cabins where you can lie down for hours, with a
loo ensuite.

Passengers thronged around the escape route.



‘I’ll never make it up those stairs, and I can’t
stand around waiting for the lift,” I said.

‘Well let’s just wait here until they’ve all gone.’
‘How are you feeling?’

We’d both eaten that sodding tuna fish salad
croissant.

‘Not great, but I’'m more worried about you.’

‘I’m pretty sure I’'m not dying. I just don’t feel
very much like standing up. Can you manage the
overnight bags?’

Judy pulled them out of the boot and I sat
with the door half open, watching as even more
people joined the crowd waiting for the lift. They
were being shepherded by a couple of the ferry’s
attendants. One spotted me and came over to the
car.

“You alright, sir?” I was impressed by her
solicitude. She had singled me out for concern.

‘Yes, fine thanks. Just a bit...’

‘No, he isn’t,” Judy said. ‘He passed out half an

hour ago. He needs to lie down.’
‘I’ll get the nurse.’
‘I really don’t need a nurse.’
“Yes, he does,’ Judy insisted.

The attendant was on her walkie-talkie and
within minutes a nurse wound her way through the
Porsches with a wheelchair.

‘Let’s get you checked out,” she said breezily.
‘We’re due to sail in ten minutes. Just want to make
sure you’re okay.’

I began to understand the reason for all this
attention. I could be a liability. She pushed me
through the queue into the lift, Judy following on,
lugging the bags. In the sick bay I sat while the
nurse took my blood pressure, pulse, asked exactly
what had happened in the last couple of hours, then
went into the corridor with her walkie-talkie for a
conversation with, as it turned out, the captain.
‘We think it is food poisoning but we’re about to
sail. We reckon you’re okay to travel so I’ll wheel
you to your cabin.’

‘Marvellous. Thank you.’
I got back into the wheelchair and as we left the

sick bay, I felt myself go. I passed out again and |
was mumbling to myself. It was over in less than a
minute but I came round to the nurse talking to Judy.

‘I’'m sorry. You can’t sail. I am the only medical
professional on board. There is no doctor. If he gets
worse | will not be able to help. We can’t get your
car off. It will be safely parked in Portsmouth. I will
call for an ambulance.’

The ferry was ready to go but the massive ramp
stayed down to allow our disembarkation: me in a
wheelchair pushed by a stressed nurse, and Judy,
feeling really bad herself, forlornly traipsing behind
with all the bags.

The ambulance came roaring up and met us on
the ramp. We were taken to a small clinic on the
quayside, and ten minutes later, another ambulance
took us to hospital in Bilbao.

I lay on a bed in A&E, strangely reassured by the
fact they left me in the corridor rather than putting
me in a cubicle. I took it as a sign that they didn’t
consider my condition too serious. After an hour,
my bloods were taken and I was wheeled off for a
brain scan. I was on that bed for about five hours and
despite the buzz of activity around me — computer
terminals being pounded, hurried exchanges
between nurses and orderlies, concerned relatives
quizzing doctors — I slept most of the time.

Judy, on the other hand, now feeling even worse,
spent those hours on a hard seat in the waiting room,
looking after the bags. Mercifully, she was near a
clean loo with which she would become familiar.

A doctor, she couldn’t have been more than late
twenties, appeared. She was pretty with long wavy
red hair. I thought I might be hallucinating but she
was real, brisk and efficient. The scan and blood
tests showed nothing sinister, I did indeed have food
poisoning, and I was discharged with a short list of
the only foods I should eat. In Spanish.

During the wait, I’d booked us onto the next ferry —
in two days’ time — and into a hotel in central Bilbao.
In the hospital’s reception we asked if they could
arrange for a taxi. They pointed to a phone number
on the wall outside. It was six o’clock on a Tuesday
night and it was raining. The phone rang and, as I
fully expected, rang. Our only bit of luck



that day was that there was a little umbrella in
one of our bags. While Judy guarded the bags I
went up the ramp to the street and stood, waiting
to hail a taxi. None came for twenty minutes. Then
my stomach, until now just unsettled, sent me a
message.

Back down the ramp, I gave the umbrella to
Judy and dashed inside to the loo. I made it, but
afterwards I felt so bad I knew I wouldn’t be able
to walk back without fainting again. Faint in a
hospital and they put you back in A&E. I thought
it best to lie on the floor. It was pleasantly cool. I
was happy there.

After ten minutes I recovered enough to walk.
Judy, still more worried about me than herself,
was relieved to see me on my feet. I spent another
fifteen minutes on the street and a taxi did come. |
didn’t kiss the driver. I just told him the name of
the hotel.

We spent the next forty hours in the room. We
drank water and ate saltine crackers I bought from
a convenience store. We watched the canoe slalom
finals and Midsummer Murders in Spanish on the
television.

Mercifully, back on the ferry, the Bay of Biscay
was benign and food poisoning was not exacerbated
by seasickness. We were the last off the boat the
following evening. Eventually reunited with our car
at half past nine, we joined the back of the queue to
get through immigration. We were unused to waiting
at customs when returning from Europe. Passports
were scrutinised, vehicles searched. It took over an
hour but we consoled ourselves that even though
this was a final kick in the teeth of a pretty dreadful
couple of days, we have Taken Back Control.

Then all we faced was tussling with our insurers to
try to recoup money spend on hospital fees, taxis
and rebooked ferry tickets.

Nick Barraclough first shared this tale at True Stories Told Live in Cambridge, May 2024.



