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​​Chapter 1 - Damira
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I rubbed my temple and checked my watch for the second time since sitting down at the small table at Lucio’s Coffee House nearly thirty minutes ago.  Lucio’s was one of the best baristas I had found near my apartment in London.  I tended to ask clients to meet me there for nothing more than enjoying a good cup of coffee whilst assessing whether I wanted to take on the job or not.  These days though, what with rising costs, I was having to be less choosey.

I was waiting for a Thomas Bordeaux.  A conservationist zoologist, whatever one of those was.  He had contacted me via my website with a simple message to say he needed my lingual services in Kazakhstan.  When I enquired back, he sent a detailed report of what he planned to do and how I would aid him.  I longed to visit and so I agreed to hear him out.  My mother was from there and as a child I had asked each summer holidays if we would be going.  Every year since I can remember she would always say, ‘Maybe next summer, it’s too hot this summer’ or ‘It’s so expensive to fly, maybe next year it will be cheaper.’  Each year though it never seemed to be the right time to go.  Then 14 years ago, when I was eleven, both my parents were killed in a road collision.  I lived in a foster home for a year before my aunt Miras came back from Kazakhstan to become my guardian.  She had been out to see us a few times, before they had died and called me whenever she could afterwards.  Then when she came to collect me, rather than take me to Kazakhstan she came to look after me in England.  I tried to get her to take me back, but she simply told me I could go if I wanted once I turned eighteen; my mother had been extremely specific in her will that my education should be in England.  The catch, from my aunt, when I turned eighteen was that I had to pay for myself.  Needless to say, I have never had enough money, and therefore inclination, to go back on my own.  

As I tried to pass the time waiting for Thomas to arrive, I slowly drank my Mocha and thought about how this job was to be all expenses paid and I would get to finally see Kazakhstan.  When I mentioned the job to my aunt, she got so excited and surprised me by saying that she would come join me at the end of the job to have a holiday with me.  Although the length of the holiday was still undecided since I did not know how much Thomas was going to pay me, or in fact how long the job would be on for.  From his brief the minimum would be six weeks.  Yet that did not seem to worry her, and I even saw in the one of her many open tabs on her internet browser last weekend, that she had been looking at house prices all over Kazakhstan.  It gave me an odd feeling and yet not overly unpleasant, just that it seemed strange that suddenly she seemed keen to move back there after fourteen years was beyond me, simply because I had a work assignment there.  Then again, I was in my early twenties and she in her sixties, if there was support for elderly and such out there, we could both move, since neither of us had much going on for us in London.  She was in surprisingly good health, but she was now in her late sixties and needed a stick to help her walk.  She had sacrificed so much to come and be my guardian and without her I may not have been able to get to where I am today.  So, I felt obliged to try with this new client to make sure it was a success.  

Pondering Thomas’ report, which I was reading again on my mobile, intrigued me further as he said it may lead onto other jobs should he be successful as the park he was looking at bordered Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and possibly Tajikistan.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure how similar their languages were to Kazakh.  It didn’t worry me though; I had six other languages under my belt and was working on my seventh.  I’ve always had an ear for picking them up quickly.

All expense spared was something else I liked the sound of since living in London was expensive.  I had regular work at various embassies around London, unfortunately any new work was beginning to fall stagnant.  I hadn’t had any decent paid work in some time and had had to get a second no contract job to keep up with my rent.  

As I read, I remember the times when my mother did talk of going, it had always been to take me back to see the north of the country where she was from.  From the bits of information Thomas had already given me, when I told my aunt there had been a moment of disappointment, which I had concluded was because we were going to the south.  Then she had shrugged and said, ‘Kazakhstan is Kazakhstan,’ either way this was finally this was going to be my chance to go.  It wasn’t just excitement to see the place it was also the prospect of potential new beginnings after a run of what felt like endless dead ends.  

I was beginning to think the guy wasn’t going to show, when a young man with glasses, shaggy hair and walking with a vague notion that he was visiting this world, walked through the front door.  He looked just like the profile photograph on the university website link that he had sent me with the job information.  I wasn’t overly sure where his university work fit in with this job, as he appeared to have money from a mixture of family and investment gains that could easily pay for the trip.  As I casually saw him in the queue, I could tell he looked nervous and uncomfortable in the brown suit that he was wearing.  I smiled and watched as he shuffled over to the counter and ordered a drink.  He played with his brown tie, maybe ten times while he waited; straightening it, moving the heart, or just running his finger around the collar in discomfort.  He looked around the café and right past me several times.  I had thought to wave, but by the look on his face he wasn’t concentrating on what he was looking at; simply a nervous glance.  I had also thought my bright red hair would draw his attention and I was wearing it in the same fashion as it is on my website, to be recognisable.  When it didn’t, I hoped it would once he was ready.  So, I sipped at my Mocha, which I had successfully managed to nurse while I waited and watched him.

After he had paid and was waiting at the end of the counter for his drink, he turned his head and this time I could tell there was thought behind his eyes.  I lifted my hand and gave him a small wave.  The smile on my face I hoped was bright and welcoming despite the frustration I felt for being kept waiting; twenty minutes after the agreed time.  

Thomas’ face brightened before the woman called out his order and he nearly jumped out of his skin.  I stifled my laugh and continued to patiently wait while he picked up his drink and made his way over to where I sat.

I stood as he reached the table and extended my hand saying, ‘Thomas, pleasure to meet you.’

His grip was more confident than the rest of his posture as he replied, ‘Damira, so sorry I’m late.  I’m running on quite a bit of caffeine.  This morning has been rather long already.’

I waved my hand, ‘Think nothing of it.  I have another appointment to get to in an hour or so though.’  I hadn’t, but I wanted to make sure he kept to the point.  ‘Your information pack was very detailed, but please tell me more about how you require my services in order to do what it is you need to do.’

He took the seat opposite mine and, after taking a sip of, his drink, he said, ‘There has been some sightings of Asiatic lions in the Sairam-Ugam State National Park.’  I must have looked at him blankly for he quickly added, ‘It is on the southern border of Kazakhstan by the town of Lenger.  I have been granted permission, as of this morning, which is why I was late, to go to the city nearby and do some investigations to decide if these sightings are real.  I’ve been learning some Russian, the closest I could find to Kazakh I could find in one of those learning apps.’  He sighed, ‘Anyway, I’m not good enough to find out the information from the locals.  I also hope to convince the government that the park needs more protection should the sightings be real and prepare them for the inevitable tourism.  The park already has some protection and there seems to be a tourist board that does trips inside, but they haven’t got much backing from any of the wildlife conservation companies or agencies.  Although that might be more to do with the country itself.’  

He finally took a breath and another sip before continuing, ‘There isn’t a great deal available about it on-line and it’s difficult to find out more.  The issue is that if the park doesn’t have enough protection, it won’t stop people from just destroying it to make room to grow crops, displacing all that currently live inside the park, including these lions, if they are in fact real.’  

His face looked so forlorn that I gave a reassuring nod of my head, ‘Ah I see, well you are in luck, as I state on my website, I speak Russian and Kazakh, which by the way the southern area speaks more Kazakh than they do Russian.’

Thomas looked slightly perplexed, then grinned and finally seemed to physically relax.  It was almost as if he was processing what I had said in segments; the reactions coming through slightly delayed.  ‘So, you’ll take the job?  As I said in my report, I’m able to pay for all your expenses.’

I gave him a small laugh and finished off the last of my Mocha before I said, ‘You said in your email that we would be away for several weeks and mentioned six weeks.  How long exactly are we to be away for and what is included in the expenses?’  

He gave me a small shrug and, pushing his glasses up his nose, said, ‘I must get the initial data, if there is any, to their government within two months from when we arrive.  I also need your help with various reports that need to be translated.  The money will be come mostly via the University as we have a government grant to do the initial investigations.  Which we got because CITIES, the Convention for International Trade in Endangered Species, office there contacted the UK office and has offered to contribute towards the report.  It appears the local tourist group have somewhat blocked them from investing.  It’s a vast country and, the local CITIES office is several hours drive away from where this park is.  Most of what they offer to contribute is via services within the country, taxis and car hire.  My father picks a noble cause every year and this year it is WSPA who are supplying the camera traps and have said they will invest more resources, including people, if we find the lions.  Asiatic lions are critically endangered and would be a prize for hunters.  So, I also have some support from the British Zoological Society as they will be interested in the breeding potential if we do find them to help preserve the species.  The issue they all have is that it’s not always that easy to work with the Kazakhstan government.’

He took a drink and said, ‘Anything you do in your own time you will need to support.  I have budgeted for two meals each day, flights, taxis, public transport, car rental and accommodation.  I will try to give you two days off a week but it might be just part of a day or a few days together then nothing.  All depends on what happens once we are out there.’

He took another sip and then almost spilled it over himself as he put the cup back down adding, ‘Oh plus the University will be contributing towards the trip and I am particular about certain things so if there is something you desperately need, I will also pay for it.’

He gave a satisfied nod and began to remove his tie.  As it was a lot of information that wasn’t in his original report, I felt there were several fail points to the “all expense spared”.  The unknown downtime was also slightly concerning.  I had looked into money and cost of living out there just to gage what to expect and it was cheaper than UK in general, although it was hard to work out since the currency started in hundreds, not the usual pennies I was used to.

I wondered what items he could possibly live without and not for the first time thought, Oh, how the other half live.  

Aloud I shook my head and smiled, ‘I can translate from and into written Kazakh.  I understand the park has three other boarders running through it.  Will this trip be including crossing the border?’

Thomas sighed, ‘Probably not.  Unless we find the lions, then everyone will get much more excited, however they’ll want their own people involved then.’

I thought for a moment, ‘OK, well I’ll worry about translating in those countries if it looks like we will go there.  I can pick up most languages from a simple base and immersing myself for a couple of days in somewhere like a shopping centre or busy place where I can hear how people speak naturally.’

Thomas nodded.  So I continued, ‘In terms of concern, I need to ensure that certain things are covered in my absence.  I know about your father’s contributions and your investments, which I’ve concluded will cover much of what you plan to do, however I just need to know if the expenses covers paying my regular fees including any overtime rate?’ 

He gave me a satisfied grin, ‘Mother will be much happier as I’ll be spending time with a human female instead of just animals,’ he bobbed his head from side to side, looking up as he added, ‘or bits of animals.  Anyway,’ he said shaking his head slightly as if trying to clear a thought, ‘your fees will be covered as part of expenses.  Mother has told me that I am to keep you in comfort so is happy to also contribute if it means a better place to live in whilst we are there.’  

He looked about the café and almost absent mindedly said, ‘Anything outside of normal working hours or weekend work will be given at the higher rate you indicated.  I will allow for time off or down time however we are on a tight schedule so less is more.’  

I gave another small chuckle and raising an eyebrow I seriously said, ‘I charge extra for posing as a girlfriend.’

Thomas’ face went bright red, ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’

Three days later, Thomas sent me all the details I required regarding the companies that were interested and their individual requirements.  After that I told Thomas that I would take the job, I signed and returned the contract he had sent with the updated terms.  By lunchtime he had transferred funds for me to book the flights and a hostel.  I spent much of that week sorting out my website and getting cover for the few jobs that I did on a regular basis within the city.  Once that was all sorted, I made a start on the travel arrangements for the journey.  

The flights were fairly straightforward and since the time limit set by the various contributors and the visa was from the moment we landed, I had some free rein to decide what the dates of travel would be.  Getting a hostel was slightly trickier since most of the normal websites I used didn’t cover a town close to the park.  There were some holiday cottages on the outskirts of the park, however speaking to Thomas he said he didn’t want to use them but we would visit once there.  He wanted to stay somewhere around locals to know what impact the park had on them, not tourists.  After several hours and many phone calls and messaging later I found out that the medical college had a scheme where old hostels let out rooms during term time at a discount rate.  Many had not gone back to accepting tourists, but I was able to find one such establishment that did in a place called Lenger, which was a little over half an hour from the park and was one of the towns he was interested in seeing.  This particular hostel said that the first week we got there, some students were still in residence, but we could have one room and then change to two from the second week depending on the students that would stay on after the holiday.

When I told my aunt, she was ecstatic and kept calling me up or messaging me on my mobile to tell me of another place in Kazakhstan that I should visit or food I had to try.  On the Saturday before I left, I went over to her house to have dinner.  She lived just outside London in a small cottage in the middle of the hamlet.  I loved going as it gave me a break from all the city noise and pollution, but getting there was tricky.  There were no trains that went direct and she still had to drive to come get me.  After I had moved out, she had complained about me not having a car, but when she visited my apartment, she soon realised that having a car was completely ridiculous.  During dinner, she reminded me to stay safe and hinted incredibly heavy that if I should find myself a nice Kazakh boy to love, she would gladly come out and check his suitability.  I rolled my eyes and told her that I was going out there to work, not find myself a husband, but I would confirm with her when she should come out and join me.

‘Well, there’s no harm in looking.’  Was her final response in a matter-of-fact way as I boarded my train.  I waved backwards over my head and promptly ignored her.  She was the only family I had now and when she got like this, with her desperate need for me to be married and have children, it just made me miss my mother more.  I loved my aunt dearly and have always been thankful that she came back from Kazakhstan after my mother died.  However, she wasn’t my mother.

*

ON THE SUNDAY, A CAR came and collected me and so started my journey to the middle of nowhere.  On the map Lenger, where I had managed to find a hostel to stay at, looked like a small town.  It was on the edge of a valley with three main roads and then what looked like two massive housing estates that lead off from them.  From the satellite images, all the roads looked remarkably straight and seemed to form a giant grid, with buildings populating each square.  I dug a bit deeper and found that the city centre had potential to be a hub of activity due to having a medical university there.  I did hope that it would mean bars and restaurants.  Although Shymkent, the larger city we were flying in to, looked like it might be a better bet for shops and more variety of entertainment judging by the searches online.  

I love travelling, but even this excursion pushed me to my limits; it was long and predominately boring.  I had also thought that we would go first class, but Thomas had said to go economy, which is just a different word for cattle class.  Not only did I have to endure lots of people but also Thomas could talk the hind legs off a donkey about things that he enjoyed.  So, for much of the flight I just sat and listened to him as he talked about all the various animals he had studied or seen.  It transpired he collected information about animals as I collect languages.

From the moment I met Thomas, I told him that the best way for our partnership to work was to be familiar with each other.  I explained that normally the jobs I undertook were for business operations, I was just there to translate.  This time though I felt it would be better if I had some idea what he wanted to achieve.  Thomas also liked to explain everything almost in a story like fashion, so I wanted to be able to condense, yet still get his point across.  So, as we waited in the airport lounges, between our two flights, to make a change from his ramblings, Thomas and I went through a series of interview like questions.  Mostly trying to get to know each other outside of the work and small chats we had already had.  As we neared boarding, I also asked many questions about the animals he was hoping to see and the conservation aspect of his job.  To my surprise I found much of it remarkably interesting, although there were several times during the last flight that I asked to have at least half hour of quiet time.

I wasn’t sure how the Kazakh people would take his eccentric yet shy personality.  Compared to what I saw on that first meeting, for a man that had wealth, it turned out that Thomas wore jeans and tee shirts, with trainers that looked like they were on their last legs.  All his tee shirts were either brightly coloured or had logos on them that just made him stand out.  Saying that, some of the formal dresses that the Kazakh people wore were very colourful and often involved pointy or cone shaped hats, so I figured they might not find him too strange.  Above all though I just hoped the man could hold his liquor, particularly vodka as that would certainly help win them over.  

As we came into land in Shymkent.  I looked out the window excitedly as the sun was bright and gave us a beautiful view of the land below.  It looked like the satellite images I had seen; sandy with patches of greenery and an assortment of different coloured roofs, some reflecting the light, whilst others seeming to soak it all in.  We got out of the plane on the tarmac, the pilot had said the temperature was in the early teens, but as I had only been half listening as the passengers were all chattering away, what felt certainly more in the twenties.  It was dry, sunny and as I breathed in I realised that the heat lacked the moisture of home.  I found it to be a pleasant contrast.

With the suitcases collected, I lead us out of the airport and quickly found a taxi, although the driver was less than pleased when I had said to go to Lenger.  However, once I produced the notes he brightened slightly and headed off, tuning the radio for a few moments before he found the station he was after saying, ‘This one doesn’t play much music but the traffic reports are good.  The city is busy currently with all the children coming out of school.’

Before we had left, I had done some research on the possible routes we could take to get to Lenger.  What I hadn’t quite been able to find out was how it felt to be on the roads as a passenger.  I had clearly missed that they drove on the opposite side of the road and at first this felt very disconcerting, especially with the speed and sheer number of cars on the road.  The roads to begin with though seemed fairly similar to home, that was until the driver made a sucking noise and suddenly was taking a road off to the right and, after a few minutes, the surface drastically changed to one where he was having to swerve several times, nearly colliding with oncoming traffic in order to traverse the massive craters in the road.  Suddenly I felt ashamed of the potholes I had moaned about back home.  Thomas gasped a few times and I nearly swore but each time it just made the driver chuckle, so I tried to hold it in and nudge Thomas to do the same.  

As we came into a place called Badam, I caught a glimpse of the river that flowed through much of the south Kazakhstan.  The banks were all made of concrete and looked high but then by Thomas’ comment that it wasn’t good, I realised it was because the river was so low.  Once we turned into the town the roads became smoother and the traffic was less hectic.  From there, the roads and towns seemed to go on much longer than I had accounted for when looking at the satellite map.  However, we arrived in Lenger just before five pm.  It wasn’t really what I would call a town as I know it from home.  Most buildings were one or two floors.  Not that we could see much of the houses with each property being surrounded by walls, but some were low enough to be able to see cars or gardens.

The hostel was just off the main high street; a thin five floor building squashed between two office buildings.  The front door went straight into a small reception area with just enough room to hold a high table with two stools next to it, a lift in the middle and a set of stairs running up the side.  A door behind reception was slightly ajar and from the foyer I could see some sort of living area and what looked like a small kitchen beyond.  The reception desk was the high table and moments after we entered a tall round man, with thinning black hair, stood up and scowled at us before realising that we were customers.  Then he brought out a false smile of welcome.

‘Good evening.’  The man said.  His voice was deep and had a thick Kazakh accent that even I struggled with, let alone Thomas who had begun learning the language while we were on the aeroplane.  

‘Good evening, Sir.’  I replied in Kazakh, ‘I booked two rooms, the one I emailed to extend the stay for six weeks.’  He nodded, ‘You could only do tonight and only one room, is that correct?’

The man’s smile became more real at the realisation that the booking and email were genuine.  ‘Yes, just one twin is available tonight.  There are many students that have stayed for the end of term celebrations, but they leave at the weekend so I will have more rooms available on Monday.’  

I hadn’t read anything about any celebrations happening and when he didn’t elaborate, I shook my head and draped myself over Thomas’ arm and said in English, ‘They only have the twin room until Monday.’  His eyes went slightly wide and then he shrugged.  Looking back at the man, whose face had stiffened, I said in Kazakh, ‘Fine.’

The man behind the counter raised an eyebrow before handing Thomas the keys.  From the cabinet he had collected them from, I could see that most floors only had two rooms, which would explain why it wasn’t the biggest of buildings, but I did wonder why they had gone up and not backwards.

We had just about made it to the lift in the centre of the building when the man called out, ‘The lift is broken.  Should be fixed by next Thursday.’

As we walked up the stairs to the third floor, where our room was, Thomas said, ‘He didn’t seem overly impressed with whatever you said, perhaps we should go somewhere else tomorrow?’

Playfully I pushed at his arm, ‘It was either the fact he realised we aren’t married and sharing a room or that we were English.’

He gave me a sheepish smile and nodded.

I then added, ‘Or it could just be the fact that I have bright red hair, can speak more than one language, so probably makes me a witch in these parts.  Besides,’ I stopped on the stairs and gave a shrug before continuing up saying, ‘there isn’t anywhere else.  I only found this place because the university uses it and your contact from your university suggested I see if they would help a professor in the field.’

As we reached the third floor I stopped to deposit my bag and suitcase momentarily to double check which room number.  As I looked between the keys and the three doors I realised I had forgotten to tell him regarding the email from the Medical University here in Lenger that had come in whilst we were travelling and he had been sleeping, ‘Oh Thomas,’ he hummed as he rearranged his own luggage, ‘the head of the medical university was very interested in meeting you at the end of April, once the college reopens and hopefully you have something to show.’

If Thomas was annoyed by my lapse in mentioning it, he didn’t show it, simply smiled tiredly and said, ‘Yes, hopefully we will have something, although I am still dubious as to how the medical college can help with the park.’

The room, like much of the hostel, was small.  It had a desk squashed into the space between the two single beds and a double wardrobe behind the door at the foot of the bed on the left; the other bed was underneath the windowsill.  Even if we did want to push the beds together, it would involve heavy lifting and a game of Tetris.  Looking round I found the room to be clean and they had tried to make the rooms slightly homey, suggesting that there was a female also looking after the property not just the tall manly man downstairs.  There were paintings hanging on the wall of farm activities and brightly coloured soft furnishings, which brightened the room slightly.  I was surprised that there was a kettle and two mugs.  Disappointedly though there was no coffee, just the mugs.  To the right of the front door, we found a small shower room where the toilet was part of the shower.  

Different and space saving, I thought before dropping my bag at the end of my bed; I had chosen the one on far wall as Thomas had said about liking to sleep with the window open.

The beds turned out to be incredibly comfortable despite being only slightly larger than a child's bed.  Thomas and I were about the same height, nearly five foot ten, so figured his feet would be hanging off just as much as mine would be.  The pillows had seen better days, but the sheets and cases were clean and soft to the touch.  I suggested to Thomas that as we would be staying here some time, I would need to get new pillows and probably a bigger duvet, but we could wait until they could move us to the individual rooms.  I also suggested that he rent a car.  Shymkent, where we had flown into, from my bit of research I knew there would be more shops and restaurants there should we not find what we needed in Lenger.  Then again, I had thought I had seen a train station on our way through, which might be easier to get to and from Shymkent than a car, judging by the journey in the taxi.

He gave me a nod and, pushing his glasses up his nose, said, ‘I told you Dami, money is no object.  I think we should get some sort of off-road vehicle.  I’m not keen on public transport, use the buses if you like.’

His face scrunched up in thought as he looked though his bag before he finally said, ‘I’m wondering as well if we might just stay here.  We might be having to share, but I don’t like moving once settled.  I think we should get the extra supplies tomorrow in case they can’t move us or you end up crankier from more lack of sleep.’  

I raised an eyebrow and was going to retort however, he had a point.  I had already let that cat out of the bag after our unexpected overnight stay in Almaty after the internal flight to Shymkent had been cancelled with no warning, a bit like the room.  Shrugging I nodded before laying on my bed, with my back against the wall.  ‘For me a bed is a bed, but don’t take offence if I move.’  Especially if you turn out to be a terrible roommate, I added internally.

I watched as he began to empty out the contents of his suitcase onto the desk.  It was fascinating.  First, he took out a metal object that I didn’t realise what it was until it clicked into place to reveal a microscope.  Then he removed a cellophane wrapped stack of different coloured notepads, which all looked new.  He meticulously undid the stack and skilfully placed each pad on top of each other next to the fold out microscope.  After, he removed several beakers, three different sized magnifying glasses and five reference books.  He also brought a brand-new box of Bic black biro pens; the kind that hold 50 pens.  

Extending myself slightly I realised why he had a ‘heavy’ sticker on his luggage.  On the side with the straps, where he had been removing the stationary and scientific looking equipment, all that was left was a brightly coloured toilet bag.  Watching as he undid the zip compartment on the opposite side I saw tightly rolled clothes.  He stood in front of the small wardrobe for several minutes, came to some sort of conclusion and began to furnish it with his clothes.  

With his possessions arranged just so he turned and gave me a satisfied grin before his face fell in confusion as he asked, ‘You not unpacking?’

I realised then that I had been staring.  Shaking my head quickly I said, ‘I’ll sort it out when I need to.’  I saw his eye twitch slightly.  ‘Thomas you are too easy to wind up.  I’ll get it sorted in a minute.  I just needed a minute to get my bearings; let you get your stuff sorted and then I was going to sort my stuff around yours.  Good thinking with the wardrobe.’

‘Saying that, I need to eat first.’  I added after a moment’s thought, ‘While we still have some daylight, let’s stretch our legs and have a look for somewhere serving dinner.  I saw something on the way in that is probably only a few minutes’ walk away.’

As we left the reception, the man called out that the front door locks at ten pm and we would need to use the other key on the keyring to get back in.  I thanked him and said we would likely be back before then, but it was good to know.

Outside, I took us left towards a restaurant I had seen as we came in.  We were both tired, but without food I couldn’t even contemplate unpacking, let alone sleeping.

The restaurant wasn’t overly busy, which probably isn’t surprising since it was a Sunday and so people may have already been for lunch rather than dinner.  The food was mostly a variety of toppings on either flat sliced potatoes or chips.

‘Loaded fries.’  I mused as I looked through the choices, Thomas idly looking about the room waiting for me to tell him the options.

‘It’s basically a selection of loaded chips.’  I then went through the selection, Thomas all the while nodding after each, his eyes still far away.

Suddenly his eyes came into focus, and he said, ‘Yes that one.’

Unfortunately, the service was quite slow so my quick dinner turned into a nearly two hour excursion.  When we returned to the hostel, I still didn’t really want to unpack but Thomas stared at the bag and made all sorts of noises so in the end I found places to put my things and tucked my suitcase away under the bed, my backpack wedged next to my bed.

By ten pm we had everything put away and our small room resembled more of a home away from home.  Thomas was much more content, and we were finally able to settle in for the night.  Being five hours ahead it felt like the early hours of the morning.  I had had a few overseas contracts in the last couple of years, so I was a bit more used to it.  Thomas had said he rarely travelled, so I was slightly concerned at how his body clock would adjust to the time difference for us hitting the ground running in the morning as he hoped we would.  Setting an alarm, I turned off the light, said good night to Thomas and almost immediately fell asleep.
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​Chapter 2 – Damira
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Waking I see that there is a faint light coming through the blinds.  Reaching out, I turn my wrist to see the time on my watch.  The numbers showed it was six am.

Sighing I think how I always wake at the same early time.  Even when I’ve flown to a vastly different time zone, especially when the curtains are as thin as they are here.  It’s like my brain pulls out the smallest change in light and knows we’re not making the most of the daylight.  My best investment when I had moved into my apartment had been the black out blinds.  Noise I can cope with and sleep through, but light is something my brain simply cannot ignore even then though I rarely sleep in past eight am.  

I looked around slightly confused by the brightness and almost panicked when I heard heavy breathing across the small room that I found myself in.  For a moment I was in a different time, with a different person.  A person who had stolen my heart, but not given theirs in return.  And yet, the breathing wasn’t quite the same and we weren’t in the same bed.

Looking towards the sound, a wooden objected blocked my view, but I saw my mobile on the edge with the charging cable jutting out the bottom.  A memory of an extension lead being brought out of a suitcase and my amazed reaction at the level of preparedness the person I was with had gone to, began to surface.  Slowly I raised myself onto my elbows.  Recollection blossomed as I saw Thomas as he snored in his inhalation before opening his mouth to loudly exhale.  I smiled as it reminded me of a cartoon character pretending to sleep.  I surmised then that this, combined with the light in the room, was what had brought me out of my sleep.  Mentally I added to the shopping list a mask and ear plugs.  Although I wondered whether Kazakhstan had such things.  As I lay there, I realised that his snoring was particularly loud and it was in both parts irritating and amusing to listening to.

Picking up my mobile I attempted to scroll through social media to see what was going on in the world, or at least what some of my friends back home might have had for dinner last night.  However, there was barely any signal and checking the Wi-Fi settings I found that there was nothing locally to attach to.  I had downloaded a book before leaving and so attempted to read that, but after several minutes I couldn’t take his snoring anymore.  Rather than get annoyed, I got up as quietly as I could and, collecting my running gear, I changed in the bathroom. 

Coming back into the room I crept over to my pillow, where I had left my mobile, pocketed it and scribbled a note on the front page of the notebook he had given me to use.  The sound of the biro nib on the paper sounded loud in the bedroom, despite his snoring, and I kept stopping in case I was disturbing him.  Finally, I finished my note to say I was going running and would be back soon.  Out in the hall, I found the rest of the hostel to be in a sleepy silence and, descending the stairs, I wondered if people could hear the irritating squeak of my trainers on the polished floor.  My progress out for a run came to a halt as I found the front door to be locked.  Suddenly the door behind the reception desk opened, startling me slightly, and a small Chinese looking women came out.

‘You want to go out? You have key?’  She barked in English pointing towards me.

I wasn’t sure if she was pointing at me or at the door as I replied in Kazakh, ‘I want to go running.’  Holding up the key I said, ‘I only have the room key.’

The woman, who was almost up to my chest in height scowled at me and bending she momentarily disappeared before I heard a draw open and the jangle of keys.  Re-appearing she tsked at me before coming towards where I stood by the front door.  I took a step back to get out of her way as she searched through the keys to find the correct one, not looking up as she walked.

After the key clonked in the door and the woman opened it to the outside world, she asked in the same severe tone that she had started with, ‘How long you be?’

‘Do you speak Cantonese?’ I say in Cantonese.

I didn’t think her face could get any more severe when her eyebrows almost knitted together in a scowl and I quickly added in Kazakh, ‘I’m learning it, so if you did it would help me practice.  To your answer though, I will be roughly two hours depending on how big the town is.’

Her face began to relax, and I hoped that meant she was warming to me, however with a still sceptical voice she replied in Cantonese, ‘People here do not like other languages.  I shall re-open the door at eight thirty.  Will you run every morning?’

I caught the gist of most of the words and replied, ‘Maybe.  We want to stay for three weeks, maybe more, and will run if it fits with our activities.’  The sentence felt wrong and when she didn’t reply I was worried I had offended her.

‘Your tone needs practice.’  She said simply and then changing to Kazakh said, ‘If you will pay for your stay we can get another key, then you will have two sets.’

I nodded and smiling I wasn’t sure why Thomas had removed the front door key from the one I was holding.  Then I decided to try my luck whilst her mood seemed to be improving, ‘Can we buy things for the room?’

The frown began to return so I hastened to add, ‘Sheets and towels, coffee machine.  Just a few bits and pieces and we will change and wash them or pay extra if you are able to do it for us.  When we leave, you can keep them.’

Her face brightened although a smile didn’t quite reach her lips, but she stuck out her hand and I shook.  I took the few steps to the outside and almost jumped as the door came shut behind me and was bolted in place.

The air outside was cool, but not cold.  Stretching, I made a mental note of what was around the hostel so that I would find my way back.  Then with a little jump I was off, doing my way of getting to know a new place; by running around all the streets I could find, starting with the main ones and then working my way down in size.  Although I always avoid anywhere that isn’t light, or it looks to be a dead end, keeping in mind the layout I had seen on the satellite images.

I found that the town we were now calling home, did indeed spiral out from the main high street.  From the satellite images and even street view it had been hard to get a feel for the place, only that the hostel was somewhere near the middle.  As I ran, I found that there were houses of all shapes and sizes.  I passed various corner shops, plus the occasional butchers or bakers and what might have been boutique shops or maybe homeware shops.  All quite hard to decipher at pace as the buildings didn’t look anywhere near like what I know from back home.  Most simply looked like people’s homes until I’d catch a glimpse of a sign in the window or at the end of the drive.  
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