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CHAPTER ONE
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What a very normal week it had been, I considered with relief as I settled onto the sofa with a steaming cup of tea and a book I’d been promising myself to read for years.  And now that all the rubble of my recent life had been bulldozed away, I had the time and the inclination to pick it up and read it.  But I didn’t open it.  It remained unopened by my side.  I sighed instead and thought about the last few months.  The incredible chaos that had unfolded in our lives had been all but overwhelming.  Katherine and I had tried to cope.  Ultimately we had failed miserably.

We had planned my early retirement well in advance.  There were three years of work left before that date.  Surprisingly, our plans for it and what lay beyond that date had been unfolding exactly as anticipated.  Then the first detour from our planning had eventuated most unexpectedly.  However, it was far from the disaster it might have been had we not planned ahead.  Being made redundant after 29 years in a job didn’t ruffle a feather financially though it shook us in every other way.  The redundancy payout had been considerably more than I’d have earned in the last three years that I had planned to stay actively employed.  No problem, we’d said to each other once the dust had started to settle.  This was just an opportunity to move forward a little more than three years earlier.  What a silver lining in the dark cloud, we had told each other.

Less than two weeks later one of our daughters, Amy, our eldest child, was beaten senseless in a failed attempt at rape after a visit to a late night pharmacy half a kilometre from her home.  She’d walked rather than driven because of the short distance.  The neighbourhood had been, to that point, unfailingly safe.  After nearly three weeks in hospital, a lengthy convalescence with us was required as she was divorced, without children and unable to look after herself in the short to medium term.  My redundancy helped ease the pressure on Katherine so, again, another bonus though it was the only one in a very near to fatal disaster zone.

Just three days after Amy left for her own home, Katherine was diagnosed with terminal, late stage cancer in her spine.  She’d been quietly complaining about the pain in her lower back.  For some time, we’d both put it down to all the strenuous work she’d done to assist when Amy could do little to move independently for a lot of her stay.  She had resisted all my encouragement to go and see someone about it.  But helping Amy hadn’t been the cause, she discovered, when she finally was convinced and went to the doctor to have it investigated.  Cancer!  Terminal...  and inoperable...  so we couldn’t even get a possible extension of the little time we had left.

Nevertheless, we made the most of what time we had left knowing that Katherine’s mobility would soon become limited and eventually end completely.  I watched in amazement as my wife dried her tears (and mine), ignored the pain and made every moment count.  Over the last three weeks that she remained mobile, we travelled, dined out, went to the theatre and movies and spent lots of time with friends who had no idea Katherine was ill until the last days.  We savoured every moment like it was the last.  Then, one morning, she couldn’t move.

Eleven days later we had a funeral and everyone said good bye.

Since then people had brought flowers, enough food to feed an army, warm wishes, even warmer memories of Katherine in stories I hadn’t heard until now, a lottery ticket (believe it or not) and generally people had been as kind as they could be.  Several people had been mowing my lawns for a few weeks though I’d eventually asked them to stop on the basis that I needed something to do to keep my mind and hands occupied.

The funeral had been three weeks ago last Wednesday and it was now Thursday of the following week, I thought, then laughed at the muddled way that thought had struggled to the surface.  Four weeks ago yesterday, I corrected myself with a laugh.  The immensity of people’s care and concern still overwhelmed me.  But thankfully it was starting to diminish.  What I cherished most were the phone calls and visits from those who only asked how I was doing, people who just quietly sat with me and occasionally shared stories of my wife’s relationship with them.  Mine hadn’t been the only life that had been touched deeply by the beauty of Katherine’s heart.

I put my head back, resting it on the back of the sofa, closed my eyes and thought of all the things my wife and I had planned to do together which we could no longer do as a couple.  It was a long list.

“I miss you, my darling wife,” I muttered as though she were there with me.  “I miss you with a longing I could never have imagined before this.”

To my immense shock, I awoke the next morning on the sofa.  The book was still there with me, still unopened, and the tea was untouched and undrinkable.  The day was well under way outside with the sun decidedly high above the horizon.  I must have really needed the sleep, I mused as I dragged myself to my feet and made my way into the kitchen.  Having filled the electric kettle and set it going, I aimed myself at the bathroom before returning.  I pulled the tea bags out (something that would normally have earned me a mild rebuke) and poured the boiling water into the mug with the tea bag.

My loneliness started to soak me like torrential rain as I stood there and I could feel the grief rising to the surface but it was instantly diminished by the ringing of my phone.  No caller ID showing on the screen but instead, “International Call”.

“Hello?” I said as cheerfully as I could manage.

“Hello.  Is that Mr Davis?  Mr Riley E-oin Davis?” a business-like, slightly accented, female voice enquired.

Official call of some sort, I thought quickly, but why from overseas?  “Yes and no,” I replied.

There was silence for a few moments then, “I’m afraid I do not understand, sir.  How can it be yes and no at the same time?”

I smiled inwardly.  “My name is Riley Eoen Davis and that’s the Irish Owen spelled E-O-E-N as it seems you are aware but it’s pronounced much like the English name Owen.  But I am digressing.  Um... who am I speaking to?”

“Oh, sorry,” her pleasant voice stated.  “I am Svetlana Kadarova, Mr Davis.  I’m calling you from Maersk Oil in Kazakhstan.  Please call me Svetlana.  The purpose of this call is to give you advance warning that this company is about to make you an offer for some land over here for which you hold title.”

Now my mind was at warp speed and my grief had receded into the background.  While I’d been teaching at a University in Kazakhstan I’d bought the parcel of land from a friend who’d been in deep financial trouble.  Well, it was a rather large parcel.  He’d claimed it was worth far more than the twenty thousand US dollars he had asked for it - the amount that we’d paid him - but we’d never thought it would be worth anything.  We knew it sat adjacent to Maersk’s lease but assumed with good reason that they’d ignored it because their exploration had deemed it unnecessary to their needs.

“Are you still there, Mr Davis?”

“Er, yes,” I responded.  “I was just thinking about this.  It’s a bit unexpected.”  One of my first thoughts was that it would have the very real advantage of tying up a loose end in my affairs that I had completely forgotten about.

“I’m sure,” Svetlana’s pleasant voice continued with a tiny hint of amusement.  “I’d like to confirm your email address as that’s how the offer and associated paperwork will come to you.  That won’t happen until the morning ny time.  It’s rather late here.”

While we confirmed that the email address had not changed, I did the quick calculation of time.  “You’re right, it is late there.”

There was a short laugh.  “Fortunately, my boss is very understanding,” she replied.  “I’ve worked all night waiting until it was a socially acceptable time to call there.  From here, now that we are finished, I’m going home and I intend to sleep for a long time.  It is possible you may get a phone call later today to confirm the email has been sent.”

“Thank you,” I said.  “If you don’t mind me asking, who taught you to speak English?  It is very good.”

Now the laughter was longer and deeply genuine.  “Thank you for the compliment, Professor.  Actually, it was you who taught me from Intermediate Level onwards.”  That shocked me into silence.  “Of course, you wouldn’t remember as I was one of many students.  I must go now.  I wish you the best of luck.”

...and with that she was gone as quickly as she had arrived.

* * * * *
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It doesn’t take a lot to imagine that my mind was filled with unanswerable questions that day.  The more I thought about it, the greater the number of questions that arose.  The only plus I could see was that Katherine had insisted that the land title be registered under my name alone so that simplified things considerably.  It had simplified things in a muslim country when we bought it too.  Strangely the only question I was able to effectively deflect was, ‘How much are they going to offer me?’.  Given the enormity of the life changing events that had surrounded me over the past few months, it seemed an irrelevant or, at best, a tiny detail.  It couldn’t alter my life any further or bring Katherine back to life, could it?  So, I did all that I could to avoid thinking about the other, sometimes less obvious questions.  Truth be known, I may not have many of the questions answered by the phone call, if it came, or the documents that would inevitably arrive.

Naturally I used every trick I could think of as an avoidance tactic, like phoning friends and chatting about every inanity I could dredge up.  I’d decided that the earliest I’d get a call would be at two o’clock in the afternoon so any calls I made from an hour prior to that onward were prefaced by a warning that I may need to go quickly as I was expecting an important call.  I mowed my grass in the warmth of the weakening afternoon sun though it wasn’t really necessary and I started clearing out the storage shelves in the garage as I’d promised myself I would do after the funeral but, as yet, hadn’t started.

Mikkel Beck rang as I was washing the last pot I had used to cook dinner.  I part dried my hands quickly and took the call as I walked into the office where the laptop was open on my desk.  I sat down.  He introduced himself as the National Manager of Maersk Oil Kazakhstan.  His manner was pleasant though formal which was not surprising considering that this was a business phone call and I felt sure that we had not met before.

“Have you received the documents yet, Professor Davis?” he asked after the pleasantries ended.

I’d checked occasionally during the day and, the last time I’d looked just before dinner, they’d not arrived.  “Not prior to dinner, Mr Beck, but I’m checking now and, yes, there is something here from you.  Would you like me to open it now?”

“That’s probably not necessary, Professor.  I can give you a quick summary on the phone, if that suits.”

I agreed that it did suit as I put my feet up on the desk and he laid out the major points of the contract quickly and clearly.  It wasn’t until he got to the purchase price that he lost me.  However, I quickly put that confusion aside and kept listening as I knew I could clarify it later by reading the contract.

“It is mostly a standard contract as used here in Kazakhstan,” he stated, “with the sole exception of the clause that allows us use of the land from the moment the contract becomes unconditional.  To balance that clause, you have access to the deposit at that point with settlement coming six weeks later.  Does that suit, Professor?”

“Probably,” I said, “though I’m only speaking in general terms.  Naturally I’d need local legal advice and I know where to go in Kazakhstan to start that process.  I’ll advise when I’ve consulted with them.  How long have I got to consider the offer, Mr Beck?”

There was a pause before he spoke again.  “We knew who we were dealing with, Professor, as you have had dealings with this company before though mainly through our Chairman, who I believe you have met several times.  Lars Petersen holds you in great esteem and has asked me to pass on his sincerest regards.  Of course, my Personal Assistant speaks very well of you too.  As a result, the offer is generous and fair which we hope you will see for yourself.  We’d rather avoid the usual ‘start low and enter lengthy negotiations’ nonsense that usually happens in contract negotiations.”  Again he paused and I remained silent.  “I would hope you would be able to give me a verbal answer in a week - say, sometime on Friday of next week?”

“Possibly,” I responded without commitment.  “That will depend on what I can manage in that time from this distance.”

At that point we parted and I wasted no time opening and looking at the documents.  There were two.  A standard looking Confidentiality Agreement and the Contract itself.  I scanned the contract quickly and was pleased I was seated as the amount I was to be paid was exactly what I imagined I had heard.  It was a staggeringly large amount.

Next I contacted the Head of Legal Studies at the university I’d worked at in Kazakhstan.  After a few minutes of polite exchange of niceties followed by the barest of details about my situation, he happily aimed me at the best person he knew for my needs and offered to call him in advance.  A few minutes later he called back to advise that his colleague would call me within the hour.  And so his colleague did.

After viewing Maersk’s documentation he rang me back.  “You know we could probably squeeze more out of them, don’t you?”

I considered that idea for about a millisecond.  “You don’t think that’s enough money?  It’s a good return on my initial investment.”

He laughed heartily.  “I took the liberty to look at the records and, yes, it is.  So, you’re not going to be greedy?  Most people would be.”

“I’m not most people,” I countered reasonably.  “Tell me, is it a fair offer?”

“More than fair, I believe.  I would go as far as to say it is almost abundant.  Maersk have a reputation of being shrewd negotiators so there must be a lot of oil there for them to make an offer like this.”

I smiled at the thought of being treated honourably.  “Do you think they might consider an offer of being paid a percentage of their profit?”

“Perhaps, but I think it unlikely.  We could ask.”

“I will.  Do you have any other comments about the contract or the confidentiality agreement?”

“Just one.  You need a clause that enables you to have the money paid into your account in whichever currency you choose and on a date of your choosing into any nominated back account.  There may be reasons to do so for taxation purposes in your home country.  I am only guessing at this but it would be a good safeguard clause.”

“Would you draft that clause, please?  I’ll put it to them next week.  Anything else?”

There was a short pause.  “How conversant are you with investment principles?”

“At this scale?  Ignorant.”

He laughed.  “The Jewish people have a saying.  I only know this because I have a number of Jewish clients.  They say one third property, one third gold and one third cash.  It seems to be good advice.  I have seen it work for them.  I could add another clause to the contract that specifies one third of the amount to be paid in gold bullion and delivered to the bank of your choice with all costs to be covered by Maersk.  They play among the big boys.  I think they would agree without rippling the pond.”

I knew the relationship between property and gold.  Generally when one went up, the other declined with both having an overall trend to rise over time.  “Okay, that is a good idea,” I told him.

It came as a complete surprise when no more than fifteen minutes later the contract alterations arrived by email together with the lawyer’s complete details to forward on to Maersk which, of course, I did immediately.

Soon after, just after I had showered, Mikkel Beck was back on the phone.  “You did not waste any time,” he said to start off the conversation.  There was a beaming smile in his voice.

“Good evening,” I replied.  “I had no idea how long it would take to make arrangements, have the documents read and so on so I got things started immediately.  It also helps to have a good consultant.”

“Yes, I noticed.  He’s the best,” Beck confirmed.  “Our lawyers have no objections to either of these amendments.  So, do we have an agreement in principle?”

“We do,” I confirmed.

“Then the amended contract should be with you tomorrow, Professor.”  They worked on Saturdays over there.  “I shall look forward to receiving a notarised copy early next week.  It has been a pleasure doing business with you, sir.”

“And also with you, Mr Beck.”

I’d been pacing about the house as I’d been talking with Beck.  Now, feeling suddenly exhausted, I sat on the sofa and sighed deeply.  “My darling, Katherine,” I said softly as though she was right there in the room.  “What the hell am I going to do with one hundred and fifty million US dollars?”

* * * * *
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The first part of the answer to my question came very early in the morning.  My sleep had been anything but settled, calm or content.  I tossed and turned, felt like the weight of the world was upon me.  And there were one hundred and fifty million reasons for that disturbance.  If I was honest with myself, I felt like I’d made the money under false pretences.  It hadn’t been as if I had deliberately taken advantage of the man from whom I’d purchased the land.  Before the clock on my phone could inform me it was 3:40, I was at my laptop writing and sending him an email.

Phil Rowlings and I had kept in loose contact over the years, exchanging emails a couple of times a year, always at Christmas.  He was a Canadian and had left Kazakhstan before Katherine and I had done so.  He’d taken tenure at one of the better universities on the west coast of his homeland though I couldn’t recall which.  I hoped he hadn’t changed his email address since Christmas which had been our last contact.  I knew it was mid morning in Vancouver so I hoped to get a reply that day.

By the time I sat down for breakfast, he had written back.

Hi, Riley,

Great to hear from you.  How’s retirement going with that great gal of yours?  It’s great that you’ve come into some money but a deal is a deal and you got me out of some serious trouble back then for which I am eternally thankful.  Financially I’ve recovered quite well so I really don’t need you to donate to my retirement fund.  But, if you insist, and I must admit it does sound like you are, then I can gratefully accept your generosity though there isn’t any need to do so.

Kindest wishes to you both.

Phil

I thought about that while I ate the meagre excuse I had for breakfast - two slices of toast and I had so little appetite that only one of them went into my stomach.  However, I was thirsty so I managed to consume two mugs of tea before I wrote back.  Keeping it short and, completely ignoring Katherine’s death as that would create the impression that I’d had an insurance payout - and I didn’t need the sympathy, I basically asked for his payment details including SWIFT codes.

While I awaited his reply I drafted a letter to my Kazakh lawyer informing him that we had come to an agreement in principle with the oil company including the amendments he had authored and that, when settlement occurred, payment should be made to the accounts and in the currencies as detailed at the bottom of my letter.  Fortunately I still had the account in the Maldives together with the company I owned but had no official reference to me.  It had all been set up when Katherine and I had both worked overseas and it assisted us to legally circumvent double taxation.  In fact, we paid very little tax and always, but always, stayed within the laws of the country in which we worked and resided.  Now, after a few years of costing us money instead of saving it, it looked like it would be very, very handy once more.  Those details were filled in immediately together with those of the bank at which the gold would be deposited at least temporarily.  Later, when Phil responded, I added his bank details and sent the email.

The rest of the day was used up clearing out the garage.  There were things here that I’d somehow imagined I’d use but, as I never had, I now put them in several piles - give aways, toss aways and sell anyways.  By the time I sat down, it was right on dark, I was hungry having not eaten since my so-called breakfast and, with a shock, I realised I’d hardly thought about Katherine all day.  I apologised to her knowing she would have dismissed it as unnecessary had she been here.  I picked up my phone and rang Amy.

“What are you doing for dinner, my girl?” I asked when she answered.

“Dad, don’t remind me.  I haven’t planned a thing.  It’s a depressing thought, I know.  Why, what have you got in mind?”

I smiled.  “Well, unless you have a better offer, I’m taking you out to dinner.”

Her happiness shone through her voice.  “Sounds wonderful.  Where are we going?”

Oh, there was a glitch.  My spontaneity hadn’t progressed that far.  “I’ll try to get us into your mother’s favourite restaurant.  How’s that sound?”

“Perfect!”  She sounded positively joyful.  “We’ll drink a toast to her and roll home drunk.”  We both chuckled.  “Better get a late booking,” she suggested, “so I can get properly dolled up.”

She offered a couple of other suggestions in case they were booked out but, as it happened, they said they could squeeze us in and nearly two hours later I opened the restaurant’s door and ushered Amy inside.  As promised, she was all dolled up for a celebration but I wasn’t telling her what it was.

As we’d both been there many times, we were greeted like old friends and instantly escorted to our assigned table.  We ordered drinks, and took our time over the menus.

“How are you doing, Amy?” I asked.

“Oh, it’s all still a huge shock, Dad,” she stated without a lot of gravity but with some heavy honesty.  “I suppose reality will kick in eventually like it’s doing now.  Here we are in Mum’s favourite restaurant without her.  It’s kind of surreal, don’t you think?”

I nodded as our drinks arrived.  The waiter looked over and I shook my head so he moved off to look after other people.  “It is but it seemed a good place to enjoy her memory without the possibility of us getting morbid.”  I picked up my non-alcoholic drink.  I was the designated driver.  “Now, you mentioned we should toast your mother’s memory,” I said and waited while she picked up her white wine and I raised mine a little higher.  “To your mother,” I began, “an extraordinary person, wife and mother.  May she live long through our memories and the lessons she taught each of us.”

“To Mum,” she echoed.  When our glasses had returned to the table top she looked at me directly.  “So, why are we here, Dad?”

Amy had never been one to go about her enquiries subtly and, as such, she now expected a straight answer.  So I did just that.  “Well, like you I’d not planned anything for dinner and I thought we both needed a night off.”

She gave me a wry look.  “And that’s it?” she asked sceptically.

“Not quite.  I’m thinking of taking an overseas holiday to get a breath of fresh air and I wanted you to be the first to hear it.”

“Like what?  A Pacific islands cruise or a trip to the shaky isles?”  She was referring to New Zealand.

“Honestly, I don’t know.  I thought I might do some of the things your mother and I had planned to do but...”  I stopped.

The glow on her face had been instantly erased.  “But you couldn’t except for my problems?”  Her sadness was deeply felt.

“Not at all, actually, so don’t feel guilty.”  Again I stopped but this time because the waiter had come to take our orders.  When he’d gone I clarified.  “As soon as you were back at your place your mother was again starting to plan where we were off to.  Of course, that phase of the planning didn’t last long and we knew we couldn’t be boarding a plane for a while because you still needed some support but it was definitely going to happen sooner rather than later.  Don’t beat yourself up over this.  It wasn’t your fault in any way.”

“Even so...”

“Even so, it wasn’t meant to happen.  Imagine if we’d been in some remote place when your mother’s independence just stopped as it did here at home.  That would have been worse than inconvenient.  She told me she was pleased we’d been a little delayed because she’d have been excessively embarrassed if we’d been in the far north of Norway waiting for the Northern Lights when it happened.”

“She said that?”

“Words to that effect,” I explained honestly.  “So, cheer up and be pleased that you had such a special relationship with her over those last months.  You, more than anyone else, were closest to her at the beginning of her illness and she would have appreciated that even if she’d never have said it to you.  I think she knew she was much sicker than she ever let on during those days.”  Katherine never complained about being sick or hurt.  She just soldiered on and it was important that Amy knew she had been the primary beneficiary of her mother’s sacrifice.  Our appetisers arrived at that point and we both took a few bites in mutually agreeable silence.

It was Amy who broke the stillness of our conversation.  “So, where are you planning on going and when?”

I smiled at her.  “The when is the complete unknown, Amy.  Where is somewhat less vague.  Your mother’s scribblings still exist and I’ll consult with them and see what appeals.”

“But didn’t you plan this trip together?  Surely you knew what her planning included.”

“True,” I said. “but there was a bit that I didn’t know about and which we never got around to discussing.  Then there were things which were planned that had little or no interest for me but I would have done just to be with her.  And, I’ll probably take in a Grand Prix or two which, as you’d know, your mother had zero interest in so that won’t be in her notes, will it?”

She chuckled at the truth included in that statement as she knew her mother very well.  When on holidays we invariably did what suited Katherine.  It wasn’t that she was demanding or domineering - far from it.  It was just easier to keep her satisfied and we were always a happier couple as a result.  True love caused one to do unusual, often selfless things just because you loved the other person.  However, occasionally it worked the other way.  When we went to London the first time, Katherine hadn’t wanted to visit the British Museum.  She’d complained it was just another museum.  I’d insisted then and, usually at her request, we’d visited the museum nearly every time we’d gone to London after that.

“Wherever you are going, Dad, I’m sure you’ll enjoy yourself and come back smiling.  You deserve it after the year you’ve had.”

* * * * *
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And so it turned out that a little more than seven weeks later, lightened by the sale of the Kazakh property yet curiously weighed down by a substantial bank account, I found myself lightly packed (because I thought I’d pick up things as I needed them) and at the airport ready to depart.

There had been a break in the journey for a few hours in Dubai where I showered and shaved then ate - all were complimentary in the first class lounge.  I’d never flown first class before and the change, I mused, might prove addictive now that I could comfortably afford it.  Then, suddenly, I was on the plane again and winging it the relatively short distance to Istanbul.

As I was staying a few days, I’d decided to stay at a nice, comfortable hotel in a room that gave me the luxury of some space to move in.  So The Peninsula Hotel fitted the bill to perfection.  Even though I’d not stayed here before, I was treated like a returning and favoured guest.  Once I’d settled into my room it was almost time for dinner, so I ventured back down to Reception and first asked for the Duty Manager.  When he heard my request, he turned me over to the Concierge who, he graciously advised, should be my first contact for such enquiries.  Information about the city, people and relevant services were his specialty, he told me.

Satisfied that my needs had been met, I settled down to a light meal which was interrupted by a phone call from a charismatic man named Mirac who agreed to help organise my itinerary and said he would meet me at the hotel at 08:00 the next morning to get me started.

Istanbul put on a seriously spectacular early spring day, so I took advantage of it by walking along the waterfront early and finding a café at which I could have breakfast.  Suitably filled with coffee and croissants, I sauntered back to the hotel to discover Mirac had arrived early and was waiting in the Lobby.  He whisked me off in his car telling me we were going to the best tailor in town, the place where only the wealthiest shopped.  We sat in the back and were driven by a boy who might not even have been old enough to have a driver’s licence.  But he drove safely and with a deftness around traffic that spoke of experience.  However, I soon found myself in some of the dingiest, poorest streets I could have imagined.  Doubts rapidly formed in my mind about this being ‘the best tailor in town where only the wealthiest shopped’.

“Your tailor is here?” I asked as the streets narrowed further.

“You are surprised, yes?” he laughed. “Yes, you and everyone else I bring here first time.  Do not worry.  You are safe here and you will not be disappointed by the tailor.  Be assured, he is the best.  His shop is here because he is Jewish and he can not rent in a better location because of the Jew haters.”

“Really?”

Now he laughed loudly and from deep inside his chest.  “Do you think we muslims all hate the Jews?  Why? I ask you.  They are good people and they deal with us honourably.  Islam is stupid to teach us to hate Jews.”  The car was slowing now.  “But enough of religious and political stupidity,” he stated demonstrably.  “We have arrived.”  He got out,  gesturing me to follow, then spoke to his driver in a language that sounded like and I assumed was Turkish but may have been anything.  The boy nodded, turned the motor off but didn’t otherwise move.

Mirac turned to me.  “Come,” he stated firmly, as he ascended some steps.  “You will like Uriel, I think.”  He opened the front door of what looked for all the world like a small, multi-storied house and turned immediately to the right.  When I followed I found myself in what was undoubtably a gentleman’s bespoke tailor shop which, I imagined, would not have been out of place in Milan or Saville Row.  Everything spoke of style and class, not to mention expertise and expense.

Mirac had advanced into the room and was embracing an older man who might have been about my age though it was hard to know with certainty.  He examined me over Mirac’s shoulder then, when he had disengaged himself, came directly to me.

“And you, I am to believe, sir, are Professor Davis.  Welcome to our shop,” he said as he grasped my hand firmly.  “I am Uriel Blum.  You should call me Uriel.”  Once we had introduced ourselves and he had welcomed me at least three times more, he settled us around a large coffee table.  He excused himself momentarily and spoke in what I knew to be Hebrew to someone on the other side of a curtained doorway.  When he returned we spent time in small talk until a radiant young lady, perhaps in her late twenties, arrived with coffee, tea and snacks.  While she served us, Uriel explained that Rina was his daughter and that she may deputise for him on occasion but that she was a very competent tailor who would one day take over from him.  She flashed me a beautiful smile and nodded politely before she left but spoke not a single word.

Uriel turned to me.  “So, Professor, how might I assist you?”

“I have need for a new wardrobe,” I began.  “Several pairs of trousers with one being more formal, some shirts and perhaps a casual jacket.  I will also need a suit, perhaps a three piece.”

“And all, I do hope, of better quality than that which you are wearing,” he chuckled.

“Oh indeed,” I smiled.  My clothing that morning was polo shirt, jeans and a pair of Nike shoes.  “What I’m wearing is suitable for Australia but not, I know, for Europe where I am headed.  I’ll be a tourist but I certainly do not have the budget of a backpacker or I would not me here.”

My polite retort amused him further.  “And how much time do I have to complete the job?”

“Being realistic, Uriel, how long do you need?”

He didn’t hesitate.  “Four days but perhaps five including today.  I will need you to return for fittings and adjustments.  So, with limited time, let us not waste any of it.”  He stood and gestured for me to follow as his suit jacket came off and the measuring tape went around his neck.  He was all business.  “I shall start with measurements so we can get Rina started immediately on patterns then we will take a look at fabrics.”

We spent a easy-going though thoroughly business-like ninety minutes together and I discovered that both he and his daughter had been trained on Saville Row, that he had lived in Istanbul for the whole of his life except for his four years in London and that, like me, he was a recent widower.  I selected fabrics appropriate to the coming seasons, explained that I preferred classic cut clothing, double vented jackets, tucked the crown jewels to the left in my trousers and that the trousers themselves should come without cuffs and with belt loops.  Not once were prices mentioned.  It was simply assumed that I could afford his clothing and his services.  I could...  now.

Next, we went to the shoe maker who was not Jewish and worked, therefore, in a much better neighbourhood.  His shop was surrounded by tailors, shirtmakers, gentlemen’s outfitters as well as the lady’s equivalents.

I pointed around me.  “You didn’t think to bring me here rather than to Uriel?”

“You said you wanted quality.  Here you have just the appearance of quality and the prices in this part of Istanbul will be higher than Blum will charge you for better clothing.  I have given you the best... er, how do you say in English?... the best of both worlds.”

“Ah, now I understand.  Thank you.”

Subsequent to that conversation I ordered three pairs of hand-made shoes - one pair of black lace up formal shoes and two pairs of casual slip ons in different colours.

Then we went to lunch.  It was not an easy task to convince Mirac to take me to a place where the locals ate but, in the end, we compromised and we ate at a better standard place that still produced local food and was open air.  The young chauffeur joined us for lunch but said as much then as he had in the car.

Following lunch we went sight-seeing and kept it up for most of the remainder of my time in Istanbul.  We visited the Topkapi Palace which took the entire afternoon, the Haggia Sophia, the Blue Mosque which I found less impressive than the formerly Christian church we’d already been to, the Basilica Cistern, the Dolmabahce Palace, and a dozen museums and galleries.  We took in the Grand Bazaar which sold things which astounded me together with items that I needed like new suitcases, shoe bags, fur lined boots and winter clothing which included a hooded, fur-lined anorak.  And lastly there were necessary miscellaneous bits and pieces.

To fill in my nights I quietly rested or swam, sweated the grime out of my skin in a sauna or had a therapeutic massage.  The first of these massages was very painful which was probably indicative of the strain I’d endured recently but the second was much more relaxing though there were still some issues.  Subsequent massages nearly put me to sleep because my body was so relaxed.  The ease of life without seriously constricting budgets was the real surprise though I certainly did not expect to have such daily luxuries for the rest of my life.

Along the way, as a matter of course, we had to allow time for fittings.  While no alterations were needed for the shoes, there were the inevitable nips and tucks for the clothes.  Rina looked after me during the first fitting and the results of her quiet tut-tutting showed upon my next return where the seven new, silk shirts and one pair of trousers returned with me to the hotel.

On my last night, having collected everything and packing them into suitcases, I went on a sunset cruise by myself and sat outside in the cool evening air to look at the now somewhat familiar scenery without the need for a tour guide or the commentary from the boat’s guide.  As no one else had ventured out, the serenity of it left a lasting impression.  Somehow, at some point in my future, I knew I’d return to the beauty of Istanbul.

Finally I had achieved everything I had set out to achieve in Istanbul and I paid Mirac a small fortune, The Peninsula Hotel a larger one and Uriel Blum a considerably larger one again.  With heavier bags and a lighter bank account, I travelled to the Istanbul International Airport in the hotel’s limousine and boarded my next flight.

* * * * *
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CHAPTER TWO
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St Petersburg greeted me with a big storm.  It was snowing heavily, winter was making a last desperate effort to remain and I used the first class lounge to change from the light clothing I’d travelled in to the heavier winter clothing I’d purchased in Istanbul, I left the anorak and gloves in the bag but they were easily accessible if needed in a hurry.

My booking at the Grand Hotel Europe in the centre of the city had been for a large room and was for just one night.  The plan was to return a week later for a few days to explore the city properly.  Meanwhile my overnight stay was to prepare for the next week and I really hoped that snow would not be a part of that week.  I unpacked and repacked before dinner placing all the winter attire in one bag as I was planning on leaving my unnecessary baggage in storage at the hotel as previously arranged.  It was one reason why I’d chosen the Grand.  Two other supposedly five star hotels had declined to store my bags and, in turn, I had declined to give them my business.

After dinner I sweated in the sauna and swam before retiring to my room.  There I confirmed my arrival in St Peterburg to my next destination and wrote an email to all three children to advise of my whereabouts.  They were keenly watching from afar and I added photos of Istanbul to the emails so they could share my travels in sips rather than in gulps which few people enjoyed.  There were others too, friends made years ago both at home and overseas, people who had supported me through my recent struggles who were keen to know what I was up to.  So it was later than expected when I turned off the laptop and climbed into an empty bed.  I most deeply missed the closeness of Katherine at bed time when we had often just talked before closing our eyes or got intimate with the casual acceptance of knowing what we each liked and providing it without pressure or unrealistic expectations.  But I eventually went to sleep without many tears.

I was up early and the snow was still blanketing the city but I got to the airport with plenty of time before my flight.  Unhurried, I checked in and had coffee before the flight was called.  Two hours later I arrived in Murmansk which, at least, was not being snowed out (or in) though the sky was threateningly cloud filled.  I was collected by a friendly man who introduced himself minimally as Vanya and, as we began a three hour road trip even further northwest to the very edge of Russia, he thrust a large paper bag into my chest.

“Eat,” he said without elaboration.  I had no idea what was on the sandwiches but it was very tasty - some sort of meat, a relish and salad - and it filled the void under my ribs while he chattered away.

As we drove through his gate near Pechenga hours later, Vanya pointed to the west.  “Norse, is just few kilometres over there and to south further is Finns,” he explained in his less than perfect but understandable English.  He’d been quite expansive in his explanations of everything as we’d driven the three hours from Murmansk but he was rigidly non-political in his comments.

It had been purely by good fortune that I’d discovered his little tourist venture.  I had mentioned my desire to come north to a friend in Norway and he told me not to bother looking in Norway or Finland at short notice.  Everything will be booked out months or even years ahead, he’d said to my disappointment, but he’d suggested a trustworthy Vanya over the border which turned out to be good advice.

“You here with four people,” Vanya stated as we stopped by a largish log home.  He began to get out of the car.  The blast of frigid air rushing through the opened door hit me with as much shock as a sledge hammer.  “Come, I make you introducing.”

“Should we bring the bags?” I asked not wanting to venture back outside in a hurry.

“No. I bring later inside,” he said with a friendly lopsided grin.  “We first get you warm, eh?”

I hadn’t been cold - well not really cold - until I got out of the car but I was suddenly reminded of being in western Kazakhstan in winter.

He grinned again and pointed upwards.  “Weather not bad today at all.  Only thirty degrees minus.”  I groaned good-naturedly which widened his grin further as he clapped me on the shoulder and half shoved me toward the door.  It certainly wasn’t a five or even a four star hotel and Vanya wasn’t much of a concierge but already I was enjoying his friendly, hospitable attitude.

Inside in the immense warmth of the house, we were clearly expected.  It was like they had gathered to greet the newly arrived and they only stopped just short of applause.  I was introduced to Lonsdale and Roz - two conservative looking Brits, male and female and clearly a couple - Marjorie, a lady from New Zealand, and a Japanese man who was introduced as Mas.  The were all about my age with the possible exception of Mas who might have been a little younger.  And Vanya’s tall, slender and extremely pretty wife was introduced as Sasha.  Vanya and Sasha, I pondered silently.  Very Russian.

Sasha suggested drinks and our alternatives were tea, coffee and chocolate.  I opted for the tea and Vanya went off with Sasha to help prepare which left the five guests alone.

“Where are you from?” Mas asked politely before our hosts had even left the room.

“He’s an Aussie,” Marjorie responded before I had a chance.

“Well spotted, Marj,” Lonsdale chipped in.

“Wasn’t too bloody hard, mate,” she threw back at him without malice.  “It’s as obvious as the nose on your face.”

Roz was next.  “What part of Down Under are you from?” she asked.

“Sydney,” I told her without enhancing the narrative.  “And where are you from in the Old Dart?”

She smiled at my response.  “Until very recently were in Chelsea but we sold up and moved to Westerham in Kent.  A lot of Lon’s clients are out there and it gets us out of the rat race that London is becoming more and more.”

“And what do you do for a living, Lon?” I asked taking my cue on his name from Roz.

“Investment adviser,” he replied immediately.  And a very successful one too by the look of you, I added silently.  “And you?”

He wasn’t going to be pushy about his work.  I liked that.  “Retired,” I answered.

“Early?” he prompted.  “You don’t look old enough.”

“Yes, early via a redundancy but we were planning an early retirement anyway.”

“We?” asked Marjorie as I sipped at my tea.

I nodded while I thought about the best way to broach this potentially delicate subject.  Directly, I thought.  “Habit.  I’m recently widowed,” I stated matter of factly.  That drew a lot of sympathetic comments and concluded with a protracted silence.  To stop the awkwardness I turned to Mas.  “Forgive me if I am being invasive, Mas, but I’ve never met a Japanese man with your name.  Is that the complete name or is it a nickname?”

A quick smile flickered across his face.  “It is a shortened version of Masahiko which is pronounced Ma-sa-khee-ko.  Mas is easier for most people who are not Japanese.”

“And where do you live in Japan?”

His reply was, to understate it considerably, a surprise.  “London.”  We all laughed.  “The rat race as Roz so accurately described it.  I work at the Japanese Embassy.  My home in Japan is in Kyoto.”

At that moment our drinks arrived which stopped me telling him that I had been to Kyoto and that I thought it to be a very beautiful city.  Much of the conversation stopped while the drinks were distributed.  Once we were all settled again Lon asked how long I was booked to stay.

“A week,” I said.  “I wasn’t hopeful this morning.  It was snowing heavily in St Petersburg when I arrived yesterday and nothing had changed by this morning.  But the clouds were lighter in Murmansk and even lighter here.”

He laughed.  “The Russian weather forecasters have been predicting that the weather will clear for the entire week that we’ve been here.  Like all weather gurus, they haven’t the foggiest idea.”

“Cloud will clear,” Vanya interjected.  “Tomorrow or day beyond.”

“We must hope this to be true,” Sasha added with a small smile.

“Lon and Roz have been here the longest,” Marjorie said.  “Mas and I arrived on the same flight five days ago.”

“Even if the clouds disappear, there is no guarantee that the Auroras will appear for us,” Mas added.  “I was here last year and saw nothing in clear skies during the entire ten days I stayed.  And I was here in February last time.  Our success in seeing these Northern Lights is all by chance.”

“I’m sure that’s true, Mas, but none of you look like you’ve been sitting up all night, every night.  So how do you know when the Aurora is happening?”

Roz answered my question.  “We have a roster from ten at night until seven in the morning and, when rostered on, we are awake for three hours until we awaken the next person.”  She smiled at me.  “You are already rostered on.  You start at ten tonight.”  They hadn’t wasted time adding me to that watch list.

Vanya stood.  “Come,” he said to me.  “You I show.”  He led me up some stairs at the end of the room into a brilliantly lit room but it wasn’t until I walked inside it that I realised the roof above me was all glass and the light was all sunlight, well such as it was on a somewhat cloudy day.  He indicated a very comfortable recliner chair.  “You sit here.  Look up.  If Aurora happen, he pointed to some large red buttons on a panel, “you press these alarms.  We come then.”  I noticed that each mushroom shaped red button had a tag with a name on them.  “When time watching done, press alarm for next person only.  They come.  Okay?”
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