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Chapter One​
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I had a problem.

A series of them actually.  But there was one that stood high above all the others.  

Yes, I know, everyone has problems.  For most people their problems get sorted out, sorted through or sorted back behind us so we can’t or choose not to see them any more.  Some problems never get sorted.  Those problems then become a part of our landscape or even part of our personalities.  We then learn to cope with them, trip over them regularly until we are forced to deal with them or, alternatively, they remain a large or small source of irritation to us and everyone around us for the rest of our lives.

My problem was never going to fall into the can’t be resolved category.  One way or another it was going to be sorted out.  It had to be.  The problem had been initiated by another person I had never met and, by the nature of his involvement, he was not going to allow me to leave it unresolved.

So, I had a problem.

And I knew it.  Normally I was not an indecisive person.  Quite the opposite.  It was just that this problem had the potential to change my life.  All of it.  For the rest of my life.

As the autumn sun rose over the distant eastern horizon I sat beneath the distinctively Australian eucalyptus trees and on the top rail of the fence that surrounded the round yard.  All about me there were people already at work.  Stable hands, grooms and a range of others each starting their working day much as I would normally have done with them.  No one bothered me.  Though I wished they would.  No one was telling me to get off my fat, lazy butt and earn my keep like everyone else.  They didn’t say it because I was the boss.  They just kept about their daily routines and left me alone.  Mostly, anyway.

“Morning, Richard,” Gaye Briscoe said as cheerfully as her face said she was.  She was walking past my position with one of the horses.

“Morning, Gaye,” I replied more watching the rangy chestnut colt rather than it’s mildly attractive handler.  Habit.  A good one.

“Beautiful day,” she added.

“Perfect,” I lied pleasantly.  Normally it would have been perfect.  It was a perfect bloody mess instead, I thought, but didn’t say it aloud to Gaye or to anyone else.  I couldn’t.

I had a problem.

I needed to come up smiling with one of two simple and known solutions but, for the life of me, I couldn’t make up my mind which to choose.  It should have been easy but it was damnably difficult.  I put my head down and mentally beat it against the big hardwood post adjacent to where I sat.  An hour later all I had for the joy of that exercise was a headache.  So I gave up and went about my normal daily business thinking that I just might be a complete fool.  But, just for once, I couldn’t decide on that either.

No doubt about it, I had a problem.

As I walked through one of the large stable complexes which held forty mares I was greeted by almost everyone.  I sought out the stud foreman, John Holman.  He was standing talking with one of the grooms.  I apologised for being late.

“No worries, Richard,” Holman said to me.  He was much older than me and I was in awe of his immense experience.  “We just started without you.  Dean here was just saying that this lass pulled up a bit lame yesterday after exercise and we’re about to have a good look at her.”

“What do you think it is, Deano?” I asked.

The young groom looked at me seeming quite unsure of himself.  He’d only joined us a few weeks before.  He was just sixteen and was still feeling his way.  “Well, Mr Hawkins- ”

“Richard,” I interrupted.  “Around here I’m Richard.  No formality and everything here is a learning experience, Deano.  So give me your best guess and then let’s have a closer look.”  Mistakes were allowed here.  Improvements were always expected to result.  The staff knew this but the new ones were always unsure at first and needed to be encouraged along.

He looked happier immediately at my informality and with my reinforcement of the no blame policy.  “It’s the nearside rear leg just below the stifle joint.  That much is for certain.  I don’t think the problem is in the deeper muscles.  My best guess is that she’s strained one of the long digital flexor muscles or maybe a tendon.”

“Why do you say that?” I asked to probe his thinking.

“I don’t need to put much pressure on the area to get a reaction,” he said.  “If the injury was in the deeper tissues underneath I’d definitely use more pressure to get the same sort of reaction.”

“Show me.”

He bent down and, using his thumbs, slid his hand along the rear of the horse’s leg.  The horse tensed up and pulled away from him.  As he’d said, he hadn’t used much pressure at all.  She’d strained or pulled the muscle precisely as he’d reported.  Not serious but enough to require some treatment.

“How serious do you think this is?” I asked the novice groom.

“I’m not sure,” he replied honestly.  “Maybe not so serious as she’s only objecting a little when I’m down there.”

“Good work, Deano,” I said.  “Spot on the money, I’d say.  Give the girl a day or two off from exercise.  When you get a minute, go find Marion. . .  You know her?”  He nodded.  “Okay, so go and find Marion and ask her to take a closer look and get her to show you how she massages the muscles to increase the circulation.  That should be enough.  Play your cards right and she might even show you a few other tricks as well.”

We moved on to the next box where there were no problems.  We examined some of the mares anyway just as a random check and moved on to the next stable building.  In between I asked about young Dean.

‘He’s showing good potential,” Holman said.  “That was a pretty good diagnosis in there.”

I agreed.  Many would have missed it.  “Keep an eye on him,” I suggested.  “Bring him on if he keeps showing potential.”

“No worries,” Holman said with a nod and a smile.  No worries was absolutely correct as far as I was concerned.  Bringing people on when they showed potential was the sort of thing John Holman was good at.

*    *    *
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MORNING AND AFTERNOON stables at a large stud takes time and we worked our way through the rest of the ninety seven mares without major incident.  John Holman had started with the stallions so I went back to the house and had breakfast.  I was just finishing when a group of grooms and stable hands came in for precisely the same purpose.

I felt slightly invaded as I did some mornings especially as this was a group of twelve staff.  Holman and Marion Guest joined them almost immediately and after fifteen minutes of revues of last night’s television and a group analysis of Sandra’s difficult  boyfriend troubles I excused myself politely and immersed myself in paperwork.  I just wasn’t quite up to the group’s gossiping banter especially when even more of them arrived just before I left.

“Is he all right this morning?” I heard Marion ask someone as I left the kitchen of my home and headed for the office.

I had a problem.  Even the staff knew it.  So I decided I had better resolve it as quickly as possible.  People were beginning to notice.  And, having noticed it, there was no doubt they would talk about it.

*    *    *
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I SAT IN MY OFFICE and thought through the situation in which I currently found myself.

In general terms my life as a successful thoroughbred stud owner was well established, cyclically regular and very lucrative.  Apart from the daily routines there were certain things which were done at certain times.  I went to the sales and I bought a few mares there or privately.  I also picked up the odd stallion but that was a rarer event and mostly it wasn’t done at the sales.  Most of all I sold a lot of fillies and colts.

I went to the races regularly and watched my horses perform even when I didn’t own them any more.  For me this was more fun than it was for many stud owners as I chose to own, separate to the stud, a small string of horses.  Sometimes my horses won, sometimes they lost.  And always, but always, I watched the horses I’d bred but didn’t own.  It was important.  The performance this year’s two and three year olds that I had bred determined the prices I received at the sales two years from now.

The first horse I had bought nearly ten years before was Careful Manouevre, a big black colt.  Really, it had been blind luck.  Well, maybe not completely blind but there was a large proportion of luck involved.  I’d raced him and, in his first year of racing as a three year old, he’d won more than one million Australian dollars.  The winnings had gone a long way to helping me establish the Fairholme Stud.  Success breeds success in more ways than one and he had continued to bring in revenue as a stud stallion the year after and was still doing so.

Other things that happened around the stud included scheduling the breeding program and, if a stallion was consistently good enough, I syndicated him and made good money.  Very, very good money.  Over the last four years I had syndicated seven stallions of the twelve I had on the property.  

The most spectacular of these syndications had been a stallion with the cheeky name of Tharagh Bread.  I’d sold ninety percent of him in eighteen rather than the normal thirty six shares to syndicate members while retaining the last two shares and full management rights complete with the right to veto the syndicate’s choices of mares that he’s service.  He’d cost me just one thousand five hundred Australian dollars and the eighteen shares comprising the ninety percent I’d sold had brought in eighteen million US dollars six years later.  It was, in my opinion, not a bad investment.

Tharagh Bread had been very much the exception in almost every way.  He was the son of the great Nijinsky II and, therefore, the grandson of Northern Dancer.  His bloodline through his dam was almost as impressive.  He was very much the exception in his breeding yet his track record was terrible.  On a hunch I bought him as a three year old just hours before they were to send him off to become canned dog food.

It had seemed a waste of the high quality blood running through him via his ancestors.  So, in his first year at stud I put him over three of my very good mares and another group of ten average mares belonging to other owners.  I lost money doing it because I could charge little for the servicing but all three of the progeny from my good mares started making big impressions on race tracks in Sydney and Melbourne two years later.  So did a number of the others.  His offspring had won many millions in prize money by the time they were four year olds.  The stud was raking in the cash as a result of the demand for his services.  When I syndicated him there was a line up to get the shares even at a million US dollars per share.

The other six stallions also brought in huge money when syndicated but nothing of the magnitude of the money earned by Tharagh Bread.  Overall I made in excess of sixty million US dollars in four years through the syndication process of top stallions and I’d retained between ten and twenty percent in each stallion.  It meant I was still earning on-going income from their continuing work.  In addition the stud earned management fees from each syndicate as we looked after their stallions.

Having invested all that money wisely, I now had a very healthy income from that source in addition to anything I made along the way from the stud.  All in all, I had done in ten years what most stud owners struggled to achieve in a lifetime.  And I prided myself on the fact that I had done it by hard work, good judgement and careful management though I happily acknowledged there had been a healthy slice of good luck tossed into the mix.

In the ten years from when I’d bought the first horse and the run down upper Hunter Valley farm as a raw nineteen year old everything I’d touched had seemingly turned to gold.  I had ridden ‘a golden comet of success and landed at the base of a rainbow’, a witty Sydney newspaper columnist once termed it.  Everything was looking up.

Everything, that is, except personal relationships.  At the age of twenty nine most of the people in my age group were either married or helplessly immersed in long term relationships.  I was certainly not short of female friends.  Far from it, in fact, but none inspired anything in me more than a quick fling often between the sheets or the simple enjoyment of their company as platonic friends.  The latter were, these days, my preference for dinner dates or business functions.  

One of the biggest problems in this area had occurred three years before when I had been heavily involved with a girl by the name of Wendy Dillon.  We had a fabulous relationship and I had subsequently asked her to marry me.  That momentous occasion came after two years of exciting and steamy romance.

After the engagement she suggested we live together.  Things rapidly fell apart but not because of tensions caused by faults in the relationship itself.  At the time my personal wealth was starting to grow in leaps and bounds.  She took it for granted that it was also hers and her free-handed spending habits became a catalyst to open warfare.  We survived together for just three months before she disappeared leaving me with far less in my bank account and nothing to show for it other than scars and a lot of expensive experience.  A badly broken heart added to the material destruction.  The experience had left me emotionally scarred and wary.  As my personal wealth and income had increased dramatically every year since, so had my paranoia with regard to women with metal detectors in their handbags.  In short, female gold diggers frightened me.

But there was something else missing.  

I was very content and comfortable in general terms, I had to admit.  And so I should have been.  I had everything most men could ever want.  I was wealthy and successful.  I didn’t scare myself when I looked in the mirror.  Dogs, small children and, most importantly, women were not frightened either though I was a far cry from model material.  But I had retained all my hair.  I drove a BMW M5.  It was a nice dark blue one.  I would have preferred a tangerine red one or a bright yellow one but I didn’t want to scare off my clients in their conservative Mercedes, Jaguars and Rollls Royces.  My home, which had been a rundown farm house not too many years before, was now a pleasant and functional place of abode.  I received invitations to more social functions than anyone had a right to receive.  And it seemed I had earned the respect of the industry in which I worked.  That in itself was something of which I could feel some justified pride.

I had spent many quiet nights navel gazing, wondering what it was that was missing.  The was an emptiness inside me that I couldn’t quite get my finger on, couldn’t quite work out, quantify or even identify.  Whenever I spent time on this conundrum it left me puzzled and frustrated over and above anything normal.  So I often put it aside and tried to act like it didn’t exist.

*    *    *
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“YOU LOOK DEEPLY IMMERSED in something,” Aaron Gould said brightly as he walked into my office.

I shook myself out of my contemplativeness and looked up.  “Doing a bit of navel gazing,” I told him.

“It’s good for all of us,” he commented.  “The world might be a better place if more of it was done.”  He looked at me thoughtfully.  “So, where’s this mare you want me to look at?”  Aaron was our veterinarian, a skilful man in his sixties, balding, rotund and with a face which told of his humourous, easy going nature.

We chatted like a pair of old friends as we trooped off in search of our quarry.  She was in the furthest of the mare’s stable buildings and she didn’t look overly offended by our presence when we arrived.  I opened the box door for him and he went in.

“What are the symptoms?

“Well, you can see how she has her leg flexed,” I said.  “She’s very lame during movement and she has shortened protraction and a lot of discomfort in straightening the stifle joint.”

Aaron nodded sagely and started his own inspection as both Marion and Gaye arrived.  This mare, Thorny Rose, was one of Gaye’s charges and she took proprietorial interest as Aaron examined the thigh on the mare’s rear nearside leg.  His fingers probed at the top of the humerus bone then moved up and back until he reached an area just below the dock.  Here on the rump near the beginning of the tail he hit tender muscle.  His fingers moved up along the length of the muscle as his eyes watched the horse’s head.  The mare winced and tossed her head as he probed then she suddenly moved away from him.  She couldn’t go far in the box though she would have if it had been bigger.

The veterinarian lifted his head.  “I think she’s torn or badly strained the semitendinosus muscle.  See the twitching here on the hind quarters when I apply pressure where it’s sore.  And look at the way she’s stretching the stifle.  Here, Marion,” he said beckoning her in with his head without taking his hands from the mare, “feel this.”

Marion, our resident horse physiotherapist, joined him in the box.  She placed her fingers where he showed her.  She looked like she was concentrating then spoke.  “There’s a big knot near where the muscle attaches to the backbones.”  She ran her fingers down the length of the muscle half way down the horse’s hind leg.  “That muscle is very tight.”

“It is,” Aaron agreed.  “You know what to do with this one?”

Marion nodded.  “Heat, massage, no serious exercise.”

“Good girl,” he stated without condescension.  “Keep it loose with some stretching exercises.”  He came out of the box, greeted Gaye with his usual cheeriness and walked away with me toward the house where the office was located.  “Hardly worth getting me out for that one,” he told me with a smile, “but the horse’s symptoms would have worried most grooms.”

“Then perhaps you’d better not send me the account, Aaron,” I said seriously.

“For that limp suggestion I’ll double it!”

“Okay,” I agreed flippantly knowing full well that he wouldn’t.  Aaron Gould often did more work here than he charged for in his monthly account.  It was his way, I assumed, of telling us we were valued customers.

After we’d talked about a couple of concerns I’d had over several other mares, Aaron climbed into his four wheel drive and drove off.  “Don’t forget Sunday!” he yelled out the window.

I waved, turned and started inside then stopped in my tracks.  What was happening on Sunday? I wondered.  I shrugged and continued inside but remained puzzled enough that I looked in my desk diary.  Nothing.  I went out to my assistant.

“Julie, have we got anything on this Sunday?” I asked.

She consulted her second diary which was usually a mirror image of mine.  “Nothing here,” she said.  “Why?”

“Aaron just yelled ‘Don’t forget Sunday’ as he drove off and I have no idea what he meant.”

Julie smiled at me knowingly.  She was familiar with my occasional bouts of amnesia.  “Leave it with me.  I’ll find out.”

About an hour later Julie came in standing at the door but coming no further into the room.  “Nothing on that Sunday date,” she said.  “I’ve tried all my sources but no one knows anything that’s on this Sunday.”

“Maybe I’ll check with Aaron,” I suggested.

“That option might be all that’s left,” she agreed.  “His receptionist doesn’t know anything either.”

I rang him in the car immediately.

“I knew you’d forgotten,” he laughed heartily.  “Don’t you remember me talking to you about a trip down to Maitland on Sunday.”

“Can’t say I do,” I admitted.

I heard him sigh audibly in my ear.  “My wife’s niece is joining us.  Actually I think Sheila is trying to do a bit of match making.”  He chuckled at the thought of his wife’s naughtiness.  “Becky’s a nice girl though.  I think you’ll like her.”

“Now who’s match making,” I jibed playfully.

He ignored me completely which was entirely justified and not an uncommon thing between us.  “Just make sure you’re here by ten thirty.  Not a minute later.  Sheila’s giving us morning tea before we leave.”

I thought for a moment about how fussy his wife, Sheila, was about being on time.  I wrote the appointment down for ten fifteen and got back into the daily routine of running a busy thoroughbred stud and tried to ignore that other problem.

*    *    *
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IT WAS MY BROTHER’S birthday the following day and I gave him a call to pass on my best wishes.  Paul was four years my junior and two years older than our sister, Rosie.  The two of them had been very close until Rosie’s problems started.  Unlike Rosie, Paul had no alcohol problems.  When I rang my parent’s home Paul’s wife, Sue, answered the phone.

“Hello, Sue.  It’s Richard.  How’s things?”

“Okay, Richard,” she said untruthfully.  She was struggling late in her second year on the farm.  She had expected life on a large farm to be an adventure but the isolation out there was proving very difficult for her.  She was a social individual who had been born and bred in Melbourne.  Being three miles from the nearest neighbour’s letter box and eighty miles from town was proving to be very hard for someone attuned to coffee with friends twice each day.

“How’s the dancing?”

“Now that’s fun.”  I could feel the warmth of her personality come through the phone.  She and Paul were going to every dance, barbeque and rural function they could find as they tried to alleviate the problem of isolation for Sue.  “We went to a dance last night near Narromine,” she told me.  “We both had a few drinks too many so we slept in the car and came home this morning.  It didn’t please your Dad much when we arrived at five past eight but your Mum thought it was okay.  It got her into trouble too.” 

I laughed aloud and, at the same time, chuckled inwardly at the verbal image of my father painted by my sister-in-law.  It was an accurate assessment.  Never in my entire life had I seen him sympathetic to anyone including, to be fair, himself.  He was a tough, unrelenting man who had brought me up to be self sufficient, upright and reliable.  He had instilled in me the need for integrity in all of my life but he had never once spoken about it.  The integrity in his life was intact, not broken like his nose.

“And how’s the birthday boy?” I asked.

“Stone cold sober and looking pretty happy to me,” Sue replied.  It was something we did regularly.  Paul drank heavily when younger and Sue and I monitored his consumption.  Rosie’s problems had shaken him into near non-drinker status.  “Want to talk to him?”

“Yes please.”  A few moments later Paul’s voice was on the line.  “Happy birthday,” I said after he had greeted me.

“Hey, thanks, Richard.  How’s things with you?”  I filled him in on all the events surrounding me.  “Nice problem to have,” he suggested.

“Maybe,” I half agreed.  “How’s things on the farm?”

“Don’t ask.”

“Problems?”

“Big,” he said sounding as though he couldn’t really say much at the time.

“Financial or relationships?”

“The first,” he said softly.  Obviously he didn’t want anyone listening to him telling me the information.

“Let me guess. . .  The bank lent big, raised the interest rate so it’s more than you can pay back and now they’re clamouring for their repayments.”

“Close.  Try a step or two on from that one.”  His voice sounded quite down.

“Hm,” I murmured.  “How long until they get really nasty?”

“Not long.  Couple of months, I suppose.”

“Not good,” I agreed, “Hey, li’l brother, have a good birthday.  Mum’s cooked a roast I’ll bet.”

“Of course,” he replied instantly happier on a more joyful topic of discussion.

“Wish I was there with you.  Say hi to everyone and, er, Paul?”

“Yeah?”

“Keep your chin up, mate,” I encouraged him as best as I could on the phone.  “It’s not always as bad as it looks.”

“Yeah, thanks Richard.  Talk to you later.”

I hung up the phone and sat quietly for more than an hour.  At the end of that time I had worked out the beginnings of a strategy.  In good times my father had lent me fifty thousand dollars to help buy this property.  I’d paid him back with interest about five years later but now they were in trouble.  How big were their problems?  I knew how I might get that answer.  But the bigger question remained:  why hadn’t they told me they were in trouble so I could help?

Every now and again in life, one simply feels they have most things under control.  My major problem aside, this was one of those times.  When those moments came along and, if I thought about it early enough, I started looking over my shoulder to see what’s coming at me from behind.  Why?  I do it because life has a nasty habit of dumping something really unexpected upon you just to keep you from getting too conceited.  Often it drops more than one catastrophe in your lap just for good measure and it’s always good to have been a Boy Scout.  ‘Be Prepared’ was not going to prevail on this occasion.

And at that time I sincerely I thought I had it all together. . .

*    *    *
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Chapter Two
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The next morning I started moving to get things resolved.  First thing I called was a senior staff meeting for three in the afternoon.  Then I talked to an associate in the bank my father dealt with.  Fortunately I used the same bank and I had some clout there.

The senior person I knew at the bank, Alan Hampton, was the head of their Rural Banking Division in Melbourne.  He was a client who had bought three horses from me over the years.  I told him precisely what I wanted to do.  He said he’d ask for the information and get back to me as soon as he could.  He rang back early in the afternoon with some very bad news.  In fact, it nearly floored me.  The bank was days from foreclosing on my parent’s farm.  I took down the details and asked him to ensure the bank did not move in any form for a week.  He said he’d guarantee it and that he’d get back to me with numbers for the following Monday as I’d requested.  I told him to keep in mind that the alternatives would cost the bank much more than a pay out lower than the full debt right now.

He laughed.  “No wonder you are successful at what you do.  You’re a rogue - but likeable one, at least.”

“Perhaps.  I’ve got to be honest with you, Alan,” I told him, “the rogue is the person inside the bank who encouraged my family to borrow more than they could possibly pay back.  Do the right thing, huh?”

Next I rang Frank Harrison.  I paid Frank quite a bit to monitor my investments and time and again he had come up trumps proving he was worth every cent.  He said he could free up the money I needed immediately if I wished.

“Tomorrow will do fine,” I told him.

“Tomorrow is immediately, Richard,” he chastised with a verbal smile.

I laughed as I rang my father’s bank manager in Dubbo and before he answered I reminded myself of how thankful I was that I had a talent for surrounding myself with good people.  The manager, relatively new in the job and someone who did not know me from Adam, set up an appointment for the following Monday but he was puzzled when I would not tell him what it was about other than to say I was wanting to talk business.  

The travel agent who handled all my travel took my next call and I asked her to book me a flight to Dubbo on the next Monday returning to Sydney that afternoon.  The step after that was Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia.  I gave her the rest of the destinations but said I wanted the travel dates left wide open.  She said she’d get back to me as soon as she could which meant I would not wait long.

At the three o’clock staff meeting I announced to Julie, John and Marion that I was going to be away for between two and three weeks as of the following Monday.  “I’m taking some time off and going overseas.”

“Work?” Holman asked.

“Work related,” I explained while actually saying nothing at all.  They all nodded with familiarity and I moved the topic onto the next item on the agenda.  They were all capable people and more than able to cope in my absence.  My absence was not all that unusual and my mobile phone had a global roaming capacity.  So in emergencies I was always contactable.

By five that afternoon, everything necessary for my trip was arranged including travel and accommodation.  In effect, I was on a voyage of discovery and the destination was my potential future.  The last thing I did that day was ring Bahrain.  

“It’s Richard Hawkins from Australia,” I said.  “Could I speak with the Sheik?”

Moments later he was on the line.  “Salutations, my friend,” he said warmly.

“Good afternoon,” I replied as warmly.  “I thought I should advise you that I will be away for the next few weeks.  When I return to Australia I will have a response for your proposal.”

“Are you by chance coming anywhere near here?” he asked.  “I would be honoured to be your host.”

“Unfortunately I am not,” I replied amicably.  “I think that the honour would have been mine to be your guest.”

“You are most kind to say so.  I will look forward to hearing from you in about one month.”

Did he think I was delaying?  Best to be sure.  “This is not a delaying tactic, Sheik.  I have business in east Asia, Europe and North America.”

“I do understand, Mr Hawkins.”  There was a smile in his voice.  It told me all I needed to hear.  “Do not be afraid that you will offend me.  I know enough about you to deal with confidence.  I will speak to you in one month.  It is soon enough, my friend.  I am keen to do business with you even though you are showing signs of driving a hard bargain.”

*    *    *
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THAT NIGHT I SAT AND read the Bible.  I didn’t do it often.  Almost never.  It had been a gift from a friend who did go to church.  Tanya and I had started a relationship a year before and it was the best relationship I’d ever experienced.  It was a romantic friendship with few demands placed on each other.  She seemed less than impressed with my status in the equine industry and even less interested in my wealth.  Interestingly, it had been me who had wanted to take the relationship further.

Tanya had reined in the relationship and pulled things to a halt.  She told me she loved me but that she couldn’t go on with our relationship.  She explained her relationship with God and told me she couldn’t be ‘unevenly yoked with an unbeliever’.  Whatever that meant.  I was too hurt to ask and had been too stubborn and too stupid to ring her since.

Her lasting gift to me had been this Bible.

I had opened it randomly and started reading.  I found I was in a part of the Bible called Proverbs.  I knew about proverbs.  They were old sayings.  Truisms.  Things like: a stitch in time saves nine; and the Chinese one I liked that went: the man who holds the tail of the tiger can never let go.

This, though, was different.  The name of the Lord is a strong tower; The righteous runs into it and is safe.  A rich man’s wealth is a strong city, And like a high wall in his own imagination.  Before destruction, the heart of a man is haughty but humility goes before honour.

Not much of that made sense to me.  How could the name of God protect people?  And wasn’t wealth a way to avoid all the tensions and hassles of being poor?  The last bit about haughtiness, or pride as I read it, was very logical.  There was another proverb I was familiar with from my childhood.  Pride comes before a fall as my father regularly reminded me.  But why did it follow the other two bits?

I put an old envelope into the page and tossed the Bible to one side.  Too hard to understand.  Sometimes I wondered if having a degree in theology was a prerequisite to reading the Bible.  Then again, maybe I was just plain out and out tired.

*    *    *
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SUNDAY CAME AROUND soon enough and at ten twenty, feeling less than comfortable, I was at the door of the Colonial style home of Aaron and Sheila Gould.  Surprisingly I was greeted by an attractive, fresh faced blonde in her mid twenties.

“Hi.  You must be Richard,” she said cheerily.  “I’m Becky Armitage.  My aunt is on the phone and Uncle Aaron is just out of the shower.”  She lowered her voice and added conspiratorially:  “I thought I’d better at least let you in.”

“Very nice of you,” I said smiling and hoping she wouldn’t think I’d been sarcastic.

She looked at me oddly.  “Well, are you coming inside or not?”

“Becky!” Sheila said from behind her.  “That’s no way to treat our guest.”

“It’s okay, Sheila,” I said reassuringly.  “Don’t be offended.  It’s just a bit of banter between us.”

“Oh,” she replied looking less than satisfied with either of us.  She was like that sometimes but I just ignored it when she was.  It was her way and, when I had managed to get under the barriers, she was kind hearted underneath them.  She looked at the big grandfather clock in the foyer.  “Goodness, would you look at that.  You are on time.”

Tactful to the end, I thought, but refrained from vocalising it.  I could see that Becky was thinking along the same lines.  We shared brief smile though I did notice Becky managed to suppress a giggle.  “Not much point being fashionably late, Sheila,” I stated.  “It might be fashionable but it’s still rude.”

Becky smiled sweetly at that but Sheila appeared to be unsure if I was serious or sarcastic.  I hoped not but maybe she was having a particularly prickly day.  She did, as evidenced by the garden, have a liking for cactus.  Aaron arrived saving the day by coming around the corner with his sparking personality.

“Morning, Richard,” he said while beaming at me.  “Don’t stand there at the door, man!  Come through.”

We went through into their house and out the other side onto a patio that overlooked a large swimming pool.  A long Jarrah table and eight matching chairs stood under a pergola which covered the wide expanse of the patio.  The scene was typical of the Australian outdoor living lifestyle.

The table itself was set with a feast that ranged from humble pretzels to succulent grapes and on to every imaginable variety of cheese on a huge glass platter.  Aaron took the seat at the head of the table and Sheila scurried about so she could occupy the sole seat on the side adjacent to him.  The table was so long that it left Becky and I no choice but to sit together opposite her.

We grinned knowingly at each other as I held the chair out for her.  She thanked me and sat.  I sat beside her as preordained by my hostess.

“Coffee, Richard?” Sheila asked.  “Or would you prefer tea or juice?  I’ve got orange and mango, or apple juice.”

“Coffee’s fine, thank you,” I answered.

“How’s that mare I came out to see the other day?” Aaron asked.

“Responding nicely,” I told him.  “She did light exercise this morning and pulled up well.  No sign of soreness in her leg.”

“Good to hear it,” he said.  “Did you hear about the fall at yesterday’s races?”

“No, actually.  I’ve been busy planning my trip and getting ready for it.  What happened?”

To my surprise it was Becky who answered.  “A horse’s forefoot clipped the hind one of the horse in front causing her to slow dramatically.  The one behind her crashed into her and about six more just piled on top.”

Ouch! I thought.  “Much damage?”

“One jockey in hospital with a broken collar bone and scapula,” Aaron said.  “He’d be out today and licking his wounds.  Bruises for the rest and not a thing wrong with the horses other than a few bruises.”

“Lucky,” I said.

“It was horrible,” Becky told me.  “I was with Uncle Aaron in the car following the race and we got a clear view of it all.  It’s the first time I’ve ever been to the races and I never knew how risky it was to be a jockey.”

“Riskier than working in an office,” I agreed.  “Which brings us to your work.  What do you do?”

“Nothing so glamourous as your work,” she said leaving me wondering why people thought early mornings, late nights and lots of hard rigorous work was glamorous.  “I’m a shipping agent.”

“Shipping what?”

“Anything and everything,” Becky explained.  “If you want something sent overseas, to any destination, then I can do it for you.”

“That’s different,” I said truly meaning what I’d said.  “I mean, you don’t meet shipping agents at every function you go to.  Is it interesting work?”

“Often.  The paper work is all drudgery but what paper work isn’t?”  She smiled at something.  Maybe it was the thought of the good things or maybe she’d cleared her desk of all the paperwork on Friday afternoon.  That achievement would have made me smile.  “Every now and then you get to learn a bit more about the world.  A couple of weeks ago I had a container I needed to send to Hell.”  When the laughter died she continued.  “It took a while but I finally discovered it wasn’t a practical joke.  It’s a place in the US.  It’s in Michigan to be exact.”

“Must be hell to live there,” Aaron said predictably.

“Perhaps,” she smiled, “but what I did discover in my internet searches is that Hell does actually freeze over.  It happened several times last year alone.”

“I’ll stop using that term,” I added.

Becky smiled at me sweetly.  “I actually discovered that people travel from all over to get their tax return post marked from there.  Can you imagine it?  The tax return from Hell!”

Our discussions over morning tea continued before we drove off in my car to Maitland where we stopped for lunch.  We camped in a small café with tables spilling out onto the street and we sat in the mild but warm sun for hours discussing everything from horses to politics.  All in all it was a very pleasant day and we finally departed after four and headed back to the Gould’s residence.  I declined more coffee, collected Becky’s business card and went back to the stud for a far less eventful evening stables.

The next morning I found myself on a flight to Dubbo where, upon arrival, I was ushered into the office of the Manager of the bank.  I explained I was there to pay off the outstanding debt on my parent’s property, Cathundral Downs.  He looked at me strangely so I handed him a cheque.  He stood, excused himself and left the office.  When he returned he declared that the cheque was insufficient to clear the debt.  

I wasn’t surprised.  I handed him an email from Alan Hampton which defined precisely the size of the payout acceptable to the bank.  The manager immediately telephoned Hampton’s direct number and discussed the matter with him.  By the look on his face he received a sharp reply and, when he replaced the hand piece, he had become more compliant.  He accepted the cheque, gave me the appropriate bank receipt upon which I made him write that the payment cleared the debt in full.  He then assured me the title deeds would be sent to my parent’s home forthwith.  I gave him my email address and asked him to confirm that the documents had been dispatched by courier.

An hour later I was on my way to Sydney where I transferred to a Malaysian Airlines flight to Kuala Lumpur.

*    *    *
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ON MY WAY TO MALAYSIA I started to think for the first time in a while about my problem.  It was caused by the Sheik in Bahrain.  He was a horse crazy fellow who had a string of hundreds of horses around the world.  There was too much oil running in his veins and a bank balance far larger than any reasonable person had a need or greed for.

He’d made me an offer for the horse stud I’d brought from nothing to spectacular success and I was at sixes and seven as to how to handle it.  On the one hand I was very comfortable.  I didn’t need to sell it.  I wasn’t short of cash and I had investments set aside sufficient to keep me comfortable for the remainder of my life.  So, if I sold up it would not be for the money.  I just wasn’t greedy.  I was also comfortable in my position in life.  I was successful, established, fulfilled and making money.  

The other side of the coin was that I had little left in the way of challenges in front of me.  I’d already done it all.  I’d bred winners of nearly every major race in Australia and New Zealand.  More of my horses went off shore than almost any other breeder in the country.  And, to top it all off, my horses were considered among the best as attested to by the very high sums paid for them at the premium sales like the Magic Millions.  

At home in Australia I was well known which had a serious effect on my love life.  Young ladies were either scared off by the success or encouraged by it to the point of falling in love with the assumed bank balance.  I was too well known in the small pool of Australian sport.  My face was in the newspapers too often either on the sports pages or in the social and gossip columns.  ‘Racing’s most eligible bachelor’ was how I was reported by the tabloids to my disgust.  Impossible was how I termed it.  I needed anonymity - at least for a while - and I wasn’t going to get that in Australia.

The Bahrain offer was huge.  More, in fact, than the place was worth.  Was there oil under the ground?  I chuckled.  Wouldn’t that be a hoot?  But it was unlikely.  The Sheik was crazy enough about horses that he would be prepared to pay nearly anything.  That much I knew already which meant I might be able to hold out for a bit and squeeze a few more petro-dollars from his pocket.  But why would I need to?  I already had more than I’d ever need.

And what would I do next?  I wasn’t qualified to do anything outside horses other than farming.  I reminded myself about the farmer who won five million dollars from Lotto.  When asked what he’d do with the money he dryly replied that he’d go back to farming until the money ran out.  No point farming.  Too uncertain and not enough fulfilment to satisfy me.  If I went back into horse racing I could guarantee myself a certain level of success.  It was unlikely that I’d achieve the same levels I’d achieved here.  Golden comets only passed by once in each lifetime.

Going back into the horse breeding business had its own issues.  For a start the offer I had received had an additional clause that I could not work in the industry in Australia or New Zealand for the following ten years.  It meant relocation.  Relocation meant moving away from home, family and the familiar Australian landscape and language.  Overseas trips were one thing.  Living there permanently was quite something else.  Relocation for me was spelled S-C-A-R-Y and scary it certainly was.  Everything was unknown.  Even, to some extent, the horses.

I was comfortable where I was.  But, I sighed, I had a problem.

Downing a few drinks, I watched the movie before re-engaging the brain and tackling the problem again from a different angle.  The really bright side was that I would have a big pool of money to work with.  That meant the freedom to choose location and direction.  That was a significant factor on the positive side of the ledger.

There was always the option of buying a yacht and sailing off into the sunset.  That idea lasted about three minutes.  I hated idleness.  While I liked sailing, I’d be bored within a few months and be looking around at the options.  Buying a piece of Pacific paradise and becoming a recluse got the same short treatment for nearly identical reasons.

The big plus to starting again somewhere other than Australia was the anonymity factor and, with that in mind, I determined that this trip was worthwhile.  The idea was to see, if I chose to sell, where I would relocate to.  My choices were reasonably simple.  Malaysia, Hong Kong, Japan, the United Kingdom, Europe, Canada or the United States.  They were the big racing centres though a few others around the Middle East were growing in importance.

I had already counted out Japan.  I didn’t speak Japanese and it was nearly impossible to set up there against the locals.  It was a very friendly country with a very unfriendly business environment for outsiders.  Foreigners were termed ‘gaigin’ which roughly translated as ‘barbarian’.

Hong Kong lived under Communist Chinese rule and that made for a somewhat uncertain business future for outsiders even though it was currently warm and inviting.  Nevertheless, racing was huge there so it was worth a look and investors, for the moment, were welcomed behind the bamboo curtain.

The issues in Malaysia were also interesting.  The Chinese who comprised nearly half the population were big gamblers.  Big gamblers meant horse racing thrived.  And the government was offering big incentives to investors.  The negative was that the country was largely Muslim which created all sorts of restrictions for resident non-Muslims.  Language was always going to be an issue in Malaysia though many spoke English.  Still, I believed it worthy of a careful inspection.

Europe also had language problems.  I didn’t speak French, German, Spanish or Italian though many Europeans now spoke English fluently.  So that problem was lessened a little.  I knew little of the racing industry there which was a negative.  But when I thought about it, I knew nothing much about the Australian industry twelve years before when I was making my future plans as a green seventeen year old.

The UK, England and Ireland in particular, were places where I was seriously interested in making an investigation.  It was close enough to Europe to be convenient for sales and there were serious commercial ties to the US, Canadian and the European markets.  In addition the horse racing industry was more than alive
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