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      I had never before witnessed the exact moment at which life passes from the body; the instant it becomes nothing. With only
         twenty-five years behind me, I had collected just a few experiences of death, which I kept hidden in a place I rarely visited.
         A neatly dressed body lying in the velvety folds of fabric in the confines of a carefully chosen box. The wax-like effect
         of once living skin now tended by the mortician’s expert hands. I had stared down at the sunken features of a mother I had
         loved and cared for; empty now, reduced to a motionless collection of skin and wasted bone. Mourners dressed in black. Sombre
         faces, hands shaken, drinks taken. These were my experiences of death. I had participated in the act of farewell, but I had
         never seen that moment. The exact moment at which life evaporates.
      

      
      But I saw it that day. Sprawled on my stomach, with my head turned to one side, pressed to the hot tarmac, I watched life
         disappear. I saw it vanish as if it had never existed, leaving nothing but the ruined shell it once inhabited.
      

      
      For a while before I opened my eyes, I was content to be where I was. The sun warm on my back, the air quiet around me. My
         head was filled with a pleasant, bleary feeling, as if I were just waking from a long, deep sleep. But the silence was punctuated
         by the first stunned groan, and as consciousness clawed its way back into my mind, I became more aware of the sounds around
         me.
      

      
      A child crying. A man moaning, or perhaps it was a woman, it was hard to tell. Both, maybe. More than one person. More than two. Then the world popped into focus and I heard many
         people. Many voices. Shouting, crying, screaming. The sound of twisted metal settling into place.
      

      
      I opened my eyes, alarmed that I could see nothing more than a blur of light around the periphery of what I should be looking
         at. My whole body was numb. A wave of nausea swept over me and I retched. Disorientated and muddled, I was shamed as my stomach
         heaved and I vomited so publicly.
      

      
      Blinking hard, I tried to move but was unable to do more than shuffle a few inches before another wave of nausea came over
         me. I closed my eyes tight and fought the feeling, pushing it back down.
      

      
      When I opened them again, the world came to me in a bright flash of light and colour. The first thing I saw was the bubbles
         of tarmac, which had bloated and popped under the intense heat of the sun. A smell of oil and petrol crept into my nostrils
         and clawed into my lungs, making me retch again, forcing me to fight it. I wriggled my fingers, moved my hands, brought my
         arms up towards my face. I planted my palms on the road, trying to push myself up, but the effort was too great, so I let
         my head fall back onto the warm tarmac and shifted my eyes to take in the scene around me.
      

      
      I’d been lucky, that much was clear. I had survived, but others had not been so fortunate. An old woman was facing me, her
         mouth opening and closing, her voice producing little more than a weak, breathy moaning. Blood ran from her nose and formed
         tributaries as it slid into the wrinkles around her lips and chin. Her eyes were wide, her hand outstretched towards me as
         if she knew she was dying but refused to relinquish her life without the touch of another human being. To me, she was an unfamiliar
         face in an unfamiliar land. Her skin was different from mine, her eyes were not shaped like my own, and our culture was not
         shared. Yet there are some things that we all have in common. No one truly wants to die alone.
      

      
      I watched her for a moment, keeping my eyes on hers, summoning my strength, then I manoeuvred my right arm up and reached across to take her hand. But she was too far away. There
         was a space of an inch or so between the tips of our fingers, and yet we continued to stretch towards each other, desperate
         for that last moment of human contact.
      

      
      I began to pull myself towards her, dragging my weight along the tarmac so that I could take her hand. I struggled to close
         the gap between us, seeing that she was unable to move. The weight of the bus pinning her to the road was far too great.
      

      
      Around us, the sounds of suffering grew. The ringing in my ears and the fuzziness in my head was dissipating, and my eyes
         didn’t hurt so much any more. I tried not to listen to the creaking metal, the screaming, the crying, the moaning. I tried
         to ignore the smell of oil and petrol and blood that saturated the thick, hot air. I tried not to notice the other people
         around me. The dead, the dying and the dismembered. I tried only to concentrate on the old woman, her mouth opening and closing
         like a fish left to die in the sun, her final ounce of strength channelled into the act of stretching her fingers towards
         mine. I pulled myself closer and grasped her hand, squeezing it so that I felt the bones rubbing together beneath her thin,
         leathery skin. Old life and new life.
      

      
      She squeezed my hand in return, closed her eyes in relief, then opened them again and looked at me.

      
      And that was the moment. A life-changing moment. The moment when her deep brown eyes emptied in front of me as if her body were a
         vessel and her life were a liquid that had been poured from her. Her eyes died. One moment they were alive and a person lived
         behind them. A woman with memories, a place in the world, a purpose. And the next she was just lifeless skin and bone and
         flesh. In an instant she had changed from something of incredible value to something of no importance at all.
      

      
      I was still holding the old woman’s hand when I forced myself to look around once more.

      
      
      The bus in which I’d been travelling was lying on its side, its rusted orange and green markings looking up at the cloudless
         azure sky. Its nose was crumpled, the windscreen shattered into crushed ice spread across the soft tarmac. Skewed at an angle
         in the dirt at the side of the road was another large vehicle, this one a truck. The cab had come away from the flatbed.
      

      
      Seeing the rotting monstrosities like this reminded me of the moment they had collided. I’d been sitting at the front of the
         bus, in the ‘death seat’ as I have since heard it called. After waiting almost four hours in the terminal in Medan, and after
         two failed attempts to board other buses, I had followed the crowd onto this ill-fated vehicle, only to find myself pushed
         down into the backless seat beside the driver, my face only inches from the windscreen.
      

      
      I’d heard that bus travel in Indonesia was a game of Russian roulette, but I hadn’t expected to find myself in such a position
         on my first day in the country – in an overcrowded bus, surrounded by a foreign language, baskets of chickens, screaming babies,
         sitting beside a driver for whom life was a race. For an hour I’d tuned out the whining, high-pitched eastern singing that
         blasted from the internal speakers. I’d persuaded myself not to care that some travellers were actually outside the bus, clinging to the sills around the windows and the roof-rack. I’d ignored the open door beside me and I’d tried
         not to think about what would happen if the bus were to come to a sudden and terrifying stop. But I was certain that of all
         the passengers in the bus, I would be the first to die.
      

      
      As it happened, though, I was wrong. Our collision was not head on, as I’d expected it to be. Travelling with my eyes half
         open, I’d assumed that when the impact came, as it surely would, it would be at the moment when our driver made one of his
         reckless overtaking attempts – at high speed round a blind corner, giving only a toot of his horn to indicate he was on his
         way. I was wrong. Our contact came, in fact, at a fork in the road, and the oncoming Mitsubishi truck hit us at the front side, knocking me from my seat, propelling me through the open door before the bus twisted, slid, turned and toppled.
      

      
      The people who had been clinging to the near side of the bus were crushed immediately, leaving a ragged red stain across the
         potholed grey tarmac as the vehicle slid to its final resting place.
      

      
      I could see the tide left by the runaway bus. It was a gruesome wake of crushed bodies, dismembered limbs, blood drying in
         the sun.
      

      
      I lingered over the sight for longer than I wanted to, unable to take my eyes from it. I wanted nothing more than to rub it
         from my mind, to reach inside my head and disinfect such a view, but I was compelled to look. I’d never seen such a thing
         before. I imagined that it was how it might look if a bomb had exploded. Bodies separated from limbs. A head. An arm. A leg
         protruding from beneath the overturned bus. A man whose lower body was so crushed that he had split, burst like a wet balloon,
         and his viscera had spilled onto the road. The flies had already begun to feast on the shiny mass of grey and red that had
         emptied from him.
      

      
      I turned away and looked back at the old woman, then I forced my arms to move, pushed myself up onto my elbows, brought my
         legs around and dragged myself into a sitting position.
      

      
      My head swam as I scanned around me. Chickens running in the road. People strewn all about. Thirty, thirty-five bodies that
         I could see. Many of them dead. One or two people were dragging survivors away from the wreck. Others were wandering in a
         dazed stupor as they searched for relatives.
      

      
      At the side of the road, a few onlookers, unable or unwilling to help.

      
      People’s belongings, too, were scattered around the wreckage. A suitcase burst open, clothes distributed across the tarmac.
         A shoe. A basket full of chickens, intact. A soft-drinks crate containing only glass and the last fizz of what had been contained
         within. My backpack, bright blue, spotted with blood. It held everything I’d brought with me except my passport and the money, which I kept hidden beneath my shirt in a thin canvas belt.
      

      
      I stared at my backpack, trying to focus on it. It had made it all the way here from England. From a small camping shop on
         a steep street in Newcastle. I’d bought it on a wet Thursday afternoon, the sun already set, the streetlights on and blurred
         behind the rain. A cold, wet, ordinary afternoon marked by the purchase of a bright blue rucksack that was to be my travelling
         companion for the months to come.
      

      
      Only now it was lying on a bloodied road under an intense sun in an alien world.

      
      A motorbike passed me, its engine chugging as it made its way around the wreckage. The rider weaved in and out of the people,
         the body parts, scanning, witnessing, then picking up speed and heading back onto the open road. Somebody had somewhere to
         go and a crash wasn’t going to stop them from getting there. They’d seen it before and they would see it again.
      

      
      I tried to get to my feet, but once more the nausea surged over me and I waited for it to subside before I began shuffling
         towards my backpack. My one symbol of home. The only thing I had that made me who I was. I kept my eyes on it, focusing on
         nothing other than the bright blue canvas.
      

      
      On my hands and knees, I made my way past the old woman, not looking down at her as I struggled forwards, keeping my eyes
         only on the bag, until I was distracted by a young boy who came into my peripheral vision, making me turn my head to follow
         the movement. The boy, maybe twelve years old, had come from the side of the road where a small gathering of people had grouped
         to stare, none of them making any effort to come to my assistance. He stepped over a piece of debris that lay between me and
         my goal, then headed for my backpack. He stopped beside it, glancing across at me before bending at the waist and picking
         it up. He felt its weight, and then used both hands to swing it round and drape it over his back. He hunched under its load
         as he began to move away. I tried to call out to him. He was taking my bag. Perhaps he was moving it to a safer location; perhaps he was helping to clear the road. Or perhaps he was just stealing my belongings. Whatever he was
         doing, I called out, but my tongue was lazy and my mouth was dry. My confused mind rebelled against me, refusing to send the
         right messages to any part of my body. I was unable to stand and now I was unable to speak. The only sound I heard myself
         utter was a fumbled one, as if my tongue had grown too large for my mouth.
      

      
      The boy stopped and stared at me, the way I mouthed my words, the way I held out one hand in protest. He watched me for a
         moment, then came towards me. He had seen sense. He realised I was trying to tell him the rucksack was mine.
      

      
      I lowered my arm, fell back onto my knees and waited for the boy to come closer. When he reached me, he placed the backpack
         on the ground and squatted beside me. He waved a hand in front of my face and I tried to smile, nodding like an idiot. The
         boy looked around, glancing up at the people who’d gathered to survey the mayhem, then at the mayhem itself. When his eyes
         came back to mine, he reached down and took my hand. He lifted my arm, slipped my watch from my wrist and put it round his
         own. He smiled at me before standing again and slinging my backpack over his shoulder.
      

      
      I stared, helpless, as the boy disappeared among the spectators.

      
      I slumped, my shoulders sagging under the weight of my head, and I felt a mesh of darkness creeping across my mind. There
         was pain behind my eyes, which reached up and spread its fingers around the top of my brain, squeezing in rhythmic pulses,
         tightening its grip. I felt woozy again, the sounds of the crash fading in and out. I struggled to a sitting position, leaned
         back against whatever was there to support me. My vision began to swim and I closed my eyes, wanting to stay right there,
         curl up and go to sleep. I wanted to enjoy the warmth of the sun, to find a comfortable spot to lie in.
      

      
      I felt a tugging at my feet and opened my eyes enough to allow a little light to needle in. Everything seemed brighter than it ought to be, the glare from the sun forcing its way into my eyes, shaded only by the figure crouched at my feet,
         tugging my shoes from me.
      

      
      Then a voice, shouting in a language I didn’t understand. Nasal, foreign, not sounding like words at all, but more like a
         staccato attack of consonants and vowels being fired from a rifle. The tugging at my feet stopped, my shoes slipped away,
         and the shadowy figure disappeared from view, replaced by another image, this one looming close to me, running a hand over
         my head.
      

      
      An angel. An earth-bound angel, or a heaven-bound one, I wasn’t sure, but an angel nonetheless. She took my head on her lap
         and she lifted a bottle to my lips. I drank the warm, sour water, grateful for the liquid on my parched and raw throat. I
         complied with her every touch when she moved me onto my side, brought my legs up and turned my head. I let her manipulate
         me and move me, and then my mind slipped away into the abyss as she ran her hand across my forehead and spoke in her soothing
         tone. Then, darkness.
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      A warm breeze on my face. A large ceiling fan above me, churning the air over my head, wafting the smell of disease and affliction,
         swirling it around me. The blades spinning without sound, the stalk swivelling in its fixing.
      

      
      I watched the predetermined motion of the fan, allowing my eyes to adjust to the afternoon light, collecting my thoughts into
         a coherent pattern. I’d been in a crash. I remembered that. I remembered the old woman, and the angel, too. Although, she
         couldn’t have been an angel because I wasn’t dead. At least, I didn’t think so.
      

      
      I moved my toes against restrictive sheets which were pulled tight across me and tucked into either side of the iron bed.
         I pushed my feet up, loosening the stiff cotton, giving myself room to move. I looked around at the other beds in the ward.
         Ten in total. Five on my side and five on the other. All occupied.
      

      
      To my left, a man with a bandage across one eye, the centre of the gauze rusted brown with old blood. To my right, a man with
         one of his legs kept from under the sheets, the limb wrapped in bandages, again with the same coloured stain seeping through
         the cream material. All of the other beds were occupied by men in similar states of disrepair. Bandages and stains seemed
         to be the requirement for accommodation in this particular ward, and I found myself lifting a hand to check for injuries.
         Sure enough, the top of my head was bandaged.
      

      
      I pushed up, manoeuvring into something close to a sitting position and studied my surroundings. A plain ward, with white walls and a green painted concrete floor. No tiles, nothing
         fancy, everything functional. The smell of full bedpans evaporating in the tepid air. Ten iron beds with tight white sheets.
         Two windows on the opposite side of the room, both filled with green mosquito netting, the shutters thrown open to the day.
         I could see a glimpse of foliage outside, the top of a tree which might have been a palm. The mosquito netting gave everything
         outside a strange fuzzy hue.
      

      
      None of the men in the other beds was talking. They either slept or sat and stared. The man beside me, the one with the bandaged
         face, caught my eye as I looked around the room, and he smiled, nodding his head once. ‘Salamat siang.’

      
      I processed the words, remembering them from the phrase book I’d bought before leaving England just a day or two ago. I waited
         for them to digest, turned the sounds into written words inside my mind, searched for the translation as I remembered it from
         the pages of the book. Once that was done, I returned the words, pronouncing them as best as I knew how.
      

      
      ‘Salamat siang,’ I replied. Good afternoon. A polite formality, but contact was made.
      

      
      The man smiled at me again, ‘Ah, salamat siang,’ he said again, giving me a thumbs up before launching into another sentence, which, to me, was nothing more than a jumbled
         collection of sounds.
      

      
      The brown stain in the centre of his bandage was looking more and more like a strange and sinister eye, so I tried to concentrate
         on his good one.
      

      
      I held up my hands. ‘Saya … tidak … bisa … bicara … bahasa … Indonesia,’ I said with my best accent, telling him I couldn’t speak his language.
      

      
      He stopped talking and nodded knowingly. ‘Baik, baik.’

      
      After that we just looked at each other, smiling and nodding, sharing the common experience of being strapped beneath tight
         sheets with bandages wrapped around a part of our body.
      

      
      
      Then he had a thought. He leaned across and offered me his hand. ‘Muklas,’ he said. ‘I Muklas.’

      
      I took his hand, surprised at his limp grip. ‘Alex,’ I told him. ‘Saya Alex.’
      

      
      Once again we fell into an awkward state of smiling and nodding before his face lit up again as if he’d come to a sudden and
         significant conclusion. He took a hand of small bananas from his bedside table and ripped one from the bunch. He passed it
         to me saying, ‘Pisang. Pisang tuju. Ba-na-na.’
      

      
      I took it from him. ‘Terima kasi’ – thank you – words I’d committed to heart – and opened it immediately, my stomach grabbing for the food. It occurred to
         me at that precise moment, though, that I didn’t know where I was, nor how long I had been there.
      

      
      It was a strange realisation that dropped into me like a weight, especially when I remembered the fate of my rucksack. I stopped,
         with the banana touching my lips, and I put my free hand to my waist where my money-belt had been.
      

      
      Gone.

      
      I dropped the fruit on the sheets and turned to check the table beside my bed. I leaned down to open the small door, feeling
         the blood racing to my head where it pumped and pounded, beating in my ears. The cupboard behind the door was empty. The weight
         that had dropped into my stomach began to mutate. It was no longer just a weight, it was now a living thing, which was expanding
         and rising inside me, threatening to cause panic in every cell of my body.
      

      
      The man beside me was speaking again but his voice sounded different as my breathing quickened. I had lost everything that
         gave me any identity. I had lost myself. Everything.
      

      
      I wrestled with the constricting sheets and swung my legs from the bed. My ankles skinny and pale, dangling from the mattress
         as I lowered my feet onto the floor. The glossy paint covering the concrete was cold under my soles as I pushed myself up
         to stand. I crossed the ward as quickly as I was able to, my head numb and the sickness returning to my stomach. I didn’t know where I was going or what I would do, but I needed to do something. My clothes had been taken from me, somebody
         must have undressed me, put the gown over me, and that meant someone must know where my belongings were. My money and my passport.
         Without them I was nobody.
      

      
      I leaned on the swinging doors, pushed my way into the corridor and stopped. I put out a hand, leaning against the wall for
         support, and looked around. One side of the long hallway was lined with beds and trolleys, many of them old and broken, all
         of them full. Men and women, some with limbs missing, blood draining from their bodies as ill-equipped doctors and nurses
         struggled to help them. The other wall of the corridor provided a place to lean on for yet more patients. They were sitting
         in the stifling heat, no fans above their heads to break the air.
      

      
      I stayed where I was, taking it all in, the sounds and the smells and the sights overloading my mind. I put my free hand over
         my eyes, my head swimming, wondering where I was and what I was going to do. When I took it away again, a middleaged man in
         a long white coat was standing before me. He put his hand on my shoulder and spoke, but his words meant nothing. I shook my
         head. ‘I don’t understand.’
      

      
      He tried to look sympathetic, nodding, still talking, but the look in his eyes was unfamiliar. His expressions were not like
         those I was used to. I tried to move away from him, but he smiled, taking my arm.
      

      
      ‘No.’ I snatched away. ‘No. I need to … I need to …’ I needed my life back. I needed to know where I was, but I didn’t know
         how to ask him and he didn’t know how to tell me.
      

      
      Once again he reached out and took my arm, a reassuring look that I recognised.

      
      ‘No.’ I pulled away again, but with less conviction this time. He was trying to help. So I held up my hand and nodded, letting
         him take me and lead me back into the ward. He helped me to my bed and waited until I was beneath my sheets before he held
         out both hands, palms towards me.
      

      
      
      ‘You want me to stay?’ I asked him. ‘Wait here, is that it? You want me to wait here?’

      
      He backed away, still keeping his hands up, making small movements with them, reinforcing the idea that he wanted me to wait.

      
      So I waited.

      
      For how long, I don’t know. From time to time I glanced at my wrist, forgetting that my watch had been taken from me on the
         road. So I waited a while longer, and a while longer still, staring at the door, wondering when the doctor was going to return,
         hoping he would bring my identity with him.
      

      
      I ignored Muklas, the man in the bed beside mine. I avoided any contact with him, keeping all my attention on the swinging
         door.
      

      
      When the doctor returned, he was not alone. This time he was accompanied by the angel I had seen on the road. But of course,
         she wasn’t an angel. She was quite real, and she brought with her a breath of fresh air, a relief and a beauty that made her
         the next best thing to an angel.
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      Everything around me was alien. I knew little of the language and the customs. These were things I had intended to experience
         first-hand, to soak up and infuse into my consciousness. I came here hoping that I would grow and find myself in the way I’d
         heard other travellers speak of. I’d intended to broaden my horizons, unsuspecting of how dark those horizons were going to
         be. If I had known that my journey was to begin and end in death, perhaps I would never have stepped foot from my empty home.
      

      
      I imagined I’d return from my travels a different person. More rounded and experienced. A bigger person. I envisioned an improved me; someone who would somehow stand out from others because I carried a knowing and accomplished
         air, but so far I had reached no further than an hour or so beyond my first foreign airport. My intentions had been derailed
         by a manic driver and an incredible road system where the only law was the unwritten nasib saja. Only fate. A law that allowed overtaking on blind corners because if it was your time to go, it was your time to go and there
         was nothing anybody could do about it. When your time was up, Allah would take you.
      

      
      So, instead of the worldly-wise individual I was hoping to become, I’d been obstructed at my first attempt. I was left as
         myself. An inexperienced, self-conscious individual who’d had just enough confidence to buy a ticket and tell the handful
         of people he knew that he intended to travel. I’d even managed to surprise myself by boarding the plane in England and making it all the way across the world.
      

      
      That’s why she was a godsend. She wasn’t a familiar face, but at the same time she was a familiar face. She had the kind of face I was accustomed to seeing. She looked more like me. I knew, even before she opened
         her mouth, that she would speak the same language as I did.
      

      
      She had an open and relaxed manner about her, not a trace of affectation or self-consciousness. An air that suggested overwhelming
         confidence in herself. She came in without much more than a glance around the room, unperturbed by her surroundings.
      

      
      ‘How ya feeling?’ she asked, putting down her bag and sitting on the bed, turning towards me, her body close to my waist.

      
      ‘You know what happened to my stuff ?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Sure.’ She lifted her bag onto her lap and took out my most precious belonging. ‘Managed to save it for you,’ she said. ‘I
         was there when they took your kit off, got you all cleaned up.’ Her eyes slipped from mine, an unwitting glance along my body.
         ‘The clothes, they’re gone, but this …’ She handed me the belt that I’d kept hidden under my shirt, and I immediately opened
         the pockets, relieved to see everything still inside. Cash, cards, passport.
      

      
      ‘I used some of the cash,’ she said, provoking no reaction from me. I was just happy to see the essentials were still present.
         I was me again.
      

      
      ‘It was the only way to get you a bed,’ she went on. ‘Money does a lot of talking here, you’ll learn that quick enough. You
         can have anything you want, long as you got the cash to pay for it.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks,’ I said, zipping the pocket, and putting the belt on top of the sheet, gripping one end of it in a tight fist.

      
      ‘Quite a fuckin’ bump we had there, wasn’t it?’ If she’d been disturbed by the experience, she didn’t show it. She just smiled,
         reached up to deal with a stray hair that had crept round to hang over her forehead and across her right eye. It was fair but not platinum; a very light golden-brown, sun-kissed, waved
         and touching her shoulders. Like her clear brown skin, it had seen sunshine and felt fresh air. Beside hers, my own skin was
         pale, as if I’d been hiding from the world, holed up in a sunless place.
      

      
      I nodded. ‘Yeah. Quite a bump.’ A bump that had separated people into individual parts. A bump that had left a stain of blood
         and viscera in its wake. She must have seen the expression on my face, or perhaps she felt the darkness of my thoughts, because
         she put a hand on mine.
      

      
      ‘Don’t think about it,’ she said. ‘You’ll get used to it. Happens all the time round here.’

      
      I looked down at her hand. Her brown skin on my pale skin. Like the old woman at the crash, only this girl’s fingers were
         slender and strong, the knuckles not protruding like my own. Her short nails decorated with green varnish, a silver ring on
         her thumb. Blonde downy hairs on her forearms, bleached by the sun and standing out against her tan. She squeezed my hand
         in a familiar way. As if we knew each other.
      

      
      ‘You were on the bus, too?’ I asked, already feeling renewed. She had returned my identity and given me contact with the world.

      
      ‘One of the lucky ones, I guess. Not much more than a few scrapes.’ She pulled up the skirt of her dress to show me her right
         thigh, the skin broken. A raw patch no bigger than my hand.
      

      
      ‘That’s it?’ I asked.

      
      ‘That’s it.’ She smoothed out her dress. ‘Skinned leg, a few bruises. Bump on the head. Nothing like yours, though.’

      
      I lifted my eyes to hers, feeling her smile radiate from her full lips to the corners of her mouth, to the very edges of her
         green eyes, and I thought of Rachel, the girl who’d outgrown me. She’d had eyes almost as green, but her features were not
         as fine and her manner had not been as welcoming. I had loved Rachel, or at least I thought I had. We were to stay together
         for ever. Her going to university while I stayed back to care for my mother would not break us apart. We were meant for each other. But while she moved on, I stayed the same. I was left behind
         to play catch-up in my own life.
      

      
      ‘Where are we?’ I asked the angel who had come to my rescue.

      
      ‘Rumah sakit,’ she said. ‘Hospital. Not a bad one either, to tell you the truth. I’ve seen a lot worse.’ I caught the accent now, not too
         strong, but it was there. Australian.
      

      
      I was about to thank her for helping me, but my thoughts were interrupted by the doctor who began speaking. She listened to
         him, nodding, and when he finished, she turned back to me.
      

      
      ‘Doc here says you’ve had a concussion. Says you might feel sick for a while, a bit dizzy. Maybe even have a few blank moments,
         like you don’t remember what happened. Bit of a cut on your head, too, but other than that you’re OK. Looks like you’re gonna
         live.’
      

      
      I touched a hand to the bandage on my head.

      
      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said as if she’d read my mind. ‘You look great.’

      
      The doctor spoke again, then turned and left the ward.

      
      ‘He says you’ll probably need a couple of days, and after that you’ll be fine.’

      
      ‘A couple of days? I have to stay here for a couple of days?’

      
      She nodded. ‘That’s what he said.’

      
      ‘Bollocks.’

      
      ‘What? You don’t want to get better?’

      
      ‘It’s not what I had in mind, that’s all.’

      
      She made herself more comfortable, taking her hand away from mine. I could still feel the warmth of her on my skin; it was
         moist from the sweaty closeness of our touch. I had enjoyed the contact and I wanted it back.
      

      
      ‘I guess not,’ she said. ‘But what are you gonna do, eh?’ She rubbed her fine nose with the back of her hand, then flicked
         a few stray hairs from her face.
      

      
      ‘I suppose I could just leave.’ Back home, in England, the thought wouldn’t have crossed my mind. Here, though, I felt less bound by the orders of the doctors. Everything felt less
         real.
      

      
      ‘You could,’ she said. ‘But what if you collapsed out there? Somewhere nobody saw you? Concussion can do that, I reckon, and
         you might end up lying there all night.’
      

      
      I shrugged. ‘You’re probably right.’

      
      ‘I am right. I’m always right, Alex.’
      

      
      Her use of my name made me look up with a start. ‘How d’you know my name?’

      
      ‘I looked at your passport. You had long hair, eh?’

      
      ‘A while ago.’

      
      ‘You’re only twenty-five,’ she said. ‘That makes you a couple of years younger than me. Nothing was that long ago for us. Why d’you cut it?’
      

      
      I ran a hand across my head, feeling the bristle of close-cropped hair. ‘Thought it would be better that way.’

      
      ‘Out with the old?’

      
      ‘Maybe.’ Rachel had liked it long. She wanted me to grow it that way.

      
      ‘Suits you better short. Skinny guy like you, it makes you look … I dunno … tougher maybe.’

      
      ‘Tougher?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Older, too. Goes well with this,’ she said, touching a finger to an old scar on my chin. ‘Oh, and I like skinny guys;
         it wasn’t an insult.’ She pursed her lips as if she were hiding a smile, then reached out her right hand. ‘Domino,’ she said.
      

      
      I took her hand and shook it like we were business people meeting over lunch. ‘Domino? Like the song, you mean?’

      
      ‘Song?’

      
      ‘Van Morrison.’

      
      ‘OK, yeah,’ she said. ‘Like that then, I guess. Like the game. Or the Bond girl.’

      
      I watched her eyes, wondering if she was winding me up. ‘For real? That’s your name?’

      
      She smiled. ‘For real. My parents were kind of hippies, I guess.’ She kicked off a flip-flop and lifted her right foot onto the bed, her toes flexed. These nails were green, too. ‘See.’ She pointed at a small tattoo on the outside of her ankle.
         A single domino. Double six.
      

      
      ‘I like it,’ I said. ‘It suits you.’

      
      ‘Thanks. I think.

      
      ‘So,’ she said after a moment. ‘Have you been here long?’

      
      ‘You mean Indonesia?’

      
      ‘Well, I know how long you’ve been in the hospital, so yeah, I mean Indonesia.’

      
      ‘About a day.’

      
      ‘A day? You crashed on your first day? Shit, you’re a veteran already. I know people who’ve been here years and never crashed.’

      
      ‘You say that like it’s a bad thing.’

      
      ‘Where you headed?’ She took her foot away.

      
      It struck me that she asked where I was going, not where I’d come from, but then I remembered she’d seen my passport. She’d
         know exactly where I’d come from.
      

      
      ‘Lake Toba,’ I said.

      
      ‘Danau Toba? Any reason? Most people, they go to Brastagi first. It’s closer.’

      
      ‘I saw some pictures, photos on the internet, and it looked … I don’t know. Beautiful. As soon as I saw it, I knew I wanted
         to go.’
      

      
      ‘It is beautiful,’ she said. ‘I think you’ll like it there.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve been?’

      
      She nodded and we lapsed into a comfortable silence. I considered asking her more about my destination, but instead I enjoyed
         the moment, watching her look out of the window. Domino sitting right there on my bed, a musky scent of sandalwood, sun cream
         and sweet body odour masking the stale air that pervaded the room.
      

      
      I watched her profile, seeing the line of her narrow nose, the curve of her defined jaw, the rise of her cheekbones. A strong
         face. Striking and quite beautiful. The sweep of her neck dropping to her chest where the dress remained untied, showing the
         tiniest glimpse of the top of her small breasts.
      

      
      
      She turned to look at me again, biting her lower lip and nodding before speaking. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I better get going. Maybe
         I’ll see you around sometime.’
      

      
      I hid my disappointment. Not only was she beautiful, but she was also my saviour and my translator. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I hope
         so.’
      

      
      Domino stood, straightened her dress and threw her bag over her shoulder. ‘Well, you look after yourself.’

      
      I nodded. ‘OK.’

      
      She flicked her hair back from her face. Her wavy, sun-bleached hair. ‘See you around, Alex.’

      
      And with that, she turned and walked away. I watched her hips swing, the flesh of her buttocks firm beneath the dress, and
         a surge of desire ran through me.
      

      
      ‘Domino,’ I called after her.

      
      She stopped and looked over her shoulder. ‘Hm?’

      
      ‘Thanks. For what you did back there. The bus, I mean.’

      
      ‘Don’t mention it.’

      
      ‘If I can do something for you …’ I said, not really knowing what I was saying or why I was saying it. I didn’t know anything
         about her more than her name and her tattoo. I had no idea whether I’d even see her again.
      

      
      ‘Sure,’ she said, kissing her hand and lifting it in a half-wave. She smiled once more, then pushed through the swing door
         and walked out of my life.
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      For the rest of the evening I sat in silence. Dumb not through my own choice, but because there was no one I could speak to.
         The man in the bed next to mine, Muklas, called my name from time to time, and we smiled, gave each other the thumbs up and
         nodded in spasmodic bursts of attempted discourse, but that was the most either of us could manage. After some time, I decided
         it was best to not look in his direction, because my mouth ached from the forced smile and my head swam from the concussion.
         I felt stupid, in the most literal sense of the word, and embarrassed at my inability to do much more than wave my hands.
         I wished I’d spent more time with my Indonesian phrase book. But then, most of my thinking time was occupied with wishes. I wished I hadn’t lost my rucksack. I wished I hadn’t climbed onto the bus.
         I wished it hadn’t crashed. But most of all, I wished Domino was still here.
      

      
      It was absurd that I should think about her so much. I’d only known her for the briefest moment, yet she’d come to my aid
         twice, and that made her more than just another traveller.
      

      
      I don’t know what time it was when they turned out the lights. I repeatedly looked to my wrist, each time remembering that
         my watch was gone, whisked away by a boy who’d seen an opportunity and taken it. It made me angry to think about it, and every
         time I did, my hand went to the belt that Domino had brought back to me. My money and my passport. Without them, I was screwed.
      

      
      
      The ward was quiet. The occasional moaning, snuffling, snoring from the other men, but nothing more than that. I could hear
         traffic outside, somewhere not far from the hospital, and I wondered why I hadn’t noticed it during the day.
      

      
      Part of me wanted to sleep, to rest my mind and sink into blackness, but something wouldn’t allow it. I wasn’t supposed to
         be here. I was supposed to be in control of what was happening to me, and it bothered me that I wasn’t.
      

      
      I watched the fan rotate above me. I concentrated on the warm draught of air it pushed at me, and I studied the shaft swivelling
         in its bearing. I listened to its blades as they cut through the air and I tried to relax my mind. Footsteps out in the corridor,
         the gentle swish of loose clothing, the squeak of rubber-soled shoes on glossy floors.
      

      
      I thought how different this room was from the one my mother had been in. There were no electronic gadgets here, no intimacy,
         and yet the feeling was much the same. The feeling of being surrounded by the sick and the dying. It was something I’d never
         grown used to. I’d never felt comfortable with the polished floors and the turned-down beds and the blankets and the nurses
         and the machines. It all felt wrong.
      

      
      I drifted in half-sleep for a while, my mind playing events back to me, jumbling them together, making a nonsense of what
         had happened. I tried to push them out, to think only of what I would do when I left the hospital. But still the memories
         and the unease crept in and, as a thin veil of sleep finally fell over me, so my thoughts were filled with the memories of
         my most recent hours. I saw the bus, felled like a giant beast, the blood disgorged from its bloated carcass, bright where
         it was still fresh, and shining under the sun. The stench of death was all around me, petrol fumes spinning in my head, the
         cries of the wounded and the dying filtering through me. And I saw the face of the old woman, her eyes watching me, fading,
         draining of life, unseeing and dry and empty. Now I was drifting too, my own life leaving me as the ache in my head pulsed
         to the irregular beat of the screaming and the crying. Then a quieter voice, my angel, whispering. Gentle at first, shaking me awake, then harder, more insistent, and I opened my eyes to the
         darkness of the hospital and there she was, her face close to mine.
      

      
      ‘Alex,’ she said. ‘Shit, I thought you were never going to wake up.’

      
      I stared at her. I wanted to say something, but nothing came to mind. I was still emerging from the horror of the crash. My
         head still pounding, but not from the screaming as it had been in my dream. This was the throbbing of the wound.
      

      
      ‘You OK?’ she asked. ‘You all right?’

      
      ‘Hm? Yeah. Yeah, I think so. What—’

      
      ‘Something you should know,’ she said.

      
      I looked around, but the ward was dark and quiet.

      
      ‘There’s police coming to talk to you.’

      
      ‘What?’ I closed my eyes, fought through the pain in my head, feeling it subside.

      
      ‘Something to do with the crash. They already talked to me but they didn’t give much away. I think they found drugs or something.’

      
      ‘Drugs?’

      
      ‘In the wreck. Look, the doctor’s taking them round to talk to everyone.’

      
      I was still not recovered from my sleep. ‘Drugs? I don’t … What’s that got to do with me?’

      
      ‘We’re white, Alex. They see young whiteys like us, they think we’re only here for one reason. If there’s drugs, it’s our
         fault.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      Domino held up a hand to quieten me. ‘Just listen to me, Alex. You know the police here are not like your English police,
         right? I mean, they’re nothing like your English police.’
      

      
      ‘What’re you saying?’ I asked, the horror of the crash being replaced with a different feeling. Something less concrete. More
         unsettling. ‘Why are you telling me this? I haven’t done anything.’
      

      
      
      ‘That doesn’t make any difference.’ Domino looked around. There was a light outside in the corridor, an orange glow leaking
         through the small, round, frosted windows on the swing doors. ‘You seem like a nice guy,’ she said, turning back to me. Her
         voice was a beautiful whisper, her hair close to my face, her scent in my nostrils. ‘But – and I don’t want you to take this
         the wrong way – but you seem a bit green.’
      

      
      ‘Green?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Like you don’t know what you’re doing.’

      
      ‘I guess you’re right.’ The unease I felt before was masked now, masked by my proximity to Domino. She was intoxicating.

      
      ‘I think they’re looking for somebody, and that means they’re not going to want you to leave.’

      
      ‘Don’t leave the country, you mean?’ I tried to smile, but working the muscles tightened them around the back of my head,
         bringing pain. ‘Well, I don’t think I’m going anywhere right now.’
      

      
      ‘They’ll try to take your passport and your money.’

      
      Now the unease returned. Only this time it was stronger, pushing any excitement about Domino to one side. ‘But I’ll get it
         back, right?’
      

      
      She sighed and pursed her lips, tilting her head. ‘Maybe. I mean, that’s what they’ll tell you, but I’ve heard about people
         who …’ She shook her head. ‘Look, Alex, it’s just better if they don’t get it. And if they see all that money you’ve got,
         they’ll be wondering what you’re planning on buying with it.’
      

      
      I’d seen films and I’d read books. I knew that I had to keep hold of my passport. No matter what. It was all I had to prove
         who I was. If they took it away from me, I would be no one again. ‘I’ll tell them I don’t have one,’ I said. ‘I’ll tell them
         I lost it … Will they search me? You think they’ll search me?’
      

      
      Domino shook her head. ‘Probably not, but it would be better if you had somewhere to hide it. Someone to—’

      
      ‘You could take it for me.’

      
      ‘No, I don’t think so.’

      
      
      ‘If I don’t have it, I can’t give it to them, right? You can bring it back to me tomorrow.’ I don’t know why I felt I could
         trust her, but it seemed like the best thing to do. Maybe she had already proved herself to me. She had come to my help at
         the crash. She had come as my translator earlier that day, returned my identity, and now she had come to warn me. And if she
         took my belongings, it would mean she’d have to come back. She couldn’t just abandon me.
      

      
      I had no idea that keeping her in my life was a mistake.

      
      ‘I’ll be gone by tomorrow,’ she said. ‘I can’t.’

      
      ‘Then wait until they’ve gone.’ I put my hand on hers. ‘Please.’

      
      Domino paused, looked away, then nodded. ‘OK,’ she said, running her thumb over the back of my hand. ‘I’ll look after it for
         you.’
      

      
      I slipped my hands beneath the sheet and removed the money-belt.

      
      For the second and last time that day, I watched Domino leave through the swing doors, and I hardly had time to consider whether
         or not I’d made a mistake, when a shadow crossed the rounded windows, blocking the weak light that passed through them.
      

      
      The indistinct shapes shifted, stopped, swayed like spectres waiting just out of sight, then the doors opened a touch. They
         cracked along the centre, a hairline of illumination that filtered into the ward and slipped across the floor, touching the
         foot of my bed. I watched as the doors inched open further, the sound of muffled voices as the visitors finished their conversation,
         the doors moving ever inwards until their discussion was over and they finally swung to their full extent. The men who walked
         in came without regard for whoever was inside. Their boots were loud on the concrete floor, their keys jangled, and the paraphernalia
         hanging from their belts clattered and creaked.
      

      
      Some of the men in the ward remained still. Others stirred, looked up with mild interest, then turned over in their beds, realising this visit was not for them.
      

      
      The doctor who accompanied the men made no attempt to stop them. There was no consideration for the sick. Authority had stepped
         into the ward, and nothing was going to halt its procedure. There were no pleas to return tomorrow when the patients had rested.
      

      
      The two policemen came to a halt beside my bed and looked down at me. Intimidating in their military-style uniforms, both
         of them with pistols on their hips. They wore peaked caps, pulled low to obscure much of their faces. If they were trying
         to scare me, it was working.
      

      
      The one who was chewing gum was the first to speak. ‘Dari mana kamu? ’

      
      I looked at him.

      
      ‘Dari mana?’ he said again.
      

      
      I shook my head at him. ‘I … I don’t speak. Saya tidak bisa bicara—’

      
      ‘English?’ he interrupted.

      
      ‘English. Yes. I’m English. You speak—’

      
      ‘Siapa namamu? Name.’
      

      
      ‘Alex. Alex Palmer.’

      
      ‘Passport.’ He held out his hand.

      
      Again I shook my head with a sigh, but inside my heart was racing. I’d been in a crash, I’d seen blood and death, and now
         I was lying to the police. ‘I don’t have it,’ I said. ‘I lost it in the crash. It was stolen. A boy stole my things.’
      

      
      The policeman stopped chewing and looked at his partner, who shrugged and looked directly at me, saying, ‘Passport.’

      
      I searched my memory for a phrase. ‘Saya tidak punya. I don’t have—’
      

      
      ‘No passport?’

      
      I shook my head. ‘Stolen.’

      
      ‘Dicuri?’ He seemed to understand.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Stolen. On the road.’

      
      The policeman who was chewing spoke to his partner, his language fast, the words spilling from his mouth, and he pointed at the cabinet beside my bed. The partner nodded and squatted
         down to open the door and check inside, then looked up saying, ‘Tidak ada.’

      
      The other one stared at me, his jaws taking a rest from chewing as he considered me, then he spoke to the doctor, who replied,
         causing both policemen to look at me again. He began chewing once more, motioning at me with his chin. His partner stood,
         pulled back the sheet.
      

      
      ‘What—’ But before I could protest, he put his hand on my waist and ran it over me.

      
      Finding nothing, he shook his head and then a rapid conversation broke out among the three of them. By now some of the other
         patients were beginning to take a little more interest. One or two had propped themselves up on an elbow to watch the show.
         In the bed beside me, Muklas was looking on with something like an expression of sympathy on his face.
      

      
      ‘You wait,’ the policeman said, putting one hand on the butt of his gun. I don’t think it was intended as a threatening gesture,
         more like he was finding a place to rest his hand, but it felt threatening nonetheless.
      

      
      I nodded.

      
      ‘You don’t go from here.’

      
      ‘OK.’

      
      ‘Besok. Tomorrow. We. Come – back – tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘OK.’

      
      ‘You stay.’

      
      ‘OK.’

      
      They stood for a few more seconds, then they pushed past the doctor and marched from the ward, the doctor hurrying to keep
         up with them.
      

      
      When they were gone, I stared at the doors, watching the decreasing arc of their swing. There was a kind of laziness to the
         way they flopped back and forth. When they came to a final halt, I cast my eyes around the room, watching the men avoiding my eyes, turning and settling beneath their sheets. Only Muklas would look at me. He gave me a nod and showed me
         a thumbs up.
      

      
      ‘OK,’ he said. ‘You OK.’

      
      I forced a smile around my fear and returned his thumbs up, then I slipped down in the bed and studied the ceiling, wondering
         if the policemen were going to come back right away. I was afraid of what they might do to me. The doctor had obviously told
         them about my money-belt, and now they thought I was hiding something from them. Perhaps they had gone to look for a translator.
         Domino, even. Or maybe they’d gone to find her for a different reason, and when they came back, they would drag us both away.
         I should have been honest. They were the police after all, and I’d only known Domino a few hours. Maybe when they came back
         tomorrow, I would tell the truth. Domino would bring back my passport and I would do the right thing.
      

      
      But Domino didn’t return.

      
      I waited for a long time. I turned onto my side and watched the doors, waiting for her. But as the evening progressed and
         the room filled with the sound of snoring, I began to wonder if I had been wrong to trust her. I imagined her spending my
         money, selling my passport, but told myself that if she’d wanted to do that, she wouldn’t have returned it the first time.
         It had to be something else. There had to be a good reason why she hadn’t come back, and I felt helpless, lying there, not
         knowing. The only way I would ever know was if I found her.
      

      
      So I shook my head and sat up in bed, looking round the ward in the semi-darkness, illuminated only by the glow from the windows
         in the swing doors. I slipped off the loose bandage, touched the crusty scar on the back of my head and inspected my fingertips.
         Clear. I threw back the sheet and swung my legs over the side of the bed. I waited, sitting upright, testing my stability.
         My head didn’t spin. I didn’t feel faint, no head rush. Satisfied I wouldn’t collapse, I moved forward, placing my feet on
         the painted floor, enjoying the coolness of it on my soft soles. I stood and straightened my unflattering gown, then I began walking towards the light, keeping
         my eyes ahead of me, fixed on the two circles of dim orange.
      

      
      I pushed against one of the swing doors and moved into the corridor, allowing it to close behind me, an eerie, quiet sound,
         the arc of its swing decreasing until it came to a stop as I looked around.
      

      
      It was calm now, nothing like it had been earlier in the day. There were still trolleys lined along the far wall, perhaps
         fifteen or sixteen in all, but almost half of them were empty. I wondered if the patients who’d been lying on them had beds
         now or if they were in boxes somewhere down below, keeping cool.
      

      
      An occupant of the gurney nearest me rolled her head to one side, straining her eyes to the corner of their sockets to see
         who had come from the ward. She stared at me, a vacant, tired stare, then rested her head back, a quiet moan escaping her
         open lips.
      

      
      I waited, looking both ways along the corridor, deciding which way to go. Now that I was up, I wanted to stretch my legs,
         feel as if I were something other than bedridden, to be free of the walls, the smell and the pitiful noises of the sick. I
         wanted to feel alive, not muted, suffocated, languishing in the turgid atmosphere of the ward. I needed to breathe something
         other than the stale stench of sickness and death, to be outside where the air was fresh. I wanted to find Domino, take my
         passport and run from this place. Do what I had come here to do. To live and experience a different life, to escape from the
         emptiness and regret I had left at home.
      

      
      Behind me a sound, making me turn and see a doctor coming towards me. The same doctor who had been with the policemen. I expected
         him to try to stop me, to take hold of me like I was a patient in a mental institution, to guide me back to my bed, but I
         spoke to him before he could react.
      

      
      ‘Domino,’ I said to him. ‘Where’s Domino?’

      
      He held out his hands to show he didn’t understand.

      
      
      ‘Does no one in this fucking place speak English? Domino. The girl. Girl,’ I said, becoming frustrated. I shouldn’t be here. This wasn’t where I was supposed to be.
      

      
      ‘Girl?’ He stopped. ‘Perampuan?’

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah, that’s it. Perampuan. Where is she? Where?’
      

      
      The doctor glanced at the floor and shook his head.

      
      ‘What? Where is she?’

      
      He met my eye and put a hand on my arm. ‘Perampuan mati. Girl dead.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      He nodded.

      
      ‘No.’ I stepped back, pushing his hand away. ‘No way. She was here. She was right here, not more than an hour ago. You’re
         lying.’
      

      
      The doctor approached, extending a hand, but I knocked it away and turned, moving quickly along the corridor, looking for
         a way out. It was a bad dream. Death piled on death. I had to get away from here. I had to be outside where life was real.
         I needed to see normality, even though it wouldn’t be my own. Right now any kind of normality would be enough. And as I hurried
         away, I glanced back, but the doctor did not follow. He simply stood and watched.
      

      
      There was nothing to indicate which might be the way out, so I just picked a direction, my bare feet slapping on the cold
         concrete. I looked down at each trolley as I passed, seeing blank faces. One or two glanced up at me, their eyes drowsy, but
         no one spoke. Once I was past them, I came to an intersection where the corridor was crossed by another. I stopped and scanned
         both ways. There was no sign of anyone and I began to move forwards again when the door at the far end to my right opened
         and two men entered. They weren’t doctors. Doctors would be wearing white, but these men were not. As they passed they left
         in their wake the smell of cooking and the scent of outside, and I guessed they were visiting the hospital, so I headed in
         the direction from which they had come.
      

      
      I picked up my pace, a prisoner making a break for freedom, and found myself checking behind me, looking to every door I passed, expecting a doctor, a nurse, an orderly to hurry through
         and confront me. But no one appeared.
      

      
      Still in my bare feet and my flimsy gown, I approached the doors and pushed one open just enough to look through. On the other
         side was a reception area. Nothing big, just a square entrance room with seats on either side, forming a path, which led to
         a large double door held open to the night. Facing the two rows of seats, just to my right, was a counter where two nurses
         were stationed. They were busy with the patients who’d formed an untidy line at the counter.
      

      
      All of the seats were occupied, and there were a number of people milling around. Some of them, I was relieved to notice,
         were dressed like me, and I guessed I wouldn’t attract too much attention if I stepped in.
      

      
      I was wrong. I did attract attention, but not because of my attire. It was because of the colour of my skin. As soon as people
         noticed me, they kept their eyes on me, and I tried hard to ignore the stares. I made my way among them, heading for the open
         doors, and I passed out into the night.
      

      
      I stood at the top of a short flight of wide, shallow, concrete steps, which sloped down to a tarmac circle surrounded by
         thick-bladed grass. Behind me, on the wall of the hospital, bright lights illuminated the lawn and the palms that grew on
         it. Insects flitted in the cone of light, bumping into the bulbs. The air was warm but agreeable, and the smell was exotic
         and exciting.
      

      
      Beyond the modest driveway and garden of the hospital, a pair of large, wire mesh gates, and then the road. A busy road, full
         of life and movement. All manner of vehicles passing, engines coughing fumes into the night. And beside the road, a line of
         stalls. From the top of the steps I could see a cart loaded with fruits and, beside it, a woman grilling chickens on a rotisserie,
         the scent of the spices and the cooking meat coming over to me on the breeze. For a moment all thoughts of passports and policemen
         and Domino were banished. This was what I had come for, and I felt myself drawn down the steps. I wanted to go out there, to be surrounded by the life. I wanted
         to be away from the hospital right now.
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t go out there,’ she said. ‘Not dressed like that, anyway.’

      
      ‘What?’ I was so wrapped up in everything that had happened, I hadn’t noticed her sitting on the edge of the step to my right.
         Domino. She was looking up at me now, making no attempt to stand, her elbows on her knees, a cigarette in one hand, held near
         her pale lips so the smoke was drifting across her face. She squinted one eye as she looked up at me, then took a drag and
         looked out at the street. ‘It’s like going out in your pyjamas,’ she said, blowing smoke into the air. ‘You look better without
         the bandage, mind you.’
      

      
      ‘You’re … you’re alive.’

      
      Domino looked taken aback. ‘Um. Yeah. Reckon I am.’

      
      ‘They said … the doctor said …’

      
      ‘Well, come on,’ she smiled. ‘What did the doc say?’

      
      I shook my head, pressed the heels of my palms into my eyes. ‘Fuck,’ I said, smiling down at her. ‘What a night I’m having.
         They said you were dead.’
      

      
      ‘Dead?’ She didn’t seem surprised. ‘Well, clearly I’m not.’

      
      ‘Clearly.’

      
      ‘Wonder why they said that.’

      
      I shrugged. ‘Maybe I misunderstood.’

      
      ‘Maybe. Oh,’ she pulled my belt from her bag, ‘this is yours.’

      
      I took it from her, wanting to check it but not wanting to offend her. I felt a pang of shame when I remembered I’d considered
         she might have stolen it.
      

      
      ‘Check it if you like,’ she said. ‘I don’t mind.’

      
      ‘It’s OK. I trust you.’

      
      ‘You do?’ She took a drag and blew it away from me. She held the cigarette between the ring finger and the middle finger of
         her right hand. I’d never seen anyone hold it like that before.
      

      
      ‘Smoke?’

      
      ‘No, thanks.’

      
      
      ‘Suit yourself.’

      
      I sat down beside her, catching the strong smell. ‘What the hell is that?’
      

      
      ‘This?’ She held up the cigarette. ‘Kretek. Clove cigarettes. Taste like shit, but it’s all they had.’ She nodded out towards the road, indicating that she’d bought
         them somewhere out there in the strange, new world. ‘The coppers came and talked to you, then?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, and they were pretty scary. They searched me. The doctor must’ve told them I had a belt.’

      
      ‘Good job you gave it to me, then.’

      
      ‘Maybe I should’ve let them have it.’

      
      ‘You did that, you’d probably never see it again. Probably not the passport, definitely not the money.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t want to get into trouble.’

      
      ‘If you were in trouble, I reckon you’d know about it by now. And if they’d seen that money, you wouldn’t be sitting here.
         You’d be sitting in a cell trying to explain what you were going to buy with it. First thing they’d think of is drugs. Trust
         me, I know. You did the right thing, Alex.’
      

      
      ‘So what did they say to you?’

      
      ‘Not much. Asked me a few questions.’

      
      ‘You said something about drugs.’

      
      ‘They showed me a bag of dope, told me they found it at the crash. Asked if I knew anything about it and I said no.’

      
      ‘And they just let you go?’

      
      Domino shrugged.

      
      I studied her face. ‘Thanks. For helping me.’

      
      ‘Don’t mention it. I’ll keep you right.’ She leaned round and touched a finger to the back of my head. ‘Doesn’t look too bad,’
         she said. ‘They’ve not made a bad job of the stitches. Should dissolve nicely. Good job you had your hair cut, though. Don’t
         want those buggers leaving you with patches.’
      

      
      I looked out at the heavy traffic. A bus rolled past, faster than it should, the roof laden with baskets and battered suitcases.
         It was smaller than the bus that had crashed, this one painted blue with a yellow bonnet and elaborate lettering etched on the side. I watched for a while, distracted only when I felt something
         brush against the exposed skin of my leg. A cat, scabbed and dirty, rubbed its nose against me, then passed the length of
         its body along my shin before turning and doing it again. Its white fur was grey with filth, its face scarred from its life
         of survival. I put out a hand and stroked it, feeling the vertebrae and ribs beneath skin that was painfully thin. It brought
         memories of the old woman in the road, of the way her bones had rubbed together when I held her hand, and I snatched my fingers
         back, pushing the cat away with my foot.
      

      
      ‘You got the time?’ I asked her.

      
      She held up both hands to show me her wrists. All she wore on them was bangles. ‘What you doing out here, anyway?’ she said, putting her hands down. ‘I thought you were supposed to be resting.’
      

      
      The cat loped down the steps, spotting something in the grass, and crouched low to the ground.

      
      ‘I was looking for you. I’ve had enough resting,’ I said, seeing the cat jump, the muscles twisting under gossamer skin. ‘I
         had to get out. Thought I was going crazy in there. What about you?’ I looked away from the cat and studied her. She didn’t
         have the same strength about her I’d seen earlier that day. She had an air of vulnerability now, and it was an attractive
         quality. It was a side of Domino I wouldn’t often see; a side that was kept hidden, crushed beneath the dark weight of the
         true influences in her life.
      

      
      Domino shrugged. ‘I was with someone on the bus,’ she said. ‘She wasn’t as lucky as you and me.’

      
      I wasn’t sure exactly what she meant but I could guess. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. It seemed to be the right thing.

      
      ‘Not your fault. Not anyone’s. Shit, I didn’t even know who she was, not really. Some kid I sat next to on the plane coming
         over from Sydney. Could’ve been anyone. Maybe that’s who the doc was talking about when he said someone was dead.’
      

      
      I didn’t say anything. I went back to watching the cat, which now had an insect in its mouth. A praying mantis, its unnatural arms locked onto the cat’s whiskers, the cat shaking its
         head and pawing at it.
      

      
      ‘She died about half an hour ago,’ Domino said. ‘They wanted me to stick around ’cause I can speak the lingo, but …’ Her words
         trailed off and she took another drag on the cigarette. ‘Weird, isn’t it? She got so banged up she was bleeding inside. I
         was sitting next to her and all I get is a skinned thigh and a few bruises. Maybe it was just her time.’
      

      
      Out on the road, life continued to speed past, the stall owners continued to trade. The cat had managed to release itself
         from the mantis’s grasp and was hunched in the grass, chewing and snapping at its stick-like body.
      

      
      ‘So what about you?’ she said after a few moments. ‘What’s your story?’

      
      ‘No story.’

      
      ‘You gotta have a story. Guy like you … on your own.’

      
      ‘Who says I’m on my own?’

      
      ‘Well, aren’t you? I mean, you never asked about anyone, you didn’t ask to make any calls, nothing. It’s like you’ve got no
         one else to think about but yourself.’
      

      
      I rested my chin in my palm.

      
      ‘You must be brave, I guess; it takes guts being alone like that. Not many people come out here on their own. Normally you
         see mates, couples, people seeing a bit of the world before they go to uni or whatever, but not on their own. And normally
         they’re a bit younger.’ She looked at me. ‘Younger, but not so green.’
      

      
      ‘Lucky I found you, then.’

      
      ‘Lucky I found you. You should’ve brought someone with you.’
      

      
      ‘Couldn’t find anyone,’ I said.

      
      She ran her eyes over me and smiled. ‘Something tells me you didn’t look too hard.’ The smile broadened her mouth, stretched
         her full lower lip, changed her whole face.
      

      
      
      I put my forearms on my knees and watched another bus pass on the road beyond the gates.

      
      ‘So what is it with you?’ she asked. ‘You don’t look like the backpacking-before-uni type. Well, you don’t look like the uni type, anyway.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t I? Why not?’

      
      She shrugged. ‘You just don’t.’

      
      ‘I wanted to go. Filled out my applications, posted them in, but things didn’t turn out how I’d hoped.’

      
      ‘Plans change,’ she said.

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘It happens. The path is clear, then …’ she shrugged, ‘then something blocks it and we take a new direction. It’s fucked up,
         but it’s life.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe I’ll go to university one day,’ I said, more to myself than anything. ‘When I get back.’ She didn’t seem to hear, though.

      
      ‘So what is it, then?’ she asked. ‘You’re looking for something? An adventure? That’s why you’re on your own, right? You’re
         hoping to find yourself ?’
      

      
      I turned to look at her now. ‘Sounds cheesy when you say it out loud.’

      
      Domino nodded. ‘That’s ’cause it is cheesy.’ She finished her cigarette, smoking it as far as it would go, right down to the
         filter, before dropping it at her feet and grinding it into the rough concrete.
      

      
      She cast her eyes over me again, looking at every part of my face but not making me uncomfortable. Something about the way
         she did it made me feel wanted rather than studied. When she was finished she smiled a wistful smile and looked out at the
         road, allowing a light sigh to escape her lips.
      

      
      ‘My mother died,’ I told her, not really knowing why. ‘I looked after her a long time.’

      
      ‘Sounds shitty.’

      
      ‘It was. I took care of her at home, but eventually she needed more than I could give.’

      
      
      ‘That’s tough.’ She flicked her head back. ‘I guess you’ve had enough of hospitals, then?’

      
      ‘You could say that. Seeing her hooked up to machines all the time, being pumped with this drug or that drug. Christ, you
         should’ve seen the tablets she had to take every day. I didn’t really have to be there all the time, she hardly even opened
         her eyes, but … somehow it seemed like the thing to do, you know.’
      

      
      ‘Look after your own, right?’

      
      ‘Maybe, I don’t know.’

      
      ‘Funny what makes us do things. No brothers or sisters?’

      
      ‘Uh-uh. No one.’ I pinched the bridge of my nose and sniffed hard.

      
      ‘No one?’
      

      
      ‘I barely even have any friends,’ I told her.

      
      ‘No one waiting for you back home?’

      
      ‘Nope.’

      
      ‘That’s tough.’

      
      ‘You know, I did things I never thought I’d have to do for my own mother. Clean her up, wipe spit off her chin, wipe her …
         well, you can guess.’
      

      
      I wondered why I was telling her this. Maybe it was because I’d never had anyone to talk to about it before. Not someone who
         was going to be a fleeting part of my life. Someone who’d walk into and then straight out of my life. I was here on a journey.
         I’d pass through this place and leave no trace of myself behind. It didn’t matter what I said.
      

      
      ‘It went on for so long it’s like there was no end to it,’ I told her. ‘She hated every minute of feeling like that; I hated
         every minute of seeing her like that …’
      

      
      ‘You put me in a situation like that,’ she said, ‘I reckon I’d have to do something.’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Give her meds, switch something off, increase the dose. Anything. It’s not right to be like that; to let someone suffer.
         I mean, I wouldn’t want it, would you?’
      

      
      
      ‘I don’t know, I …’ I let the words fall away. I’d said as much as I wanted to; the conversation had taken a difficult turn.
         I didn’t want to think about it any more; the guilt of what I had or hadn’t done.
      

      
      ‘So then you ran away.’ It was as if Domino had sensed my discomfort and now she steered me in a different direction.

      
      ‘Not ran away,’ I said. ‘No.’

      
      ‘But you had to get away. Do something? It’s what I’d want.’

      
      ‘After she died, I felt like I didn’t know who I was any more.’ I stopped, wondering if I was saying too much, but Domino
         looked at me as if she were expecting me to go on, so I said it anyway. ‘I spent so long looking after her, I had no life.
         Nothing. I was going to go to university. I had a girlfriend. All gone.’
      

      
      ‘There’s always a girl,’ she said, lighting another cigarette. ‘What was her name?’

      
      ‘What difference does it make?’

      
      ‘Good answer.’

      
      ‘If things had been different, maybe I would’ve come out here with friends, who knows? Maybe I never would’ve come at all.’

      
      ‘Maybe.’

      
      I shrugged. ‘What happened happened. So I had enough money to come out here. She paid for it. My mother. So I have to make
         it worth it. Make it mean something.’
      

      
      ‘Because you don’t know where you fit in. You don’t know where you belong. You’re looking for yourself.’
      

      
      I felt a smile cross my lips. ‘Only place I found myself is in a hospital ward that smells of piss.’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I noticed that when I came in. Wasn’t yours, was it?’

      
      ‘No,’ I laughed, but thinking about the ward reminded me that I’d lost everything I owned except for the belt that was strapped
         to my waist beneath my gown. And sitting out here, I knew I wanted to get away from this place, leave this part of my trip
         behind me. I looked at Domino. ‘You know, I heard somewhere that you’re never free to do what you want until you’ve lost everything you’ve got.’
      

      
      ‘I like that.’

      
      My attention was drawn to a car pulling up by the entrance to the hospital, white and blue, the word Polisi across the bonnet. It looked cleaner than the other vehicles that passed. Newer. For a moment, there was no movement, then
         both doors opened at once.
      

      
      ‘And …?’ Domino asked.

      
      ‘And what?’

      
      ‘And is it working? Is it true? You’ve lost everything, right? Are you free to do whatever you want?’

      
      ‘The jury’s still out on that one.’

      
      Domino put the cigarette to her mouth, that strange way of holding it, her middle finger touching the tip of her nose. She
         raised her eyebrows as she took a drag. ‘I was like you once, Alex,’ she said around the scented smoke.
      

      
      ‘Yeah?’ I glanced at her, seeing that she, too, was looking at the police car.

      
      ‘Mm. Lost, I mean. In a different way, though. Foster care with my brother before we were split up. After that I was trouble
         all the way.’
      

      
      ‘What kind of trouble?’ I asked her.

      
      ‘Kids’ stuff mostly.’ She continued to watch as two policemen stepped out of the car and headed towards us. They were not
         the same ones who’d come into the ward, but her words became slow, more considered. Distracted. ‘But then I came here. Found
         a home and a purpose.’
      

      
      Dressed in short-sleeved khaki shirts, black trousers and boots, pistols in leather holsters, the policemen reached the steps
         and started up, both of them with their eyes on us.
      

      
      ‘Don’t look at them,’ Domino said.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Don’t make eye contact.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘They don’t like it.’

      
      
      ‘OK.’

      
      ‘You know, there’s places for people like us,’ she said, lowering her voice as they passed, their boots heavy on the broken
         concrete, one of them his feet almost touching my thigh.
      

      
      ‘How do you mean? What places?’ I turned my head just as one of them looked back and down at me, so I glanced away, watching
         from the corner of my eye as they went through the hospital doors and disappeared from sight. ‘What kind of places?’ I asked
         again.
      

      
      ‘Good places.’ She jumped to her feet as if a sudden change of mood had overcome her. ‘You hungry?’ She took me by surprise.

      
      ‘What? Yeah, starving.’

      
      ‘Let’s get something to eat, then.’

      
      ‘Maybe we should go back inside.’

      
      ‘What for?’

      
      ‘I dunno. The police—’

      
      ‘You give them your name?’

      
      ‘My name? Um. Yeah. Yeah, I did.’

      
      ‘But they don’t know where you’re going, who you are, anything about you?’

      
      ‘I suppose not.’

      
      ‘So what’s your problem?’

      
      ‘I—’

      
      ‘Let’s get out of here, Alex. Before they decide it’s got something to do with us. Let’s just go. You and me.’ Now she was
         back to the confident woman I’d met before. The melancholy and the worry had evaporated as if she had something else to concentrate
         on. ‘You’d like that?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, I suppose—’

      
      ‘You suppose?’

      
      ‘I mean yes. I do want to get out of here. More than anything, but …’ I looked back at the hospital doors.

      
      ‘Somewhere you need to be?’ she asked. ‘Something you left behind?’

      
      I shook my head. ‘I haven’t got anything.’

      
      
      ‘You’ve got your money.’

      
      ‘Yeah, I got that.’

      
      ‘So, you want to get out of here or not?’

      
      ‘I—’

      
      ‘You can stay here if you like. Fester in that bed, surrounded by all those people, wait a few more days and then follow your
         guidebook if the coppers let you. Or maybe they’ll just drag you down to a cell.’ She looked at me. ‘Or you can come with
         me, Mr Anonymous. Test that theory about losing everything so you can be free to do what you want. I’ll take you places you
         won’t find in your guidebook, show you things you didn’t even know existed.’
      

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      Domino shrugged, her body language telling me she wasn’t going to give anything away. If I wanted to know her secrets, I would
         have to follow her. And that was the decision I had to make. All my life I’d been starved of choice. I looked after my mother,
         that’s what I did. During that time most of my decisions were made for me by other people. Doctors, nurses, solicitors. I’d
         only ever had to make one real decision, and I still felt the weight of it now, still wondered if it had been the right one.
         But I told myself even that hadn’t been a real choice. There was never a real alternative for me. But now my choices were limitless.
      

      
      I looked up at her. ‘You said I should stay here. Get better.’

      
      ‘Did I? When?’

      
      ‘Before. When you came to see me.’

      
      ‘Are you feeling better now?’

      
      ‘I think so.’

      
      ‘What are you worried about, then? Anyway,’ she winked, ‘I’m with you now. You’ll be fine.’ She held out her hand.

      
      I could stay right here; go back and lie in my bed to wait for the police. I could miss an opportunity. Or I could take her
         hand and let her show me things that were not in the guidebook. ‘Like this, though?’ I glanced down at my gown. ‘Running away
         from the police – like this?’

      
      
      Domino laughed. It was a warm sound. Not too loud. Not raucous and unpleasant. Not the kind of laugh that would attract attention.
         It was an intimate and comfortable sound, and it made her mouth turn up more at one side than the other. It was a laugh that
         reached her eyes, made me want to keep looking at her.
      

      
      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Not like that. We’ll have to get you something to wear.’ She threw her cigarette out onto the grass where
         it continued to glow. ‘Come on.’ She slung her bag over her shoulder.
      

      
      I looked up at her, still wearing the same dress she’d had on when she came to see me. Her calves were inches from my face
         and I could smell the last remnants of cream on her, mingled with the scent of her body. There were fine, light hairs on her
         calves and around the front of her legs. The domino on her ankle.
      

      
      I pushed to my feet, standing only a couple of inches taller than her now, and looked into her, feeling a connection. Her
         green eyes fixed on mine, serious now, flitting gently from side to side as if constantly focusing on different points of
         my face.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ she said again, and this time I let her take my hand.

      
      ‘Where are we going?’

      
      ‘Round here,’ she said. ‘Something I saw earlier on.’ And she took me across the front of the hospital building, into the
         night beyond the arc of the lights.
      

      
      I had made my choice.
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