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Chapter One
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March 2016

Xhiangzhei

Byanbyan-Ma

❖

❖

Xhunzi Square is the same as always - buzzing with people. Hands in my pockets, I stroll around its outskirts, without braving the crowds, lingering at the surrounding steps that lead up to it. The lions seem to stare back at me with their beady eyes and open maws; I offer them a smile, wondering if they do keep watch over this city. Tourists from all around flock to their sides, snapping photographs and marvelling at the intricate stone carvings. I used to believe these lions came to life when the square was dark and no one was looking. I used to lie in bed and dream of how they’d stretch their limbs and jump off their pedestals, shaking the stone out of their manes until they became people.

The heroes of legends, they were, in those dreams. Those that flock the pages of old books, in tales told once and again - the deposed Prince of the second Hu dynasty, the General and his singing mistress, the carp swimming in a sea of dragons, all fighting for freedom. Oh, I used to be a very imaginative kid, telling stories into the night that often terrified my sister. My cousin, too, though he’ll say my memory’s addled.

Just left him at the airport, to board a flight to Lisbon, Portugal, where his girlfriend’s currently residing, though not for long. She managed to get a twelve month working visa, courtesy of my father’s social network - when you sleep around as much as he does, you tend to get acquainted with a number of people, I guess. Some will even owe you favours, if you happen to be a famous surgeon like him. Not that I’m complaining, DaeLun and Tan-yah needed all the help they could get, in order to bring her here. What a whirlwind romance that was, now I think about it.

I end up climbing the three steps separating me from the square, a rush of wind blowing my overcoat away. I button it up, winter may be on its last legs, but damn, it’s been a cold one, this year. Can hardly wait for spring, and my sister’s wedding later this month. Can hardly wait for warmer temperatures so I can drive down south and spend a weekend at the beach, alone with my memories. Xhiangzhei tends to get too crowded come April, May, and the south has some overlooked beaches that remain mostly empty until summer hits us. Could do with a break, been working myself stiff. First day off in a while, actually. Maybe I should spend it any other way but this.

What brought me here, in fact? Is it because it’s not too far from Mei’s workplace? Maybe I’ll surprise her by showing up at her office and taking her for lunch, think she’ll like that. Gonna do things properly, this time, treat her as she deserves - no more screwing around behind her back, no more lying, no more hiding. There’s no more reason for that.

Though I didn’t really cheat on her, back then, unlike what everyone thinks. I’m not as bad as I seem.

My attention is diverted to the number of people who flock to this place in order to sketch it. The lions standing guard around the Immortal Lovers statue and the dome of DouRhou Palace just ahead make the perfect scenic view - often photographed and widely spread - the postcard picture for Byanbyan-Ma, in its urban facet. The Fushian Mountain Range may be the most famous staple of my country, though, its peaks draped in greenery and mists.

My steps lead me towards the immense statue, which I can’t help compare to the smaller, less popular one at Dahai Park. While this one showcases a man and a woman wrapped in each other’s arms, the other gifts viewers with the sight of two men locked in a kiss. That’s Byanbyan-Ma, for you, we’re nothing but accepting. Though I find this acceptance disturbing - how much of it is true? It’s all very well, when only strangers are concerned, but what happens when it’s one of your friends, or your family? Are we all so ready to be that wellcoming?

It’s a thought that’s haunted me for the duration of my life.

“Darren?” someone calls, and my back stiffens, the voice strangely familiar. “Darren Huang?”

I pause, eyes narrowed as my brain starts digging into my past, searching for recognition. Slowly, I turn around, an unexpected sense of alarm gliding like silk all over my skin. Cold sweat breaks on my brow, I inadvertently bite my lip. And come face to face with a man I haven’t seen in at least ten years.

My knees wobble and my legs go weak. A lump lodges inside my throat; I can barely gulp in air, let alone speak. But my mouth curls into the stupidest of grins, one that matches his. Studying a face that once was so familiar to me, I take in the changes brought about by time. He looks older, yes, but there’s still that boyish charm he carried ten years ago, lending softness to a face that’s made of angles and sharpened features. He’s a blade, now, more than he was then. Eyes like scalpels, slim nose, high cheekbones, sharp jaws, all softened by the thick lips and wide smile. Hasn’t changed all that much, has he?

“Timur Gan,” I greet, and manage to force my feet into an awkward shuffle towards him.

We shake hands, mine warm from the pocket it’s been hiding in, his cold from being exposed to the elements. Is that why I linger longer than needed, digits wrapped around his, because he feels frozen and the old habit of looking after him still comes naturally to me? Isn’t even dressed for the weather, thin leather jacket over turtleneck jersey and jeans. I shake my head and snigger; he cocks an eyebrow.

Cocks an eyebrow, and the past rushes back to hit me in the chest, bringing all those long-buried memories to the front of my brain, everything so vivid and present and real as if it happened only yesterday. Unravelling me just as much as it used to, this cocking of his perfectly shaped eyebrow, the confounding, confusing, slightly misleading look in his eyes.

“You haven’t changed a bit,” I tell him, and his laughter echoes in my ears.

Only then do we let go of each other’s hands, and mine goes back inside the pocket of the overcoat, where it was before, lest it does something stupid.

“You, on the other hand, are nearly unrecognisable.” He takes one long look of me, sweeping his eyes up and down my body. “Where’s that Goth, emo kid who’d only wear black hoodies and tight jeans?”

The cold vanishes, replaced by a burst of heat that starts at my stomach and seems to erupt like little fires all across me. Why would it bother me, the way he stares? Why would it wake up revolutions on my skin?

“Can’t have changed that much, if you still knew it was me.”

“I’d recognise you anywhere, even if you were wearing a mask.” This time it’s little earthquakes that threaten to leave aftershock waves all over my body. “That nose, it gives you away. No one has a nose like that.”

“My cousin does.”

“His is not as straight. How is he? How’s your father, your mother, your sister?”

I lower my face; chin resting over the collar of my coat, tongue swiping a quick lick of my lips, ending with my teeth biting into the lower one. Bad habit I picked from him and thought I’d left behind, when I abandoned my younger self and the stupid things I did. I don’t really know what hits me, if shame or shyness, but instead of locking eyes with him, I search around, notice the easel, the drawing pad attached to it, where the likeness of this place is sketched inside small squares, like old newspaper cartoons. So, he’s still drawing.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, aware of the slight rudeness in my tone.

But Timur still smiles at me, the same old sparkle in his eyes, and I end up unravelling even more. My phone chooses to ring just as he’s about to speak, displacing the heaviness around us. I fish it out, Mei’s name blinking on the screen, and refuse the call.

Callously, not even pausing to think, I refuse the call.

“Shouldn’t you take that? Might be important.” He seems to know, reading me as easily as he once did. Am I still that transparent to him?

The ShiNan tower bells announce noon, and our faces turn in its direction. Clouds flock the sky above us, brought by the wind in its rush from the seas, the tang of brine floating with it, a promise of rain draping moist fingers on the horizon.

“Let me buy you lunch,” I offer out of nowhere, and his face darkens.

I remember this, too, as well as I remember the loud guffaws, the scalding tears, the hushed sobs, the brightness of his countenance when happiness unexpectedly claims him.

“Darren, don’t.”

His voice speaks volumes, stones thrown at my face, my chest, bruising skin hidden beneath the veneer of disinterest I often affect.

“Old times’ sake,” I insist. “Ten years, since we last saw each other, let’s catch up. We used to be friends.”

He offers me a sarcastic laugh, staring away from me. “Friends is the last thing we were.”

“Is it? Are you honestly gonna tell me we weren’t friends, at one point? Wasn’t I there for you, when you needed?”

“Yeah, you were. And I’ll never forget it, nor can I ever repay what you did for me. All you did to me.”

“Do you still hate me that much? Ten years haven’t served to make you understand where I stood, back then?”

“And where do you stand now, Darren?”

Ah, this wasn’t supposed to become a battle of accusations between us. Just want to catch up with someone who once meant so much to me. Don’t want to reminisce on all I may or may not have done wrong, or all he may or may not have refused to understand about me. Just want to have lunch and catch up on the past ten years.

“On our way to a meal?” I joke, and after a burdened heartbeat, he breaks into a smile, and the world eases back into its axis, everything remains as it should be.

“Fine. But you’re paying.”

“Course I am, I invited you.”

I watch him pack up his drawing utensils and shoulder the easel, then follow me down the steps and into a side artery, where I parked the car.

“Hop in. Fancy some Taishin food, or you still can’t stomach the thing?”

The smile softens, placing a distant look in his eyes, as he gazes back at his memories. Throwing the easel and backpack on the back seat of my car, he slides into the passenger’s side.

“Haven’t had Taishin food in at least ten years. Last time was with you, too, are we going to the same place? Does it still exist?”

“No, this is a new spot, I ran across it last month, I think. So, are you still staying up north?”

Easing the car out of the parking slot, I drive down the road and join another side artery, avoiding the quicker route. Which would take us through the street where Mei has her office, which I suddenly wish to avoid at all costs. 

“No, haven’t been there for a while,” he says, and I steal a quick glimpse of him.

Has he been in Xhiangzhei all these years and never even looked me up? Never looked one of us up, not even my father? Really?

“I graduated from SuLou University and applied for a post-grad in Korea. Lived and worked there for five years.”

“Korea? Really? How did you like it?”

“Well, it’s not Byanbyan-Ma, is it? But yeah, I liked it. Worked in the TV and Film industry, it was actually fun.”

“You’re back, now?”

I swerve the car and take a right turn, easing into the first parking slot I see - it’s not a busy artery, but with so many restaurants, tends to get crowded at lunch time. We exit, and his eyes grow long shadows the moment they spot the plaque across the street, the curlicues of Taishin’s traditional calligraphy spelling the restaurant’s name in hues of red and gold.

“We can go somewhere else,” I whisper, elbowing his arm. He turns those blade-like eyes on me, the gesture so reminiscent of who and where we were ten years ago that time seems to have gone back to those days. “There’s lots of other restaurants on this street.”

“Nah, I’m good.”

So he crosses the road to dive into a snippet of what was his world, growing up, his culture, his formative experiences. Never easy, I’m aware; Taishin isn’t a gentle place, not for the likes of him. Nor for those who can’t afford to have their lives made easy through corruption and riches. He didn’t grow up poor, but neither was his family rich, and when funds were desperately needed, it fell down to him to gather them. In the worst possible way. 

Realising he could have ended up either in jail or killed, I gasp, the sound hushed by that of the car honking as I throw myself in front of it, neglecting to look both ways before crossing the street. A lesson my mother hammered into me since I was little.

He slaps my arm when I join him on the side walk, mouth curled into a smile, but eyes shadowed with a mixture of concern and annoyance.

“Haven’t you learnt how to cross the street, yet, Darren? How old are you?”

“’Bout your age, I think?” I tease him, reminiscences of our past floating around us like blossoms blown in the winds of spring.

We march into the restaurant laughing, are shown to a table, handed menus. I ask that he chooses for the two of us, he shakes his head, the sarcastic grin back on his lips.

“You haven’t turned vegetarian, have you?” I shake my head. “What’s the catch, then?”

“There isn’t one, just choose for me. Please?”

The look he throws me rests somewhere between ‘screw you’ and ‘it’ll be my pleasure’, which has me go down that narrow lane of memory where drunken nights pile up together in a tapestry of mementos I dare not bring back. Still, I can’t avoid the flashing images, or the cold and hot flushes that suddenly take over me, as I relive those flickering moments I tried so hard to forget, but never did.

“So, you’re living in Korea, now?” I aim to bring the subject back to the present, after the waitress brings us tea and takes our orders.

“No, I’m back in Byanbyan-Ma. For a while, at least. Working on the set design for a Byanamese film, have been back for what? Six, seven months, I think.”

Seven months, and it never crossed his mind looking me up, or my mother, my sister, my father, especially? That hurts. But what did I expect, after everything?

The food arrives, aromas wafting like little clouds of fragrant appetisers aimed at the nostrils of the weak. We both swallow the scent and groan at the same time, which makes us laugh once more, in a togetherness I rarely have with others. Except for my sister, or my cousin, that is. And him. It was always like this, with him, back in the few months we were thrown together, ten years ago.

“What about you?” he asks, placing vibrant cabbage leaves in my bowl. “Still living in Xhiangzhei, I see.”

“Yes, well, why would I leave if my life is all here?”

“What do you do, now? Graduated Med School, I suppose?”

“Yes, neurology. I work at South Xhiangzhei General.” Clamping my mouth shut, too late to take back the words or avoid saying them, I search his face, mine coated in apologies. Clouds rush across his eyes, he downs his tea, chokes briefly on it. Fuck, I shouldn’t have mentioned that place. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to...”

“Please, don’t, it’s fine. So, you became a neurologist, after all, not a surgeon, like your father.”

“Yes, well, that was never my thing, was it?”

“How is your father?”

“Still screwing every woman under forty who gives him the time of day.”

He laughs, head thrown back, the curve of his neck catching my attention. Adam’s apple bobbing up and down, I find it impossible to ignore its appeal. It all swarms back, like a giant wave, a bloody tsunami intent on drowning me. But I’m a good swimmer; I can navigate wilder waters than these.

“He’s a good person, Darren; you’re too hard on him.”

“He’s a good person, a great doctor, but a lousy father and a shitty man. That’s the truth of it.”

Wow, am I still this embittered? Maybe I should have thrown all this at my father’s face long ago, the day I told him I was not gonna be a surgeon because the last thing I wanted was to become like him. Angry as I was that day, it’s a miracle no more accusations fled my mouth - perhaps it would have done me a world of good, had I told him all these things. Perhaps they wouldn’t have poisoned me for years.

“And your sister, how’s GiGi?”

“Getting married, the end of the month.”

He snaps his head up, eyes wide in wonder, such a gentleness floating inside them. He always liked GiGi, didn’t he? For the obvious reasons, yes, but it was genuine.

“Be sure to send her my love, then. Tell her I said hi.”

“Why don’t you do that? She owns a café with DaeLun and Mum, you know, I can give you the address, you should go for a visit. Bet they’d love to see you.”

Or maybe it’s me who’d love to see him again, keep in touch, seeing we failed to do so, ten years ago. But maybe some things aren’t meant to be.

As if to prove me right, my phone rings again, and once more, Mei’s name flashes on the screen. I refuse the call; will make it up to her later.

“Sounds insistent,” he mumbles, chin pointing to the phone I’m already shoving back into my pocket. “Your Mum?”

“It’s nothing serious,” I assure him, wondering why I don’t just tell him the truth.

“So little GiGi’s getting married, huh? Are you still single?”

Why does he care? Why does it matter to him, after all that was said and done between us?

“Some of us are not the marrying type, are we?” Searching his hands, I fail to find trace of wedding bands or engagement rings.

“Some of us are just plain unlucky at love, I think. While others are cowards.”

Fine, I deserved that. “Not everyone can be like you. You were always a far better man, and you never let me forget it.”

“That’s not quite as I remember it. But I don’t want to wake up the past or bring the dead back to life, let bygones be bygones. I’m glad you’re doing well, Darren.”

“I’m glad you’re doing well, too. And proud of you, of the way you pulled your life back together, look at all you’ve achieved. I always knew you’d make something of yourself, you were always so talented, so full of dreams.”

“Too full of dreams, I think.”

Dessert is put out of the way, both declining it. I ask for the tab, he excuses himself to go to the wash-room, while I pay for our meal. When he returns, I join him halfway and we leave the restaurant in silence.

“Passed by your old house,” he says, standing under the awning as it starts raining. “Thought of ringing the bell, but I figured you must no longer live there.”

“Could have looked up my father, he’d have given you my phone number, my address. You could have gotten in touch with me, once you came back to the city.”

“You could have stayed in touch with me, when I left the city.” We stare at each other in a complicated battle of accusations and wills. He’s the one to look away first, and I can’t help feeling vindicated - it was always me who caved, back then, I could never stand to have him look at me this nakedly, this intensely. “Guess we’re both cowards, after all. It was great running into you, though, honestly.”

“Let me give you a lift, it’s pouring. Where are you off to?”

“Back home, have a few sets to design, a bit of work to catch up with.”

“I’ll drive you, then, come on. Where are you staying?”

“Hagai Street.”

“The new block?” Mei’s company worked on that one, recovering old courtyard buildings and transforming them into nice little neighbourhoods, pockets of gentrification not too far from the city centre. Appetising for young people.

“No, the old one further back, close to Mishiyaru.”

“Ah, Myshiyaru. It just isn’t the same as it used to be.”

Ten years ago, Myshiyaru was all the rave where it came to trendy bars and drinking joints. Nowadays, it’s still highly sought, but by a different kind of people. His people, not mine.

“I found it very similar. That old bar’s still there.”

Another fast-paced carousel of images flashes through the screen of my mind, hidden memories pushed to the surface, slammed at my conscience, forcing me to face them, to relive them. As if I don’t do it, every single day. As if I’ve been able to really forget everything. We hop back into the car and I drive out of the narrow labyrinth of the historical centre, avoid the traffic of the wider avenues, choose the back alleys that take us through empty roads and streets that will be full of people once night falls. It’s less than half an hour to Myshiyaru, on empty streets. Were this after dinner, we would have taken double the time to get here.

“It’s right over there,” he says, and I lean over to take a look.

An old apartment building with cast iron balconies and an Art Deco façade. DaeLun would go crazy at the sight of it. In fact, didn’t he consider buying a place here, when his mother passed away? It was Mei who mentioned the building he now lives in, which isn’t all that far, come to think of it.

“Thanks for the ride,” he says, and reaches a hand to me. “And for lunch, too.”

I strengthen my hold on the steering wheel and brace myself, the food I ate sloshing around in my belly, cramps gathering at my lower abdomen.

“Give me your number; let’s stay in touch, this time.”

He looks away, fingers draping over the door handle, eager to leave. “Darren.”

“Please?” Does my voice always sound this tiny, this weak? Barely a whisper, it seems, I doubt he even hears it.

“Fine. Gimme your phone.”

We exchange phone numbers and my heart rate breaks into a canter. I shake his hand, then, the touch now warmer than before. Lingering skin on skin, we study each other’s eyes for a breath, and all I see is the boy I once met up in the mountains and who made such an impression on me. In the months that were to follow, he never stopped surprising me.

“Let’s do drinks, one of these days,” I say.

He nods, leaves the car, grabs his stuff from the back seat. Waves a hasty goodbye, rain pelting down his back as he runs towards the large green door of his apartment building. As soon as he’s out of sight, I drive away, distracted. Phone rings again, this time I answer the call without thinking.

“Hey, you,” Mei greets, “where have you been?”

“With my father,” I reply, aware the lies are making a comeback. It started just like this, back then, an innocent lie, but if it was needed, there was nothing innocent about it, was there? “Sorry I didn’t answer the phone. Want to have dinner?”

“Yes, I have some news to tell you. My place or yours?”

“Meet me at mine, I’ll cook for you. Bring some wine, so we can celebrate your good news. Eight this evening?”

“You got yourself a date.”

After hanging up, I lead the car to the nearest shopping centre, where I take my time choosing groceries for our dinner. After stopping by the jewellers and buying Mei a pair of earrings.

Guilt must really be tripping me.

❖
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June 2006

Refugee Centre

Fushian Mountain Range,

Byanbyan-Ma

❖

❖

❖

Dad parks the car under the nearest tree, shadow of its boughs falling over the dashboard, still as water. Not even a breeze, to push away the heat. I follow him out, my ears catching the delighted screams of children close by - they must have taken the kids to the basins for a swim. Kind of wish I was still their age, so I could join them. Maybe I’ll grab a pair of trunks and head over to the Vermilion later today, despite knowing it’ll be overcrowded. 

We don’t make it inside the Refugee Centre, Dr Han meeting us halfway with a smile and a shake of his hand.

“Think I have the perfect candidate for your project,” he tells my father. 

They studied together, but while Dad went on to become a surgeon, Dr Han opted for being a General Practitioner. They volunteer at the centre, though, seeing the monks can hardly afford to pay for the medical assistance needed by these refugees. A while back, my father came up with the idea of building a database that pairs donors and patients amongst the refugee population all over Byanbyan-Ma, and he’s been visiting the several centres and associations trying to convince people of joining his project. So far, he’s been successful enough to pair a couple of bone marrow donors with patients in need.

“Tell me.”

I fall into step behind them as they march around the large building, headed for the back of it, where the vegetable garden is placed. I can’t make sense of why these two choose to hold deep medical conversations at a vegetable patch, but that’s my father, for you.

“She’s a sixteen-year-old girl in need of a liver transplant. Her medical records are sketchy and incomplete, you know how Taishin is, but from what the brother can tell us, she’s had hepatitis and her liver’s in a bad condition. She’s poorly, all right.”

“Sixteen? Shit, and those butchers didn’t place her on the transplant list?”

“Her father was flagged as a dissident. He was killed before they managed to leave the country.”

“Fuck. Fuck those bastards. She’s a minor, then, it’s gonna be a legal nightmare, Han.”

Dr Han smiles. “No, the brother’s an adult, he’s her legal tutor. Their father transferred custody of the girl to him, so they could leave Taishin for Byanbyan-Ma.”

“So they entered legally?”

“Sailed across the strait on one of those boats. Must have paid their weight in gold, Huang, and I frankly don’t know how that kid got his hands on all that money. He must have done all sorts of questionable things, just to make sure his sister left Taishin so she could still have a life. He’s got cash with him, under the shirt, keeps it there at all times. A lot of cash, Huang.”

They exchange a long, meaningful look that only confuses me more - I have no idea what they’re implying. Drugs, perhaps? Is he a drug dealer, is that what they’re saying?

“Mule?” my father asks, but Dr Han shakes his head. “I see. Have you tested him for diseases?”

“Yes, he’s clean, took good care of himself, apparently, despite...”

They leave the words unspoken, and my curiosity spikes. No point asking what they mean, they’ll ignore me. I tag along with father because it helps me in practical terms. Like him, I’ve gone into Med school, though I have no intention of becoming a surgeon, despite what he thinks. After witnessing my aunt’s slow decline, I’ve opted for neurology. Maybe I can help others, seeing I won’t be able to help her, for the time being. Maybe I can assist members of future patients’ families, seeing I can hardly do anything for DaeLun.

“Okay, so it shouldn’t be difficult, he can be her donor, she’s young, will soon recover. Let’s get this show on the road, then, I’ll talk them through the process and they can travel to the capital this Monday. By next weekend, all things going well, kid will have a new liver.”

“He can’t donate.”

Both my father and I stop, eyes turned towards Dr Han, jaws dropped.

“Thought you said he was healthy.”

“Oh, he is, very healthy, actually. She’s type O, Han. He isn’t.”

“Bloody fuck. Kid’s got her luck cut out, hasn’t she? Born under a star of doom.”

Shit, that’s unfair. She can basically donate to everyone, but when it comes to being on the receiving end, only a type O will do.

“If you enter her into your project, she may stand a chance.”

“I want to meet her.”

“Well, you’re in luck, seeing she’s just over there.”

He points at a young couple walking in the shadow of the nearest grove of trees. The girl has her hair braided down the sides of her face; she’s wearing denim shorts and a pair of trainers with butterflies hand drawn on them. Her pink t-shirt has lost colour, and makes her already pasty skin look a little more lacklustre. Her eyes carry a yellowish tinge to their whites, but a bright smile curls the corners of her mouth. Next to her, a bloke about my age seems to be telling her something funny, for she giggles along with him.

Who, spotting our approach, turns narrowed eyes on us.

The mountain air takes away my breath, tightens ropes around my lungs, forcing my heart into a canter. Sunlight breaks through the canopy of trees and comes bathe him in brightness, tan skin glowing, making the girl look sicker. His eyes are slim, shaped like blades, and just as piercing, and it’s me they pierce through, so intently I end up gasping. Don’t think I’ve ever come across anyone like him. 

“Timur,” Dr Han calls, and he waves at him, though his eyes remain on mine. “This is Dr Huang, who I told you about.”

His face lightens, attention directed towards my father, now, a smile breaking over his thick lips. Holding his sister’s elbow, he practically drags her with him, in his rush to join us, free hand already extended to shake my father’s.

“Hi, I’m Timur Gan,” he says, his command of Byanamese close to perfect. “This is my sister Lola.”

My father shakes his hand, then the girl’s. “I’m Huang Chen, this is my son Darren.”

The blade-shaped eyes return to me, holding me prisoner. We shake hands, sweaty palm against sweaty palm, and it seems to last for a heartbeat longer than the shake he exchanged with my father. The day’s scorching, but I suddenly find myself shivering. He lets go, and the empty space left by his hand is soon replaced by his sister’s much smaller digits. Much colder, too, which doesn’t feel very reassuring. I exchange a glance with my father; he acknowledges my silent message of concern.

“How much has Dr Han told you about the project?” 

The girl jumps on the balls of her feet in excitement, transformed from the listless little creature of seconds before into an endearing one.

“He said I could find a new liver, and that I stood a chance of getting better. So I can go back to school.”

Her accent is thicker than her brother’s, but she’s also fluent in Byanamese, which surprises me.

“That’s true. If we can find you a compatible donor, and I believe we can, then we can start working on getting you better. So you can return to school. Do you like studying? What’s your favourite subject?”

My father charms her into an enthusiastic conversation, the girl blossoming before us as she speaks. Her brother eyes her lovingly, and I find it impossible to take my eyes off him. Curiosity aroused, I wonder what’s his story, what has he given up in order to bring her here, what has he done that had my father and Dr Han throw concerned glances at each other after mention of the money he carries around. As if sensing my attention, he faces me with a cocked eyebrow and a half grin. My stomach tightens, it turns and skips along the missed beats of my heart. I can feel myself blushing, so I stare at the tip of my trainers, kicking dirt and pebbles.

“Lola!”

The commotion forces my attention back up, to watch the girl sway on her feet, her brother’s quick reflexes throwing an arm around her back, preventing the fall. Her eyes roll to the back of her head and he cries out her name again. My father reaches a hand forward; it curls around the girl’s arm, Dr Han reaching for her forehead. Where sweat beads her carefully pulled back hairline and runs along her temples.

“Hey, Lola,” my father calls, “do you feel dizzy?” He takes her pulse, her eyes flutter open.

“Timur, I don’t feel good,” she mumbles, looking even sicker.

“Han, call an ambulance, please.”

The brother pales, lips losing all colour along with his tanned face. He blinks repeatedly and I’m afraid he’s the one about to faint, now. My hand comes rest at his lower back, balancing his suddenly swaying body. He takes one rushed look my way, acknowledges my gesture with a grateful nod of his head, reinforces the hold on his sister. Whispers something in Taishini which I fail to understand, seeing I don’t speak the language.

“You’re gonna be all right, Lola,” Dr Han reassures her, already on the phone.

The girl nods briefly, returns her attention to her brother, murmurs in Taishini and passes out again. This time, he scoops her up and stands like that, a small, skinny kid in his arms, a lost look all over his face, eyes filled with dread and the sense of vulnerability that comes from knowing himself impotent to help her any further.

“She’ll be fine,” I reassure him, but he no longer seems to acknowledge my existence, let alone my presence.

It’s my father who takes over, speaking in hushed tones, clarifying this is a normal reaction of her body, given her condition, and that she’ll soon be back on her feet. In the distance, I catch the wail of sirens and release a relieved exhale. Timur seems to hear them, too, for his eyes brighten with hope, and colour slowly returns to his face. 

“Can I go with her?” he asks, as the ambulance drives into the clearing.

“Of course you can. Darren, here, take my car.” He throws me the keys and the documents. “Leave it near my flat.”

“No, I’ll meet you at the hospital.”

“Make sure you park on my spot, then, don’t want you taking up space at the ER entrance.”

“I won’t. Meet you at the hospital.” I throw a reassuring look at Timur, who nods back, and the gesture dispels much of my anxiety. It makes me experience an unexpected joy, too, and I wonder if this is how I’ll feel when I start practising. If it is, it’s a good life, one worth the hard work.

I run to my father’s car and follow close behind the ambulance, navigating the mountain road and its curves. Traffic fills the opposite lane, it’s the weekend, start of summer, crowds flock out of Xhiangzhei. But crowds drive to the city, too, for a day at the beach, a stroll on the bay. Seeing it’s close to midday, the affluence has reduced to the odd car here and there, and I manage to keep tailing the ambulance all the way to the hospital. While it swerves to the left towards the ER, I drive down to the administration building and my father’s permanent spot. Making sure I park straight between the lines, I lock the car and run off to the ER, waving at a doctor here, a nurse there. Most of these people know me, Dad’s been working here since I remember.

I dash through the rotating doors and am greeted by the scowl on the security guard’s face. He’s about to call me out when an older nurse marches by and opens a smile, directing it my way.

“Darren Huang, fancy meeting you here,” she greets. “You’re father’s off work, dear.”

“I know, he just came in with a patient.” 

My eyes scan the room, in search of familiar faces. I spot Timur Gan by the ER’s swinging doors, risking being hit right across the face if anyone comes through them. He looks so lost, so vulnerable my heart nearly breaks for him.

“It’s that bloke’s sister,” I explain. “They’re refugees. She’s only sixteen.”

The nurse, whose name fails me, purses her lips, face shadowed by ill-disguised grief. “Poor thing, what’s wrong with her?”

“Needs a liver transplant.”

“Where are their parents?”

“They only have each other.”

This seems to unsettle her. “Let me check on her for you, then. You go keep the young man company, Darren, he must be frantic. I’ll come find you as soon as I have news.”

“Thank you.”

She walks away, behind the counter and through an inner door, disappearing from sight. As if she’s never been here. I march off to Timur, place a hand on his arm, barely having time to pull him away as the door swerves open. He jumps back but throws me a scathing glance.

“Sorry,” I say, hands held by the side of my head. “I’m Darren, Dr Huang’s son, remember?”

He wipes a hand across his face, keeps it over his eyes, and I wonder if he’s trying to hide his tears. It’s okay if he breaks down, if he cries, it’s his sister, for fuck’s sake, bloke has to be scared to death, right?

“Yeah, I know. Sorry, I’m not myself.”

“Why don’t we take a seat? This may take a while, you know? They’ll run tests and make sure she’s fine and comfortable. They’ll check everything.”

“You seem to know a lot about it,” he replies, but follows me to the nearest sitting area.

“I’m a Med student. Ran into a nurse I know and she’s gone check on your sister. As soon as there’s news, she’ll come tell us. Don’t worry; my father will make sure she’s all right.”

“Thanks. I just want her to be well.” He leans back on his seat, head resting against the wall, eyes closed.

I pat his leg, my fingers burning from the touch. People come and go through the room, life starts and ends and goes on, and all we do is sit here in silence, and wait. I long to reassure him, but lack the right words to say - have never been through this, just met him and his sister, can’t even imagine what he might be going through. It’s when my own sister’s face jumps into my mind that I get a glimpse of the horror he must be living. If anything were to happen to GiGi, think I’d lose my mind.

My phone beeps, I fish it out, a blush spreading across my cheeks. It’s a text from my girlfriend, asking if I want to catch a film tonight. Catch a film. Don’t think I can stomach it, not today. My gut’s burning with worry for that girl, this bloke, and I don’t even know them. How can I consider going out and have fun, when there are people being put through this kind of shit?

I turn towards him, ready to say something meaningless, but the nurse’s face enters my line of vision. I wave at her, she rushes to join us.

“Timur,” I call him, elbow to his side, and he opens his eyes. “The nurse has news.”

She smiles, a soft, sweet grin meant to pacify him. “Your sister’s stats were a bit low. She’s being medicated, doing much better, now, awake and responsive.”

“Can I see her?”

“Not yet, dear, as soon as she’s settled in her room, Dr Huang will come get you for a visit.”

“She’s being admitted?” I ask.

The nurse nods. “Your father thinks it’s best, just to keep an eye on her for the time being, until the new medication kicks in and she’s stable. Don’t worry,” the woman rushes to assure Timur, “she’ll be very well looked after.”

He nods, bites his lower lip, while looking away. I realise he’s close to tears, and my first instinct is to curl a hand around his shoulder and press it, an offer of comfort and reassurance.

The second is to fondle his hair, but another beep from my phone announces a new text and prevents me from doing something so stupid not even I can understand where it came from, this sudden urge to touch him. The nurse walks away; I compose a hasty reply to Mei, telling her I’m with my father and spending the rest of the day with him, will call her later.

Another hour drags by, Timur bites his nails, I slap his hands away from his mouth, he doesn’t seem to mind. Stops the mindless biting for a second, then seems to forget all about it, and goes back to it. I can feel the extent of his anxiety; it’s infectious and threatens to take hold of me. I’m as worried for the kid as he, and she’s nothing to me, is she?

Finally, my father emerges through those double doors, searches around for us. Timur jumps on his feet, his face giving away the state he’s in. I stand up to join him.

“How’s she doing?” I ask eagerly.

“She’s fine, now. Timur, I want her to stay so I can monitor her progress. You’ll have to sign a few papers; do you have her documents with you?” He nods. “And yours? Good, we can get on with that, then.”

“Can I see her? Can I stay with her? Don’t want her to be alone, she’ll be scared, won’t be able to sleep.”

“I’m sorry, Timur, we don’t allow that, at this hospital. Only babies can have family staying over. But she’ll be well looked after, I promise, and there will always be a nurse or a doctor ready to soothe and comfort her, if she gets scared, all right? You can stay with her for the duration of visiting hours, but once these are over you’ll have to return to the refugee centre. Or a hotel.”

“Centre’s too far, the hotel too expensive,” he whispers, eyes downcast. “I’ll stay here, wait for visiting hours here. Can I?”

“Timur, you need to rest. How are you going to look after Lola if you get yourself sick?”

“He can stay at my place,” I offer, and can’t for the life of me understand where this came from. “I have a spare room, and my flat’s at walking distance from the hospital. Timur, you can stay with me, all right? No need to return to the centre or spend money on a hotel.”

He eyes me with something between suspicion and hope, so I offer him a look of reassurance.

“Are you sure? We only just met.”

“My son can be a complete arse, sometimes, but his heart is in the right place. Frankly, my mind will be far more at ease knowing you’re staying with him.”

Timur’s eyes don’t leave mine, studying me with the intensity I’ve come to realise is part of him. He finally nods, and I break into a grin, relieved by his acceptance, baffled at why this was so important to me - that he stayed at my place.

“Why don’t we do this?” I suggest. “You go on with my father, stay with your sister, take care of the bureaucracy, keep her company. In the meantime, I drive back to the centre and ask that your stuff is packed, bring it all back with me, collect you from the hospital after visiting hours are over, and we go back home together?”

“I’m sure you have better things to do, I’ll just be putting you out.”

“No, you won’t.”

“If you’re sure. Here, the key to our room at the centre. Just throw everything into the suitcases, there isn’t much, anyway.”

“Okay. I’ll give you a call once I’m done,” I tell my father. “And pick him up here.”

“Sure, son. Take my car, then, make sure you drive carefully.”

“It’s fine, I’ll get mine, need to stop by the flat, anyway. Timur, I’ll see you in a few hours, then. Tell your sister I said hi, yeah?”

He nods, a tentative smile bursting in his lips. I turn my back to leave, stomach fluttering like little bird’s wings are being held inside it against their will, and he calls my name. The wings stop beating, and my heart stops, too. It lurches, and holds back, dead to the world, or terrified of moving, lest the pace becomes too frantic. Scared of rushing down a highway it has no knowledge of, for it’s never been driven down it. I still turn around, though, to find him staring at me with the most confounding look I’ve ever seen.

“Thanks,” he says, and my heart picks up the pace, beating itself close to exhaustion, as I feared it would.

“Don’t mention it.”

I leave the hospital with a grin on my mug and a spring to my step. Take my time driving up and back, enjoying the peaceful pace, the calm of an early summer afternoon. I stop by at a beach-side shack for a bite of lunch, wonder if Timur has remembered eating, give my father a call to remind him. He assures me Timur’s had lunch - he’s actually eaten at his sister’s side, to make sure the girl put some food into her. 

Packing up their belongings is a quick, easy task, for, just like he said, there isn’t much of anything, is there? A few clothes, a few personal items, one or two books. I browse through his t-shirts and a copy of Basho’s haikus, wonder if he can speak Japanese, as well. 

Back in the capital, I hasten making up the bed in the spare room, make sure he has extra blankets in the wardrobe and clean towels on the chair. I place both suitcases against the wall, and leave the flat, headed for the nearest supermarket. Unaware of what he will or won’t eat, I end up buying too much of everything, but at least there’ll be enough choice for dinner tonight, breakfast tomorrow. We can settle on the rest of the meals later, I’ll do the shopping after he’s gone back to the hospital to visit his sister.

My enthusiasm is uncanny, but not unexpected, my cousin and my sister are always complaining that I’m raring to go and cannot slow down. It’s true I like to keep busy, and the thought of having an unexpected room-mate is somewhat exciting, it’s a new experience and I’m curious as to how it’ll work out. I’m also curious to know him better, if I’m to be frank, and find out what the hell he did to get here, what the hell my father and Dr Han seemed to suspect he put himself through. There were no signs of drugs on their luggage, so I’ve already discarded that.

I’m patiently waiting for him outside the ER when visiting hours come to an end. He walks out with his hands in his pockets, searching around, and when his eyes fall on me, he frowns. As if he didn’t expect this.

“Shall we go, then? I didn’t bring the car, it’s just around the corner, thought we could walk so you start familiarising yourself with the way.”

“That’s okay, I don’t mind walking.”

We march on in silence, he studies the road, the buildings, looking for signs he can retain, landmarks to map out his route, come tomorrow. I intend to walk with him, but it’s good that he’s paying attention.

“Are you vegetarian?” I ask, finally tired of the silence. “Have any food allergies?”

“No. And no. Why do you ask?”

“What do you want to eat? I can cook us dinner, what do you say? Have chicken, pork, lamb. Didn’t get any fish, though, maybe you’d rather have that?”

He stops just as we’re nearing my apartment building, eyes me with a look of utter confusion - and a smidgen of distrust, as well.

“Why are you doing this?”

The question floors me, I don’t know the answer. Because I’m his age, perhaps, and so much more privileged? Because his sister’s just sixteen and she’s already struggling for her life, because they risked everything to come here in order to save her, because other than her he has no one he can count on, no one who can help him?

Because I pity him?

Because I admire him, and want to know him better.

“Doing what?” I ask nonchalantly, while I keep marching towards the door, praying he follows.

“Helping me. You don’t even know me. Why would you want to help a total stranger, you don’t owe me shit.”

“Why wouldn’t I want to help someone who needs it? Why wouldn’t I do it, if I can?”

“Just like that?”

He still isn’t moving, so I open the door and turn back to face him. When our eyes meet, it’s fear I see inside his, fear of something I can’t name, for I don’t understand what scares him.

“Just like that, Timur Gan. Now, are you coming in, or what?”

The frantic tug of my heart eases when he shakes his head but runs over, stepping through the door I hold for him, storming into my life just as much as I’m about to storm his.

❖

❖
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