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Do I dare


Disturb the universe?


In a minute there is time


For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse.


– TS Eliot


We are lived by powers we pretend to understand.


– WH Auden
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MOTION


Before you hear any words, you can hear the panic.


It surfaces as an irregularity of breath, a strain of vocal cords, a cry, a gasp. Panic exists on a frequency entirely its own. Air into air, particle by particle, panic vibrates through the elastic atmosphere faster than the speed of sound. It’s the most sudden and terrible thing, piercing the calm and propelling us towards the worst places. Before the words come out the anxiety is there, roaring on the other side of silence. Before your brain can register what you’re being told, you know that something is wrong. And before you can respond it’s already too late. Because once you’ve heard those words, an event is set in motion and everything will change.


‘Help,’ he said. ‘He’s not breathing.’




2


TIME


Ethan took his mum by the hand and led her into the tunnel. Graffiti covered the walls – veins of green and silver – with patterns and symbols sprayed into stories like sacred paintings in a cave. Cryptic characters spelled strange words; the mismatched letters reminded Ethan of formulas and equations. Aerosol fumes lingered, but nobody else was there.


‘Come on, Mum!’ The tunnel threw Ethan’s voice further ahead. ‘Hurry up! We’ll miss it.’


They emerged in the darkness, rushing under the brick archway of the golden viaducts and into Jubilee Park. Along the footpath by the mangrove habitat, past the oval and cricket pavilion, over the mossy bridge, they ran towards Blackwattle Bay. It was low tide: empty stormwater drains, shallow creek, a bank of exposed mud where water lapped at the shoreline walls. Across the bay was the Anzac Bridge, its cables stretching from the pylons like strings of a harp. Street lamps dotted along the bridge reflected in the dark water, staining it with orange stripes.


Ethan frowned. ‘There’s too much light. We should’ve gone to the country.’


His mum gave him a weary smile. ‘You’re lucky we’re even here; it’s two o’clock in the morning. You have school tomorrow, I have work. We live in the middle of the city. This’ll do.’


She spread out a blanket and they sat by the promenade. Both of them were wearing their pyjamas. The park was silent and empty; the air smelled like wet grass and salt. Ethan concentrated, letting his eyes adjust to the dark. It was a cloudless night and the moon hadn’t risen yet. Optimal conditions for seeing the meteor shower, and tonight was its peak. Behind them, the glare of Sydney’s skyline turned the horizon amber. He worried about light pollution, that the glowing metallic city would stifle the secrets in the sky.


‘There!’ Ethan pointed. ‘See the row of three stars? That’s Orion’s belt. And there’s Rigel, the constellation’s brightest star. That means the Orionid meteor shower is happening over here. Look!’


Mum kept her eyes on him. ‘How long until we go back to bed?’


‘Tonight there’ll be somewhere between twenty-five and fifty meteoroids per hour. They’re actually dust from Halley’s comet entering our atmosphere. Air friction makes them glow with heat and then swoosh! They vaporise.’


His mum lay down on her back. ‘So I guess we wait then?’


‘Yeah, we wait.’ Ethan nestled in beside her, resting his head on her arm. He looked up at the northwest corner of the sky and connected the dots of the constellation Orion. One of its bright stars – Betelgeuse, a red supergiant – floated near the belt. Red supergiants were the largest stars in the universe and Betelgeuse was so big that if it replaced the sun, it would spread all the way out to Jupiter.


Ethan squinted, focusing on the vague pink spot. Betelgeuse was a dying star. Eventually, it would run out of fuel and collapse under its own weight. He imagined the red star exploding, the cosmic boom as it went supernova, shockwaves sweeping across the galaxy. Violent plasma bursting into the brightest ball of light. He could almost see it burning. But Betelgeuse wasn’t going to explode for hundreds of thousands of years, maybe not even a million.


In a million years, Ethan thought, these constellations will break apart. People would need to make new maps and tell new myths for the changing patterns in the sky. Orion would be a different shape; the Southern Cross might become a square. Ethan watched the stars move, like a movie on a massive screen. He saw the cinematic trajectories of darkening dwarfs and brightening giants. Everything was slipping and unthreading, disappearing and beginning. Up in the celestial jungle, there were no static stars.


In two billion years, the galaxy Andromeda would be so close to the Milky Way that every night sky would light up like fireworks. And in four billion years, the two galaxies would spin closer and closer together and finally collide, swirling and twisting, giving birth to new stars. Becoming one galactic knot. But all that was so far away. There were so many things in the distant future that Ethan would never see.


He dragged his knees up to his chest. ‘Mum, do you ever think about the future?’


‘Right now I’m thinking about what we’re going to eat for dinner tomorrow night.’


‘No, not like that. I mean The Future. Like in a million years. Or a billion.’


Mum smiled. ‘Not very often, sweetheart. I won’t be alive in a billion years.’


Ethan turned to face his mum, propping himself up on his elbows. ‘But I don’t want you to die. What if I sent you away on a spaceship travelling at nearly the speed of light? Because of time dilation, it’d only feel like one year for you. But for me it would be twenty. So when you got back to Earth, we’d almost be the same age.’


‘I wouldn’t want to spend twenty years away from you, though.’


‘Neither.’ Ethan scratched his nose. ‘Okay, what if we were both on the spaceship together? We could travel close to the speed of light or through the deepest parts of the fabric of space-time where gravity makes it warp. By the time we got back home, millions of years would’ve passed. But we’d still be alive. We could see Betelgeuse go supernova, and the Milky Way collide with Andromeda. Maybe if we just fly around the universe for the rest of eternity, then we never have to die. Or maybe we could go faster than the speed of light. There must be some loophole in theoretical physics that makes living forever possible.’


His mum studied his face, the hypnotised way people stared at paintings or sunsets. ‘Ethan, sometimes I have no idea where you came from.’


‘Yeah, you do. I came from inside you.’


‘As usual, you’re right,’ she said, rolling onto her stomach.


‘Mum, want to know something crazy? Statistically, the probability that I exist is basically zero. Did you know you were born with two million eggs? But when you were thirty you’d lost 90 per cent of them, and by the time you turn forty you’ll only have about fifty thousand left. So the chance that I was born was 0.008 per cent. I’m one in two million eggs, plus I’m one in two hundred and fifty million sperm. That’s approximately how many sperm are in each male ejaculation.’


Mum looked confused. ‘How do you know all this?’


‘We’re doing sex ed at school. Mr Thompson even made us watch a video of a real birth. I saw an actual vagina and everything.’ Ethan paused. ‘Mum, do you think they ever miss me?’


‘Who?’


‘The other eggs. My brothers and sisters inside your ovaries. So far, I’m the only one who’s successfully made it out.’


‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Well, the other eggs would all be your sisters. Only men have the Y chromosome that makes baby boys. At the moment, all the eggs are girls.’


‘So I used to be a girl?’


‘You also used to be an egg.’


‘It must be scary for them,’ Ethan said. ‘Sending one egg down the fallopian tube every month, like a sacrifice. It’s like The Hunger Games in there. And you only have a few more years left before the whole system shuts down. What if the other eggs run out of time? Mum, what happens if all my sisters die before they get to exist?’


Her hand found his. ‘Ethan, do you have survivor’s guilt?’


‘No,’ he said, in a clipped voice. She was making fun of him. But he’d been one of those eggs once, made of the same proteins, and they were still stuck. Trapped in an eternal moment before life could begin. Ethan couldn’t save his sisters, couldn’t let them know he didn’t mean to abandon them. He hunched his shoulders and sighed.


‘What’s wrong?’


He wasn’t sure. He didn’t want her to have another baby. And besides, to make another baby she’d need a man to contribute another set of chromosomes. Mum wasn’t a Komodo dragon; she couldn’t reproduce by herself. But as Ethan thought of his thousands of sisters – squashed together in his mum’s ovaries, waiting – he suddenly felt very alone.


He rubbed his eye. ‘Nothing. I’m fine.’


‘You’re tired.’ Mum kissed him on the forehead. ‘And I’m freezing.’


‘But the meteor shower!’


‘Ten more minutes. That’s it.’


Ethan leaned forward and focused on Orion; it was high above the horizon now. The night sky was a gauze of symmetries and spirals, an ocean of darkness and light. Ultraviolet and infrared, filled with invisible radiation and empty vacuums. Ethan felt like he could split the yawning universe open with his eyes and see its boundless dimensions, look beyond the blueprint of space and time. He’d always had an aptitude for spotting patterns, finding the geometry in chaos.


His mum looked out at the water; maybe she didn’t care about the meteor shower. She pulled the sleeves of her jumper over her hands and shivered. Ethan gave her a hug to help her molecules expand. In the dark, her pale skin and fair hair seemed blue. When Ethan looked at his mum, he saw another universe – a world intact, of soothing shapes and soft textures, of beautiful angles and the warmest light. His universe.


Above them, three hundred sextillion stars rearranged themselves. Expanding, tightening, collapsing – new stars were born and old stars died. Quasars and pulsars, novae and nebulas, clusters of galaxies woven together like a spider web. Ethan watched the marbled universe dance over his head, ever-shifting and spinning towards its ultimate fate.


A tiny flicker of light shot across the sky.


Swoosh!


The meteoroid vaporised. Flashing and fading in the same instant, like a phosphorescent memory.


Ethan blinked. It was already gone. ‘I think I saw one.’


‘A shooting star?’


‘Meteoroid,’ he said, correcting her. ‘It was really fast.’


‘Did you make a wish?’


‘Yeah. But if I tell you, it won’t come true.’


Mum ruffled his hair. ‘Come on, pumpkin. Let’s go home.’


∞


Claire watched Ethan gaze at the stars. Wriggling with excitement, mouth slightly open, head tilted back as he scanned the sky. His spellbound expression made it impossible not to smile. She loved her son in unexpected ways, with the same sort of visceral obsession that one might have for the idiosyncrasies of a lover. Claire loved his physicality – the way Ethan laughed so hard he farted, how he picked at the dry scabs on his knees, the weight of his musty head resting on her shoulder as they sat together on buses or trains. She enjoyed that silent intimacy most of all.


Ethan shuffled closer and pressed his face against her arm. He wasn’t self-conscious about adoring his mother yet, still needed her affection. Claire knew these easy days were numbered. Adolescence was sneaking into her son – faint whiffs of body odour, scatterings of hair growing on the back of his neck and down his legs, a tiny line of blackheads forming on his nose.


‘Mum,’ he said, ‘look!’


But on nights like this, when the dark sky was crisp and cloudless, Claire hated looking at the stars. After sunset, she’d taught herself to keep her eyes fixed on the ground. Star visibility wasn’t great in Sydney but sometimes they came out to shine, reminding the city they were still there. That night they were sharp, flaring, and Claire looked up. She still knew where to find her star – it was always there. It never seemed to wander the night sky.


Their wedding was fourteen years ago now, just family and a few close friends at the registry. Claire wore a vintage lace dress that had belonged to her mother. Instead of a reception, they invited friends to dinner at their favourite Indian restaurant and everyone drank champagne and chatted over butter chicken and rogan josh. Toasts were made to the happy couple and Claire and Mark held hands under the table, looking over at each other occasionally to exchange a smile. She got a bit drunk, spilled curry on her dress. It stained the lace and she remembered running her finger over the orange mark when – years later – she threw the dress in the bin.


After dinner, Mark took Claire to Centennial Park. They lay together on the grass, looking up at the sky. It was a warm Sydney evening, the middle of January, and the balmy breeze cloaked Claire’s skin. She closed her eyes and sniffed the summer air, so thick with humidity that she could reach out and touch the night. The grass was freshly mowed and a chorus of cicadas chirped behind the trees.


‘Are you happy?’ Mark’s fingers moved down her arm, his breath on her face.


Claire kept her eyes closed but smiled. It was unusual for Mark to ask for reassurance and it made her feel drunk with confidence. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’


‘This probably wasn’t the wedding you wanted. You deserved a big ceremony, hundreds of guests, a church, a gift registry. You must be disappointed.’


She sat up and looked at him. Blades of grass were stuck in his black hair, and she picked them out with her fingers, noticing how thick and full his eyelashes were. It was peculiar to feel as though she owned him now, that she could say he was hers, that they were married. But he should’ve known that she didn’t care about the wedding. They were young and in love. The thing that mattered most of all was Mark.


‘I’m not disappointed,’ Claire said. ‘Today was perfect.’


Mark nodded but seemed unconvinced. Bats flapped overhead, flying into the park to feed on the nectar of the paperbark and gum trees. She knew him well enough to suspect that maybe it was Mark who was disappointed, who wanted things to be grander.


‘I have something for you,’ he said.


She hadn’t bought him anything. Sometimes Mark made her feel naive, like she’d lived her life in a bubble, oblivious to the rest of the world. ‘You didn’t have to,’ Claire insisted. ‘I have enough things.’


Mark stood up and offered his hand. She pulled herself upright and brushed the grass off her dress.


He kissed the back of her neck and pointed at the sky. ‘There. It’s for you.’


Claire looked up. ‘I don’t understand.’


Mark linked his fingers around hers. ‘Can you see that star, right here?’


She stared out to beyond where her fingertip grazed the sky. ‘Maybe,’ she said, closing one eye so the stars came into focus.


‘It’s yours. I bought it for you.’


‘You bought me a star?’ She gave him a sceptical look.


‘Because you’re my light,’ he said. ‘My constant.’


Even though it was a hot night, Mark’s lips against her earlobe made her shiver.


Much later, Claire removed all traces of Mark: letters, clothes, books, the wedding dress. She erased him completely. But Claire couldn’t throw away a star. She prayed that somehow, up in space, her star would extinguish and disappear. This star didn’t, though. It remained steadfast in the sky, and the further away Mark felt, the brighter the star seemed to shine.


After the meteor shower, Claire peeked through Ethan’s bedroom door. When he was a baby, she’d stand over his cot and listen to him breathe, soothed by the perfect function of his lungs and steady heartbeat. Now Ethan was twelve years old and Claire still watched him sleep, still sending herself into a panic if she couldn’t see his ribs move. She’d survey the landscape of his face – the smiles and frowns of his dreams, the shadow his long eyelashes cast on his cheeks, the crease that ran through the middle of his nose. His long limbs were often a shock, caught in his rumpled bedding. Her son was always taller and older than she thought he was in her head. Claire could never picture him properly.


But Ethan gave the vagueness of her life definition. And although Claire complained about his clothes and Lego scattered about the house, she needed them there to punctuate her existence. He made their house a home. They were similar in many ways, softly spoken and prone to dreaming, half-listening to conversations and lost inside their heads. Echoes of her bone structure bloomed in the lines and angles of her son’s face. But something about Ethan was from another planet.


Even when he was a baby, Claire knew he was unique. He saw the world with different eyes. Sensitive to light, he’d become entranced by prisms and patterns. Ethan lost hours watching shadows bend and flex, shrinking and elongating against the carpets and walls. Amazing – that didn’t seem like normal behaviour for a baby – but alarming too.


Everyone was worried. Ethan didn’t meet his developmental milestones; it was frightening how late he was to walk and talk. He didn’t coo and babble, or respond to his name. Claire took him to specialists, tested his hearing, read him stories, sang him songs. She did everything in her power to draw her son out from his interior world and into hers. But Ethan was stuck, caught in the net of delay.


Doctors warned her that he might never speak, but Claire refused to believe them. It took almost a year of speech therapy but Ethan’s first word was ‘Mama’. Behind those quiet eyes, she saw flashes of something brilliant hiding there. His second word was ‘moon’.


This uneven brilliance was coupled with a dark intensity. Quickly agitated, Ethan often threw toys across the room; his wild temper was easily broken. Claire saw her son get frustrated with his homework, angry with himself, to a point where he’d detonate and explode. When Ethan was like this, she couldn’t be near him. It was too familiar. During those crackling moments when her son lost his cool, Claire locked herself in the bathroom and burst into tears.


That wasn’t who she wanted to be. She often felt like an amateur at motherhood, even though it was a job she’d had for twelve years. Unconditional love and quiet affection both came easily to her. Leadership and being stern did not. She wanted to be Ethan’s ally, preferred to make him happy than focus on the prosaic drills of discipline. At times, Claire did let things slip. The duties of parenting – jumping from tutor to coach, manager, cook, seamstress – needed an ensemble cast and she was just a one-woman show.


Ethan spotted her standing in the doorway. ‘Mum, can you stay here until I fall asleep?’


‘Sure.’ Claire lay down beside him. She shouldn’t have let him go out past midnight; he’d be tired for school tomorrow. She succumbed to his strange requests too much.


Outside, the moon finally rose: a slim crescent like cupped hands waiting to catch a star. As her son settled into sleep, he automatically shifted his solid body closer to hers – that undeniable umbilical pull. He offered his cheek for a kiss. Claire pressed her lips to the back of his head, taking in his doughy smell.


‘Goodnight,’ Ethan whispered.


‘Sleep tight.’


‘Don’t let the bed bugs bite.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Mum, did you know that bed bugs have the geometry of an ovoid? Their bodies are dorsoventrally flattened. That means their vertical plane is flat like a leaf, so it’s easier for them to hide in carpets and beds.’


Claire laughed. ‘Ethan, go to sleep.’


∞


Time had stopped.


It was an ordinary pocket watch: pale gold with a white face, a halo of black Roman numerals around its edge. But the enamel of the dial had browned, the golden casing was coated in orange rust. Gears and shifts had frozen; there was no tick to follow the tock. No hand heaving forward, shaving another second off the future. Ethan pushed his nose against the glass. Time had stopped at seventeen minutes past eight.


Underneath the pocket watch was a white plaque. Its lettering was black and small. The watch belonged to a Japanese man named Kengo Nikawa, who was riding his bicycle along Kan’on Bridge in Hiroshima on his way to work on 6 August 1945. He was only sixteen hundred metres from the point of impact. The blast left him with serious burns all over his body and sixteen days later he died. He was fifty-nine years old.


Ethan stepped back from the display and the tip of his nose left a smudge on the glass. The Hiroshima exhibit upset him – a chill skimmed down his spine. He’d seen a corroding metal lunch box with an uneaten meal and burnt rice from 1945. A small tricycle that belonged to a child, who would have been playing in his yard when that bright August morning turned dark. The ribbons attached to the handles were black. Ethan glanced back at the pocket watch.


He heard the rest of his class moving to the next part of the exhibition, his teacher Mr Thompson telling them to hurry up. But Ethan stayed behind. He couldn’t stop thinking about that Japanese man and his pocket watch. In a single moment, Kengo Nikawa’s whole world changed. After that atomic bomb had fallen, and his watch stopped.


‘Ethan!’ Will’s voice echoed through the museum hall. ‘Where are you?’


Will had been Ethan’s best friend since they’d started school. On their first day of kindergarten, five-year-old Will made a paper plane and threw it across the classroom. It landed on Ethan’s desk. Will’s plane was flawed, clumsily folded, badly designed. Ethan uncreased the paper. It needed bigger wings to give it more lift, a more aerodynamic structure. He refolded the paper and threw it back. It floated above the small tables, hovered instead of flew, and Will stood up to catch it. He had a look on his face as though nothing impressed him more than that paper plane. After that, they were always together, talking about rockets over lunch, how to build a time machine, how the universe began.


But now that primary school was ending and Year 6 was almost over, Ethan noticed something was different. They never spoke about rockets, time machines or the universe any more. Recently, Will had started spending all his time with another group of boys; all they talked about was footy and farts. Once, Will rolled his eyes after Ethan spoke in class. His best friend stopped coming over on the weekends and after school. He didn’t understand why Will was suddenly embarrassed to be seen with him. Nothing had changed. Ethan hadn’t changed.


Will’s new mates called Ethan ‘Stephen Hawking’, repeating things he said in a slow, electronic-sounding voice. Maybe it was meant to be mean, but to Ethan this was the greatest compliment. Stephen Hawking was extraordinary. Ethan would smile as they imitated the famous cosmologist.


The rest of their class gathered under the shadow of the dinosaur in the foyer of the Australian Museum. The bones of the Tyrannosaurus Rex swayed in the yellow light. Ethan imagined what the creature had looked like millions of years ago, wishing he could travel back into the past along the curvature of space-time. Ethan often thought about space-time intervals and the space-time continuum. How it was made up of lots and lots of intervals like beads on a huge cosmic necklace. Like fireworks that branched off into an explosion of four different directions, we continuously filled up the universe with our pyrotechnic lives. Ethan looked up at the skeleton again but Will was dragging him back to the group.


Daniel Anderson was one of those boys who puberty found early, already a foot taller than most of the kids in the class, tufts of impatient facial hair bursting from his skin. At eleven, he was almost the size of a fourteen-year-old but still had the voice of a small boy. He tried to make it sound deeper by grunting at the end of sentences.


‘Where’d you go, Will?’ Daniel asked. ‘You and your boyfriend get lost?’


‘Ethan’s not my boyfriend.’


‘Yeah, he is. You love Stephen Hawking. You’re gonna marry him.’ Daniel looked pleased with himself.


Will glanced back at Ethan. ‘He’s not even my friend.’


Ethan pointed at the dinosaur. ‘Fossils show that the Tyrannosaurus Rex was alive during the Cretaceous Period, which was the last segment of the Mesozoic Era. Did you know the Mesozoic Era is an interval of geological time that started about 250 million years ago?’ He swallowed his breath. ‘That sounds like ages, but dinosaurs were only alive for a little bit of our planet’s history. Radiometric dating shows that Earth is approximately 4.54 billion years old.’


Daniel put on the electronic Stephen Hawking voice, moving his hands like a robot. ‘Radio dating. Shows that the Earth. Is 4.54 billion years old.’


The boys laughed.


‘You’re such a freak, Ethan,’ Will said. He and the other boys walked away.


Ethan climbed back up the stone stairs of the museum. They were wrong. It wasn’t called radio dating. And he wasn’t a freak. The foyer was full of people, moving in and out of exhibitions, collecting their tickets, buying toy snakes and bendy souvenir pencils. Nobody stopped to look at the dinosaur and Ethan felt sorry for it. Lonely, stuck up there, suspended by wires. Only one here of its kind. He wanted to tell the Tyrannosaurus Rex that he understood how it felt to be alone. He wanted to ask it what the stars looked like when it was still alive.


The dinosaur nodded. Ethan blinked – it looked like it really moved. Its skeleton arm reached across the foyer and the wires started to swing. Maybe the Tyrannosaurus Rex wanted to shake his hand. The dinosaur tilted its head and opened its jaw like it was about to say something, but no sound came from its sharp-toothed mouth. Ethan looked down at the crowd. Nobody else at the museum entrance noticed that the dinosaur’s bones had come back to life.


‘Ethan,’ Mr Thompson called out. ‘Stop wandering off. The bus is here.’


The Tyrannosaurus Rex stopped moving. Ethan swung his backpack over his shoulder and joined the class. As they walked out onto College Street, he squinted into the afternoon light. It was one of those clear Sydney days, sun bouncing off buildings, windows glinting bright and blue. The children pushed and shoved, trying to get the best seats on the bus. Daniel, Will and his new friends sat at the back and threw soggy paper at the girls in front. Ethan took a seat near the middle of the bus and waited for somebody to sit beside him. Face after face passed, but the seat next to Ethan remained empty.


When they arrived back at school, he saw his mum waiting for him near the front gate. She was by herself again. Sometimes Ethan wished she’d talk more to the other parents, try to make a friend. He watched her stretch her leg like she was warming up. In old photographs – back when she’d been a professional ballerina – his mum looked like someone else. She held her head higher, bones in her face were more prominent, and something was different behind her eyes. Mum waved at the bus window. With one shrinking hand, Ethan waved back. It was a secret wave – opening and closing his hand quickly – as he didn’t want anybody else to think it was for them.


Ethan was last off the school bus, hoping that Will, Daniel and the rest of them would finally leave him alone. He negotiated his way through the afternoon swarm of parents. How much kids in his class resembled their mums and dads was something Ethan often thought about – he wanted to figure out where each gene came from and where it’d landed. Ethan didn’t look exactly like his mum, although they had similar eyes. But he was dark and his mum was fair; she was slight and he was sinewy.


‘Mum, do you remember when the atomic bomb fell on Hiroshima?’ Ethan stood beside her. He was as tall as her chin now, but being adult-sized like his mum still seemed impossible.


She laughed. ‘How old do you think I am? That happened a very long time before I was born.’


‘Oh, yeah.’ Ethan looked at her face. He couldn’t imagine her being born; Mum had always been a grown-up. It was strange to think that she’d been twelve like him – that his mum had grown and developed, changed and aged. Luckily, no bombs had fallen on her. Ethan thought again about Kengo Nikawa and his pocket watch.


‘Mum, do you think we care about time when we die?’


His mum made a face, the one she made when she was having a serious thought. ‘No, I don’t think so. You’d stop noticing it. You’d be dead. When you die, time doesn’t matter any more.’ They stood at the traffic lights, waiting to cross the street. ‘You okay?’


Ethan nodded.


He looked over the horizon at the grenadine sky. They lived under the flight path and he could hear another jet engine bellow overhead. Above Sydney, plane after plane flew past, leaving streaks of white vapour in the dry evening air.




3


SPACE


The shock of the turbulence woke Mark. The ‘Fasten Seatbelt’ sign above his head flashed and beeped. Grit collected in the corners of his eyes and he rubbed his face. The angular shape of the plastic window had left a deep imprint in his cheek. He ran a finger over it – the pink groove felt hot and tender – knowing at least this wasn’t permanent like the ugly scars that lived elsewhere on his skin.


He stretched his arms; his shoulders felt stiff. It was only a five-hour flight, but there’d been the drive from Kalgoorlie to Perth too. And in the claustrophobic hull of an aeroplane, time behaved differently. It stretched and distended, every minute counted impatiently by every passenger.


Before last week, Mark hadn’t spoken to Tom for nine years. Hearing his brother on the phone jolted him back into their childhood: the two boys laughing as they hid from their mother under the orange formica kitchen table; talking until they fell asleep as they lay beside each other under the stars on family camping trips; yelling at each other as teenagers, fighting over the stereo. The sound of Tom’s voice shot through Mark’s nervous system, rushing along every fibre and cell.


‘Mark,’ he said. ‘It’s me. Tom.’


‘Hey.’ Mark paused. ‘Yeah, I know.’


‘Listen, Dad’s dying. Cancer.’ Tom’s breathing was heavy on the other side of the line. ‘You should probably come home.’


Mark had chosen a seat at the back of the plane. Luckily, the flight was reasonably empty and nobody sat beside him. He didn’t want to talk, answer questions about his life in Western Australia or explain why he was coming back to Sydney. A boy across the aisle, perhaps around fourteen or fifteen years old, looked up from the game on his tablet for a moment and smiled at Mark. Mark smiled back, but the corners of his mouth laboured over the movement. He didn’t know how to interact with children. And this boy wasn’t a child any more. It didn’t feel like long ago that Mark was that age, his whole life ahead of him, his future bright. The boy returned to his game.


Mark looked out the window at the darkening blue air. The altitude made him feel queasy. They were flying over the South Eastern Highlands of New South Wales now, across the Great Dividing Range, as the plane approached the sandstone cliffs on the edge of the Sydney Basin.


Western Australia had been a salve for Mark: its different air, its alien light, a sun that set behind the water instead of rising from it. Over there he lived under another sky. In Sydney, it felt like the city and sky both grew from the ground. Space wasn’t infinite there – it had a limit, a lid – but it was the opposite out west. Everything was open and endless; the wide land seemed to hang from the wider stars. There was nothing familiar in Kalgoorlie to anchor him. He lived a new life on a new planet.


Mark adjusted his seatbelt. The plane rocked over pockets of air. He was calm through the turbulence, understood the science of it: the way jet streams were caused by differences in atmospheric heating and planetary rotation, the mixing of warm and cold gas in the troposphere, creating large gradients in wind velocity. The wings rattled; the fuselage dropped. They descended further, breaking the clouds. Now he could see the sparkle of the Pacific Ocean as the plane tilted, turning towards the city.


At Kingsford Smith’s arrival terminal, nobody was waiting to meet him. No open arms would greet him at the gate. He’d collect his bags from the conveyor belt and wheel them out into the staring faces. Other people would have joyful reunions. Couples would kiss; children would run to their parents and hold them tight. But Mark would make the lonely journey into the city by himself.


As the plane plunged towards the airport, Mark’s stomach jumped. He caught his first glimpse of the city that used to be his home. Tarmac swelled below them; the runway glowed neon orange and red. Sydney’s lights quivered in the distance as he stared out the tiny window of this soaring machine, piloting him straight into his past.


∞


If Ethan’s hands could lie, they wouldn’t hurt so much. Knuckles not scraped raw, no tiny scratches nestled between each ridge of his joints. But the ache in his bones told the truth. Last year, he’d memorised the names of all the bones in the body. The eight carpal bones of the hand were collectively known as the carpus: scaphoid, lunate, triquetrum, pisiform, hamate, capitate, trapezoid, trapezium. They sounded like a circus. Ethan studied his fingers and nails, the groove of his palms, the swirls of his fingertips. He knew he had his father’s hands.


Ethan had no memories of his father. He’d left when Ethan was a baby. One crushed photograph, found at the back of his mum’s wardrobe, was the only picture he’d ever seen. In the photo, Ethan was a newborn. His father was giving him a bath, looking down, his splayed hand holding the back of the baby’s head. At that angle, Ethan couldn’t see the colour of his father’s eyes or the details of his face. His hair was dark, dark hairs ran along his arm. But Ethan could see his hands. Long thin fingers, broad palms, wide fingernails and big thumbs. As Ethan grew, he noticed his own hands become those other hands. He kept the photo of his father hidden in the drawer of his bedside table. This man had made him – pieced him together from his genes and cells – but he was a stranger.


Although Ethan didn’t remember his father, there were a handful of things he knew about him. He’d collected them over the years – small details from his birth certificate, fragments of overheard conversations. It was exactly a handful because there were only five things, a tiny snatch of information. Ethan knew these things like the back of his hand; they were all he had to hold on to of the father who’d disappeared from his life.


On his thumb, Ethan knew that his parents were married on 13 January. On his index finger, he knew that his father’s birthday was 14 October, and on his middle finger Ethan knew that when he was born, his father was a student. These were all written on his birth certificate. On the next finger, Ethan counted the black hair he’d seen in the photograph, and on his pinkie was his father’s name: Mark Hall. But it was only a handful. The questions Ethan still had about his father could have filled up all the fingers on all the hands of everyone in the universe.


The Year 6 boys had been playing tip in the playground at lunch. Their runners squeaked as they dodged the younger kids, knocking over lunch boxes and drink bottles. ‘You’re it!’ they yelled at each other. Ethan watched from the seats underneath the shaded area – he’d forgotten his hat that day and wasn’t allowed in the sun. It didn’t really bother him, though. He had his copy of A Brief History of Time to read and he got sunburnt easily.


A Brief History of Time was his favourite book; he’d already read it five times. Ethan stared at Stephen Hawking’s diagram of what would happen if the sun died. The future light cone of the dying sun was a big triangle, pouring out litres of time. Stephen Hawking said that if the sun stopped shining right now, we wouldn’t know on Earth until eight minutes after it’d happened. Maybe the sun had already exploded, sucking up all of our solar system, and we only had eight more minutes to live. He glanced back up at the boys across the playground. They’d have no idea they were about to die because of the collapsing sun.


‘Hey, freak,’ Daniel shouted. ‘Stop staring.’


Ethan buried his face back in A Brief History of Time.


A shadow fell across the page as Daniel stood over him. He knocked the book out of Ethan’s hands. ‘Guess you can’t pick that up from your wheelchair, can you, Stephen Hawking?’


‘Obviously, I don’t have motor neurone disease,’ Ethan said.


‘Obviously. Don’t. Have. Motor. Neurone. Disease.’ Daniel mimicked Stephen Hawking’s digital voice again.


Ethan tilted his head. ‘But that’s how you’d sound if you did have it. Because you wouldn’t —’


Daniel kicked the book further away. Other Year 6 boys gathered around them now: Nathan Nguyen, the twins Harry and Hank, Ramesh from Bangladesh, who everyone called Ram. Ethan saw Will out of the corner of his eye.


‘Don’t be a dickhead, Stephen Hawking,’ Daniel said.


‘I’m not.’


‘Leave him alone.’ Will picked A Brief History of Time off the ground and handed it back to Ethan. The real Stephen Hawking smiled his lopsided smile on the cover. ‘He’s just reading.’


‘Sorry, Wilhelmina, I forgot Stephen Hawking was your boyfriend,’ Daniel said. ‘When are you two homos getting married and having babies? Don’t you sleep in the same bed when you have sleepovers?’


Ethan nodded but Will shot him a look. They hadn’t had a sleepover since the school holidays now. Earlier that year, the two boys tried to find Ethan’s father together, staying up late and using Will’s computer. There were thousands of Mark Halls on the internet: one lived in Chicago, one in Beijing, another in Brisbane, one was an actor in a soap opera. As Ethan clicked through picture after picture of unfamiliar faces – hoping to see that nose, that chin, those hands – he felt defeated. None were the man in that creased photograph. None of them were the right Mark Hall.


Will pulled at the sleeves of his uniform. ‘Ethan’s not allowed to stay at my place any more. Because I might catch some freak disease from him.’


‘As if,’ Daniel said. ‘You probably already have that freak disease from kissing each other goodnight, Wilhelmina. You’re a freak too.’


‘Ethan’s the freak,’ Will insisted. ‘He used to wet the bed. And he’s scared of the dark.’


Daniel shrugged and started to walk away.


‘Ethan’s such a freak, even his dad left him right after he was born.’ Will looked over at Daniel for approval. ‘He didn’t want a freak for a son.’


That was a secret – a secret Will had sworn never to share. Ethan knew it was his fault his father had left. That he’d been a difficult baby. That he’d cried too much. That his father didn’t want him.


Ethan stood up. ‘You knew, you knew not to tell.’ He dropped his book. All the frustration he’d stored inside his body now barrelled through his veins. He clenched his hand into a fist. ‘You knew.’


Will’s face was difficult to read. He didn’t seem to notice Ethan’s elbow move back and his torso twist, or the hand that moved steadily towards his face. When Ethan’s fist slammed into his nose, Will was looking the other way.


The first punch stung Ethan’s knuckle, the snap of impact burning his joints.


‘You knew,’ Ethan repeated. He raised his hand and hit Will again. This time Will scrunched his eyes, expecting the blow. He shielded himself, but Ethan struck him one more time. It was a strange feeling: cartilage against cartilage, sinew on sinew, bones colliding with flesh. Ethan punched him again.


‘Stop,’ Will cried, falling to the floor.


The rest of the children looked on in silence. Even Daniel took a step back as Will recoiled and curled into a ball. Ethan sat over Will’s body and struck his jaw.


Will let out a moan. ‘Stop,’ he said again, choking on the word.


And in that word was a flicker of a memory: Will and Ethan lying head to toe in bed when they were nine years old. Bedtime, lights just switched off, Will pushing his feet into Ethan’s face. Even with a smelly foot in his nose, Ethan was smiling. He tickled Will’s toes.


‘Stop,’ said Will, trying not to laugh. He tangled the sheets as he flipped over onto his stomach. ‘Stop.’


Ethan pulled the blanket back. ‘Do you think we’ll always be best friends?’


‘Yeah. Always. Even when we’re grown-ups. Even when we’re really old and living in a retirement home and have no teeth and can only eat pumpkin soup.’


Ethan pulled a face. ‘Yuck. I hate pumpkin soup.’


‘I know,’ Will said. ‘I know everything about you. We’re best friends.’


They fell asleep with their dirty feet resting on each other’s bodies.


That seemed like a very long time ago as Ethan slammed his fist into Will’s face again. But it didn’t look like Will’s face. To Ethan, it looked like the cosmos. Filled with ultraviolet flares, yellow gamma-ray bursts and red interstellar clouds.


Ethan saw the sun explode; each planet in the solar system disappeared one by one. Goodbye, Mercury; au revoir, Venus; adios, Earth; so long, Mars; farewell, Saturn; see you later, Jupiter; cheerio, Uranus; sayonara, Neptune.


He saw radar pulses and radio waves, spirals and loops unfurling into time and space. He saw fistfuls of planets and satellites, monuments of ice and dust. He saw past light cones and future light cones radiating out from the present. He saw Galileo and Newton and Einstein.


He saw the hydrogen and helium that make up incandescent stars, whirling distant pinwheel galaxies. He could see everything, all the ripples of the universe, spinning in a galactic soup around him.


But when a dribble of blood appeared at the corner of Will’s mouth, and he spat out a tooth, Ethan froze. A crowd of kids stood in a circle around the two boys, fearful but unable to look away. Will was crying. Teachers on playground duty ran over. Nathan Nguyen pulled Ethan off Will’s hunched body.


Ethan trembled and stepped back. The backs of his hands tingled; his knuckles were red and swollen. Will was curled up on the ground. As he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, Ethan tasted the stale tang of blood mixed with sweat. His sweat, but not his blood. What was going on? Ethan went cold. He remembered every detail of the sun dying – the solar system swallowed whole, the stellar explosion of a supernova – but he couldn’t remember what he’d just done with his own hands.


∞


Claire waited for her coffee at the cafe below her office. A group of dancers ordered their own drinks at the till. She noticed the way the barista looked at them with wonder, like they were mythical creatures from another planet, some breed of rare bird. It made her smile, before she went unnaturally stiff.


When nobody could see her, Claire liked to dance. She danced along vacant streets, in empty rooms; she danced whenever she was alone. The nightly preparation of dinner was a performance – the kitchen her stage, eighty-watt globes her spotlight, ingredients her audience, the sound of boiling water her applause. But these were dances for no-one. Those strange days of stages and spotlights, audiences and applause, were over. But the desire to move her body was chiselled into her muscle memory.


It felt like a lifetime ago, when she was that nervous sixteen-year-old girl rushing to her ballet classes, her blonde hair slipping out of her bun and pointe shoes dangling from her bag. People used to stare, especially during her peak as a soloist in the Sydney Ballet Company. Now she was twice as old and nobody looked at her any more. Her face was rounder, her legs softer, but the residue of ballet still saturated every fibre of her body. Grace in the fingertips, pointing toes. Bending over became an arabesque penchée; instead of turning she’d pirouette; music moved her body until she broke into a demi-plié.


More than anything, Claire loved the way dancing made her feel. There was boldness to it; that boldness was a drug. She wasn’t as flexible or coordinated these days but to lose herself – in the rhythm, music, moment – was a bliss she couldn’t begin to describe.


Claire watched the ballerinas disappear into one of the studios. She took her coffee back to her desk and sat in front of her computer, tapping her feet.


The phone number flashed across the screen of Claire’s mobile. Ethan’s school. It triggered her fight-or-flight response, a rush of adrenaline. She let it ring a few times before answering. It probably wasn’t an emergency; he was probably fine. Chances were he’d forgotten his lunch again. She held the phone to her ear.


‘It’s Duncan Thompson. From school. Are you free to talk? It’s urgent.’


Claire looked around the office and stood up. ‘Mr Thompson. Yes, of course,’ she said quietly. She walked over to the elevator. ‘What’s happened? What’s wrong?’


There was a brief silence down the other end of the phone line. Claire heard children yelling in the background.


‘Ethan was involved in an incident in the playground. He’s not hurt,’ Mr Thompson said quickly. ‘But I think you’d better come and pick him up. He’s in sick bay.’


‘Is he not feeling well?’


‘He’s not sick. He’s in shock, I think. Ethan hit one of the other boys.’


‘He did what?’


‘I’ll explain everything when you get here. The principal would like to speak with you too,’ Mr Thompson added.


‘I’ll be there right away.’ Claire hung up the phone. ‘Shit,’ she said to herself. She rested her forehead against the cool hallway wall to steady herself. Calm down. Don’t be emotional at work.


Claire worked in philanthropy and corporate relations at the Sydney Ballet Company. Still in the company, just behind the scenes. Although Claire liked staying in the world of ballet, sometimes she felt pangs of regret watching the serene faces of the principals disappear into their choreography. It was hard to look at them. She missed the sprawling mirrored studios, the stampede of rehearsals.


Claire walked straight into her boss’s office.


Natalie raised an eyebrow. ‘Lice again?’


‘Not lice.’ Claire looked down at her phone. ‘Ethan’s in sick bay. I’ve got to pick him up from school early. Is it okay if I leave now?’


‘Of course.’


Claire felt her boss’s eyes on her as she returned to her desk. She ignored the new black and bold emails accumulating in her inbox. Even though the official office policy was meant to be flexible for families, sometimes it felt like it meant a certain flavour of family. Claire suspected her boss judged her for struggling with the chaos of single parenting. When she’d interviewed for the job, Claire hadn’t mentioned Ethan but cooed over the silver-plated frames with studio portraits of Natalie’s little girl. Her daughter never forgot her lunch or went to the sick bay.


Out on the street, Claire hailed a taxi. The driver tapped on the steering wheel as they stopped at a red light. She fished for the lipstick down the bottom of her bag and reapplied it, before quickly wiping it off again. She didn’t know why she’d bought this colour; she was too old to wear bright coral. A pink smear stayed on the back of her hand. The taxi changed lanes, found a gap in the George Street traffic and accelerated out of the city. Claire opened the window and closed her eyes.


The school principal offered a chocolate biscuit. Claire’s fingers hovered over the jar. It seemed impolite not to take one but it also felt like something the principal offered to children. She felt twelve years old again, called into the office because she’d done something naughty too. She gingerly picked up a Tim Tam and took a tiny bite.


‘We’re concerned about Ethan,’ Mrs Doyle began.


Mr Thompson interrupted. ‘Ethan is a bright boy; he’s won every maths and science award since kindy. I’ve been ability-tracking him all year and he’s in my high-expectations group. But he’s been visibly emotional at school lately. I know that’s normal at his age, but I’m worried about him. We need to develop some behavioural strategies to help Ethan control his temper.’


Claire sat up straight in her chair. ‘What happened?’


‘Some other boys were teasing him. Kids in the gifted stream tend to be easy targets. Usually Ethan’s pretty good-humoured about it, but today something struck a nerve. We’ve spoken to all of the boys involved and nobody is talking. You see, Ethan repeatedly punched one of the boys in the face.’


‘We take a tough stance on bullying at this school,’ said Mrs Doyle. ‘But we take an even tougher stance on violent behaviour. This other boy lost a tooth.’


Claire felt light-headed. She tried to imagine the tiny hands of her little boy inflicting a bruise, let alone knocking out a tooth. He was only twelve. ‘Which boy was it?’


The teachers exchanged a look.


‘Will Fraser,’ Mr Thompson said.


‘But they’ve been best friends since they were five.’ Claire felt the chocolate biscuit melt between her fingers. She could just see Helen Fraser now, taking Will to their GP – or casualty. ‘Will must’ve said something to upset Ethan.’


‘We’re not sure. Ethan won’t tell us,’ Mrs Doyle said. ‘But we need to take disciplinary action. Not only with Ethan, but with the other children involved too.’


‘I understand,’ Claire said. The sticky Tim Tam slipped from her grip. She wished she could say Ethan losing his temper was out of character. She wished she didn’t believe it. ‘Can I please see my son now?’


Ethan was asleep in the sick-bay cot. His cheeks were red and Claire brushed the side of his face with her hand. His hair was damp with sweat. As he stirred, he looked fragile, harmless, but Claire could see scratches all over his puffy hands.


‘Mum, I didn’t mean it. I don’t remember what happened.’


‘We can talk about it later. Let’s get out of here.’


They walked home together in silence. The streets were empty before the end-of-school rush. Ethan reached for her hand. Their arms swinging in unison, Claire felt a knot inside. In the fractured beams of afternoon light, there was something about the way the sun hit Ethan’s face that reminded her exactly of Mark.
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MOMENTUM


At the hospital entrance, there was a stained-glass window – small panels of emerald and ruby glass, fused into a story told with colour and light. It was a memorial for the Australian Hospital Ship Centaur. Off North Stradbroke Island, a Japanese torpedo hit Centaur before the sun rose on Friday 14 May 1943, sinking the ship and almost three hundred passengers aboard. The window was dedicated ‘to the memory of those who perished’.


The old hospital chaplain stood beside Mark and they sipped their takeaway coffees together. He told Mark about how sinking a hospital ship was a war crime under the Hague Convention but they didn’t discover the identity of the guilty Japanese submarine until the 1970s.


‘Those bloody Japs should’ve been tried at a war crimes tribunal,’ the chaplain said. ‘Avenged those poor drowned nurses.’


It had been a hospital for the Australian Army, built in 1942. There was something totalitarian, Soviet even, about the hospital’s architecture. Not that Mark had travelled to Russia or East Berlin – he hadn’t even been to Europe – but he imagined the bleak eastern bloc to have the same monolithic severity. Grey upon grey, concrete tower after tower – it reminded him of a prison.


Inside, there was a large foyer with a miserable-looking florist. Mark wondered for a moment if he should buy his father a bunch of flowers but quickly decided against it. John hated flowers. Mark hated hospitals. The corrosive smell of the corridors, the bite of the air-conditioning, the abrasive squeak his shoes made against the polished floor caused the hair on the back of his neck to stand up. He could taste the cloying vapour of disinfectant in the air. He couldn’t breathe. Coming back was a terrible idea.


Mark stood at the reception desk. ‘I’m looking for a patient. John Hall?’


The nurse glanced at the whiteboard. ‘John Hall. Room 8, Bed 24.’ Her eyes scanned over his features. ‘Are you family? You look exactly like his son.’


‘I am his son.’ Mark paused. ‘You must mean my brother.’


‘I didn’t realise Mr Hall had another son. Just down the corridor on the left. Third door.’ She smiled at him with the sudden warmth of familiarity.


Mark walked down the corridor to his father’s room. The door was shut. He glanced across the hall at another elderly patient flicking through channels on the television, toothless mouth agape. Mark would feel more comfortable approaching that other man. When he was a boy, his father’s door was always closed so Mark would stand there quietly, examining the fissures running through the wood until he’d forgotten why he needed to speak to his dad. Even now, he still had to gather his nerves, hesitating for a long time before opening the heavy hospital door.


The room was dark, the blinds drawn. A sliver of sun fell across one wall, particles of dust hanging like fog in the single shaft of light. On the bed, the old man was as small as a child, curled beneath a green hospital blanket. His hair was completely white. Mark did a double take. He’d never seen his father robbed of pigment before.


John lay on his side. ‘You,’ he said quietly. His faint speech was a pale imitation of the booming voice that once struck Mark with fear.


‘Dad, it’s me. Mark.’


‘Thirsty,’ John croaked, his eyes searching for a face. His head jerked forward, exposing his wrinkled neck. He reached out and touched his son. The shock of physical contact made Mark flinch; the rawness of skin on skin felt like electricity. Mark held his father’s hand. Crooked fingers, blue veins bloated beneath grey skin. ‘Thirsty,’ John said again.


Mark sat in the chair beside the bed. He offered John a cup of water, placed a bent drinking straw near his mouth. There were no teeth left inside his jaw – just a gummy cavity of fleshy holes and sticky saliva. The old man’s lips hunted clumsily for the straw. Pipes and drains came out of his father’s body. Amber urine collected in a bag hanging off the bed frame. Mark listened to John’s laboured breathing, unsure what to think – should he feel sad? He’d resented his father for longer than he could remember.


When they were kids, John was strict with the boys; they needed to be the best, top of the class in every subject. Occasionally, there were beatings – the leather belt came out whenever they misbehaved or failed to achieve. Tom thrived under the rules, but although Mark did well at school, he wasn’t tough enough for his dad. His knee-jerk sensitivity made him an easy target; he couldn’t control his feelings. Their mother did her best to protect her children from her husband’s violent outbursts. Although he never saw his father hit his mother, Mark knew he did. It was clear from the muffled sounds that reverberated through the house, the occasional darkness in Eleanor’s eyes.


‘Mark,’ the old man said finally. His sour breath quickened, his sweaty chalk-coloured hair stuck to his temples. The whites of his father’s eyes were a dirty yellow. Tom said John only had a week left, if they were lucky. Luck had little to do with it – it was cancer. The room stank of shit and piss masked by bleach.


Mark squeezed his father’s hand. ‘I’m here, Dad.’


John sucked at the plastic straw with his thin lips, drinking with such force that Mark wondered whether he was trying to drown. Choke intentionally on a glass of water. He inhaled the fluid until he gasped for air.


Tom stood at the door. ‘Don’t let him drink so fast. Use the sponges to give him water. Dad has dysphagia.’ He placed firm and possessive hands on their father’s frail body, pushing Mark aside. Mark pictured their mother scolding them about it, imploring the boys to share. ‘Let Mark have a turn, Thomas,’ she would have said. ‘You’re the older brother.’


Tom quickly grabbed the cup from Mark’s hands. Water spilled over their father’s front and soaked his blankets. The old man blinked helplessly.


‘Now look what you’ve done,’ said Tom. ‘Help me clean him up.’


Mark nodded. They lifted their father’s limp body and changed his gown, raising his arms like John was a doll. The two brothers hadn’t stood so close to one another for such a long time and Mark was surprised by how his brother had aged. Wrinkles and creases covered Tom’s face, light brown liver spots on his arms as though he’d spent too much time in the sun.


‘Mark,’ Tom said loudly. ‘Can you please get the nurse?’


John was struggling to breathe, his eyes bulging and wet. His chin quivered; he reminded Mark of a newborn baby.


‘Mark,’ Tom repeated. ‘The nurse. Quickly!’


‘Right.’ Mark reached for the call button. ‘Which one do I press?’


‘Just go outside and get someone yourself.’


Mark rushed out into the ward. There was a Filipino nurse named JP by the sink, washing his hands. He followed Mark back to John’s bed.


Tom was flustered now, adjusting their father’s posture. ‘Help,’ he said. ‘He’s not breathing.’


The nurse checked John’s nose and mouth. ‘Hi, Mr Hall,’ JP said sweetly to the old man. He turned to face the two sons. ‘He’s not in major respiratory distress, but his breathing is shallow. Some oxygen might help.’ The nurse stuck the prongs of the cannula up John’s nostrils.


John pulled on the chain around JP’s neck, making the nurse’s glasses swing.


‘No, Mr Hall,’ JP said, prying the chain from John’s hands. ‘You’re very strong. But those aren’t for you.’


John released his grip on the chain. His yellow eyes searched the room, straining to focus, darting from the nurse to Mark, and back to Tom. With an assertive stare, John ripped the nasal cannula and oxygen out, his nose wrinkling as the tube scratched the insides of his nostrils.


‘Dad, what are you doing? Doesn’t he need that?’ Tom asked the nurse.


JP shrugged. ‘At this stage, the most important thing is that he’s comfortable. We don’t need to force him.’


Mark thanked the nurse while Tom sat beside their father’s bed, running his hands over his face. His brother’s complexion was pink, like the blood in his body wanted to flee.


‘Maybe you need a break,’ Mark suggested. ‘Go home, get some rest, see your family.’


‘I haven’t eaten all day,’ Tom said. ‘It’s funny, when Dad was first diagnosed they said it’d happen quickly. But these have been the longest months of my life.’


John let out a low groan. He reached for Mark, looked into his eyes with a quiet urgency. The desperation of his father’s stare ruffled him.


‘I want to see.’ John pulled on Mark’s hand.


Mark moved in closer. ‘I’m here.’


‘No, I want to see him.’ John coughed. ‘I want to see my grandson.’


Mark looked at his brother. Tom and his wife, Jasmine, only had daughters. There was a framed picture of his brother’s family on John’s bedside table: three beautiful girls. But John wasn’t talking about his granddaughters. He wanted to see Ethan.


Mark remembered when his father had visited baby Ethan in hospital, over twelve years ago now. As John held the small bundle, an unrecognisable smile filled his face. But Mark’s exit splintered the family, untied any ties that were supposed to bind. Ethan. This was something Mark couldn’t negotiate for his dad, an impossibility where hazard outweighed hope.


‘Dad, I can’t. I haven’t seen him since —’


John interrupted. ‘Please let me see my grandson.’


They watched their father fall asleep, muttering to himself. John’s sunken eyes rolled into the back of his head. Mark didn’t owe him anything. He’d come home because he wanted to let his dad leave the world with a feeling of peace, to restore some sense of harmony.
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