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Richard is a husband, father and funeral director. His time is devoted either to his work, at which he clocks way more hours than he should, or to his children and the occasional book in the back garden.


Born in the UK, Richard moved to Sydney twenty years ago after marrying his Australian wife. He has been a funeral director for ten years, appearing in the 2018 SBS documentary The Secret Life of Death. He has also been interviewed on ABC Radio multiple times about his job and the profound satisfaction it brings him.
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Monday Morning


Death is waiting. From our first breath, death sits patiently somewhere along our road. Death anticipates our arrival but doesn’t hurry us along. We’ll get there in due time; every tick and every tock brings us closer. No matter how we phrase it, how we dress it up, celebrate it or try to deny it, death is the closing of all our stories.


When our moment comes, we will turn the corner and death will stand to greet us.


~


I’m first in at the funeral home, as I usually am, a shade after 7am.


The radio has played me in to work, I’ve parked the car and I’ve disabled the alarms. I’ve unlocked the front door and spun the sign around to say ‘Open’. It’s rare, but not unheard of, that someone walks through the door this early. There may be ashes to collect or a death certificate to pick up. Or they could be what we call a ‘walk in’ – someone passing who needs to talk about an upcoming death, or one that has already happened, someone with questions they need to ask and who needs reassurance.


Monday morning is always dictated by whatever the weekend has brought to us. We try not to have services on a Monday as, for one thing, it is the priests’ day off, and for another we never know what the weekend will have been like. On Sunday night, whoever is on call sends around a text message: three for the chevra kadisha (the Jewish mortuary, which we look after during Shabbat), two for us. It’s like a soccer score at a weekend game.


Last night it was three for us, none for them.


Three new cases to be divided between us. Three deceased as yet unknown to me, their names on the ‘first call sheets’ that we travel with. (These are A4 forms contaning a series of headings for essential information relating to each new case, written at whatever time of day or night they are called in to us.) Three people who died between Friday at 4.30pm and this Monday morning. Died while those of us not on call were doing laundry, shopping, taking the kids to the cinema, taking our partners to dinner, leading normal weekends. Meanwhile, one colleague spent the weekend on call, close to the phone. A clipboard and pen ready to take down the details of the people who had been moving towards their time since birth. People who’d gone through their lives not thinking about death nearly as much as I do – hopefully.


When the first call comes, we hear families struggling to adjust to a now past tense. Saying he did instead of he does. Saying she would instead of she will. They had instead of they have. Then struggling more when we ask for the deceased’s name. It’s hard to name the dead when they were so recently alive.


Medical causes of death have to be obtained, all with their facts detailed coolly. Heart problems. Cancer. Dementia. Strokes. Accidents. Impacts. Crashes. One of these will perhaps match the cause on the form that will be filled out for me some day yet to come. Written in scrawled biro by a doctor.


Birth certificate to death certificate, and then everything we do sandwiched in between them. Every document we develop, tax return we complete, driver’s licence, speeding ticket, parking fine, bank statement, contract, so many pieces of paper with the name we were given on our birth certificate spread out in our wake. So much done in the chaos, ennui, exhilaration and exhaustion of our lives.


I make coffee, watch the bubbles form like eyes winking at me. I switch off the overnight mode on the phones, and I feel the funeral home cool around me as the air conditioning chases the heat of the weekend away.


The large TV screen with the three security-camera feeds flickers on. Reception: empty, the door closed. The parking bays out the back: my black car huddled in the middle space. The chapel downstairs: the rows of chairs and the open curtains – and I am convinced again that I see a woman sitting in the front row, her head down, knees together, dressed in black, quietly waiting for a funeral to begin. She’s not there, though. She never is.


Right now, there are three people whose mother, best friend, cousin or neighbour has died. People who are waiting for us to call. People possibly still raw with the loss, jet-lagged by it, not sure what to do with themselves.


They are waiting for us to call, now that the worst has happened for someone they care about, now that the first Monday has come without them. Now that death is no longer waiting.









Wet Socks


‘Everything we do we do slowly; we move slowly, we speak slowly, we never rush. Anyone watching us sees calm, certainty and control. Most importantly, we react slowly. Never run or look flustered.’


The first conductor I ever worked with in funerals told me this. The conductor is the person in charge of the service itself. They will usually have four other people with them. The second in command is the hearse driver, and then there are the two bearers. At a service in a funeral home chapel there are usually only two staff in attendance – a conductor and one bearer. The bearer’s role is to take signatures for the memorial book, hand out the orders of service and direct people to the bathrooms, while the conductor liaises with the family. The bearer then moves to the AV desk and plays any music or video tributes while the conductor watches the attendees, who sometimes cough, sob or even faint. The conductor is on hand with water, tissues and first-aid training.


At one of my first funerals, people were coming up the steps and my instinct was to rush to help every unsteady person. The conductor put his hand on my arm and gave me the instruction. Move slowly, act slowly. If we appear calm, those attending will be reassured.


In other words, glide smoothly through the water, and never let them see you paddling.


~


My wet-sock Wednesday came a few months later. I was forty years old, and had been working in the business for less than a year.


I was standing outside a crematorium chapel with a large overspill crowd from the service inside. The doors were wide open, and the eulogy could just about be heard over the general clamour of a large group of people. This was before outdoor screens broadcast everything that goes on inside. The family hadn’t wanted a church and were adamant that the crematorium would be fine, despite it only seating around a hundred. People were shushing each other but still whispering, still checking phones or stepping further back on the grass to have a smoke. Flicking their ash on the small plots where human cremated remains were buried.


If the crowd inside laughed, then the group outside would try to guess what the comment had been and laugh along. A ripple would occur, confusion, suggestions, then laughter.


They were gathered around the hearse, and I was trying to keep them marshalled so they didn’t spread too far or make so much noise that we’d disturb the smaller service in the chapel to the left.


The service moved towards a sense of an ending, and I saw the side doors open. One of my colleagues, today’s conductor, nodded to me from within the chapel, and I nodded back. Always keep in the eye-line of the conductor, I’d been taught. You can’t shout instructions across a church or chapel, so you are constantly looking for eye contact with your team, nods to the left or right, subtle gestures of instruction.


The family appeared slowly, crying softly, and the music from inside flowed over us. Frank Sinatra assured us that, yet again, he had done it his way. The crowd relaxed now that they weren’t missing anything, knowing they were getting closer to the wake and the beer, the ashtrays and anecdotes. A flutter of applause started and stopped as the chapel slowly disgorged, giving us a crowd of roughly 150 now, which we would need to gently disperse. I could see the next hearse waiting just around the bend.


The unfortunate thing about crematorium services is that there is often another funeral right on your heels. Another funeral home waiting to carry their coffin in, to set up their table and memorial book and orders of service outside. If one service overruns, then the next service and the next after that, and so on through the day, are all impacted. We always try to run to time, and we try to disperse our crowds.


Being left with the cathartically released mourners from the first funeral while the next group are arriving can be awkward. Their tears have fallen, their songs have been sung and their grief has been felt. After the service they are ready for a chat about what a good fella the deceased was, how they really did do it their way, while the mourners arriving for the next service are trying to find their feet, their space and their time. We stay until our attendees have dispersed as an act of good grace to the next funeral home coming in. We call out, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your attendance today, but please be aware there is another funeral commencing shortly. Please move along out of respect for the next family coming in.’ Sometimes it works first time, other times we stand with our arms up to usher folk, calling out, asking them to move on, but they stay, and they talk, and they don’t see. Sometimes they become annoyed at the conveyer belt feeling of one in, one out, but we don’t leave until they have moved along and we know that the next family have their space and their time.


On this Wednesday, I had just started calling out, lifting my arms and gesturing to usher the crowd towards the condolence rooms across the gardens, when behind me I heard a scream, and then a heavy thud. I spun and saw a man on the floor twitching violently. His arms were clenched to his chest, his knees together bent upward. His head was snapping back and forth, and people were leaping back, forming a circle around him, before they looked to me. The black suit and the name badge. People look for a uniform to deal with the unexpected.


I stepped forward and knelt beside the man as his spasms continued. Close to his head was a metal litter bin and I slipped off my suit jacket and balled it up, wedging it between the man’s head and the corner of the bin.


‘Does he need CPR?’ a woman close by asked.


‘No, he’s breathing. I think he’s having a fit,’ I replied.


The letters C, P and R caught alight and burnt through the crowd. One of my colleagues could see what was happening, and I saw them talking to the concierge and pointing to us. The concierge nodded, and I guessed an ambulance would be on the way. Meanwhile, a large man was pushing through the crowd in a pseudo-suit – black jeans, black boots, black T-shirt and a black tracksuit top. He was stretching out his arms and shouting, ‘I know CPR, I know CPR.’


The man on the floor was still now. His fit had come to its end, and he was softly chewing at the air, his eyes closed, blood trickling from a bite on his tongue.


‘It’s okay,’ I called. ‘We don’t need CPR.’


The man seemed not to hear me. He strode on through the crowd, repeating that he knew what to do, he knew CPR.


‘He knows CPR,’ the woman close by told me.


‘I understand, but this man doesn’t need CPR.’


She smiled at me. ‘Maybe CPR would help?’


The man was moving towards us now, and I held up a hand and tried to catch his eye. ‘It’s okay, my friend, he’s breathing and has a pulse, we don’t need CPR.’


Ignoring me, the man knelt and tried to roll the man at my feet onto his back.


‘It’s okay,’ I said again. ‘He’s breathing and he has a pulse. He’s had a fit. There’s an ambulance on the way.’


The black-clad man looked up at me and smiled. ‘I know CPR,’ he said confidently.


He moved to place his hands on the man’s chest.


I dropped to my knees again and put my hands in the way. ‘Sir, he’s breathing, he has a pulse. He doesn’t need CPR. CPR will cause him harm. He’s okay.’


The man went to perform a chest compression and looked confused and angry as I took his wrists and pulled them gently but firmly back. Just act slowly, just be calm. I don’t think I am so calm anywhere else in life, but I was learning to be so around the bereaved.


‘He’s breathing. If you start chest compressions, you’re going to do far more harm than good.’


The crowd watched. Waited.


‘How’d you know? You a doctor?’


I rolled the man onto his side into the recovery position.


‘I’m not a doctor. I’m a funeral director,’ I said.


The man dropped his hands, stood and brushed off his knees and nodded. ‘Well, that’s okay, then.’ He turned away and then stopped, looking at the gathered crowd. ‘It’s okay,’ he shouted. ‘The man’s breathing, he’s going to be okay.’


Applause started, and the man in the black pseudo suit held his arms up like a champion and then gave a few short bows.


The man on the ground was blinking now, his eyes unfocused, mouth still gnawing slowly at the air.


Someone from the crowd suddenly gave a nervous laugh, and I looked down to see a warm wave of urine washing around my boots.


I remembered my housemate Jim back in London. He has epilepsy and he’d told me several times never to try to jam anything in his mouth if he was fitting – he’d likely bite my fingers off if I tried. ‘Just make sure I don’t slam into anything if you can. Oh, and have some towels ready.’


‘Towels?’ I’d asked Jim.


‘Yeah,’ he said, sighing. ‘Sometimes I piss myself after a fit.’


Pseudo-suit looked back at me and smiled. ‘Ambo’s coming,’ he said, and I saw the blue flashing lights coming around from the left.


Move slowly, act slowly. I lifted my feet from the puddle and reached for my jacket, then stepped – slowly – backwards, feeling my socks now warm and wet.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ I said, making my voice calm and steady, ‘if we could please move along now and make room for the ambulance. Thank you.’









First Interview


When I was twenty-one, in the mid-1990s, I saw an advert in the local paper for a crematorium operator. At this point in life I’d made it eight miles from my home town in England (Sandy, where my son gets his name from) to the next market town, Bedford. This was before online recruitment sites like Seek, in the days when jobs were advertised once a week in newspaper notices, to be drawn around in black biro. The job came with a house in a graveyard and an annual suit allowance. To my mind the job would mean living a life akin to the movie Return of the Living Dead: living in a graveyard with rolling mists over tombstones, distant wolf-howls, bats flapping across full moons, flickering hallways, and 1980s music and hair.


Professional, empathetic, patient and mature, the job notice said. Being twenty-one, I wasn’t yet any of those things. But a job in a graveyard – that would go down well with the girls in nightclubs. Being twenty-one, my interests were heavily focused on girls and Stephen King novels, and, truth be told, the novels came first on that list. There could be no harm in applying, I reasoned.


At the time, I was already dwindling away as an admin assistant in the public service, feeling my identity being eroded one day at a time, alongside talk of how, maybe in three years, I could apply to be an admin officer, and then a few years after that I could look to becoming an executive officer, and then, if I worked steadily and well, I could end my career as a senior executive officer. AA to AO to EO to SEO.


This was the dream of a career civil servant. A career of hallways and of gossip and of nothing ever changing. Something about this crematorium job read to me (once I let my unrealistic ideas of horror movies and novels slip away) as peaceful and unique and far from this alphabet chase that I was currently on.


Every other job on the ‘Situations Vacant’ page sounded like monotonous, office-based, paper-churning repetition, couched in buzzwords like key performance indicators and benchmarking. Sterile halls and ant-farm desks – the kinds of jobs I ended up in for the next decade and a half anyway, and am now hugely thankful to have far in my rear-view mirror.


I sent in an application as professionally, empathetically, patiently and maturely as I could. I then tried to forget all about it. My life outside work at the time was mainly spent reading said Stephen King novels in a sharehouse with three other guys. We had empty cigarette boxes blu-tacked to the wall like small shelves, with Kinder egg toys displayed on them – our version of The Young Ones.


When, three weeks later, I received a sombre phone call asking me to come in for an interview, I was ecstatic. I decided there and then that I would nail the interview and move into the graveyard residence within a week.


Being twenty-one, brash and British, and having no sense of forward planning whatsoever, the only suit I owned was a mail-order catalogue light (bright) green affair made of something highly combustible, which I had worn all of twice since buying. In fact, when it first arrived I’d realised that it didn’t fit but had forgotten to return it, it being just too much work to deal with the admin. It was too tight in the shoulders and too loose at the waist. Never buy a suit from a mail-order catalogue; it’s the definition of a pig in a poke.


I only had one white shirt, also a questionable fit, and the only tie I possessed had Roger Rabbit on it. With the jacket done up, I was confident the tie would simply seem dark blue. I accepted the interview and saw my future shining brightly in the shadows of death and gravestones, perfumed by cider and cigarettes.


I tucked in my shirt, cinched my belt, tied Roger Rabbit around my neck in a bad schoolboy knot and buttoned my jacket. One of my shoelaces snapped, and I had to unlace it to a lower set of rings in order to tie it. No one would notice, though. Light (bright) green combustible suit, Roger Rabbit hopefully hidden, jacket too tight and trousers too loose, I was ready for the future.


My girlfriend drove me to the interview, and around then my nerves started creeping in. I don’t think many of us really learn to talk until we are in our forties. Small talk is an art. Confidence is very hard to come by, and only arrives after experience – lots of experience. At that time, I had absolutely no experience beyond a dingy lounge with three guys and a bag of takeaway kebabs.


I’d worked in a few factories, once gluing cardboard dump bins together for supermarkets. I’d accidentally sprayed molten glue over one hand on the first day, and the guy next to me had said, ‘Ah well, let it dry, and then peel it off.’ I’d watched in pain for a few seconds as the skin underneath puckered and split while the glue set. He’d shown me his own hands, flecked with white mounds and scars from molten glue. I’d worked scanning old insurance files for fading British celebrities, spending my days reading about how this comedian mustn’t have a minibar in any room he stayed in, and how that singer was to be closely monitored for substance abuse. None of these jobs had gone well, and, at this time in my life, I was lost in the reprographics room of a government office, spending my days reading novels about dragons and vampires when not pressing the big green button for large print jobs.


‘Have you thought about the interview questions?’ my girlfriend asked me as she parked on the gravel outside the cemetery office.


‘Um’.


‘Do you know what you are going to say?’


‘Er’.


She smiled, kissed me and said she was sure I’d do well. ‘Maybe try not to say um and er. You look very – well – kind of – nice,’ she said. She glanced at the red-brick building and the chimneys and told me she’d come back in forty minutes; she didn’t want to hang around a cemetery. Then she sprayed me on the back of the head with a scent she said suited me, and I climbed out of the car.


For the first time, I wondered why I wanted to be here, in a cemetery, given my girlfriend’s quite natural reaction to it. Looking around at the gravestones and the trimmed lawns, at the old trees swaying softly and the wrought-iron gate down the gravel driveway, I wondered why this felt so comfortable. It wasn’t the Stephen King novels or the Edgar Allan Poe aspirations; there was something about the cemetery and the crematorium that felt correct. Felt like somewhere that I should be working.


A lady with tightly permed grey hair opened the door and made a very quick up and down assessment of me. I hoped she hadn’t seen Roger Rabbit. I introduced myself, and she nodded and ushered me in. In retrospect, I know I failed the interview in that instant. Her opinion would carry great weight with the two men I was to meet. Retrospect is a cruel thing, but it’s rarely wrong.


‘There’s an interview going on ahead of yours. While that is finishing, I’ll show you the house.’


She led me down the hallway past a closed dark door, beyond which I could hear a muted and hopefully awful interview taking place. She opened a door and explained: ‘The home is part of the main building. Everything beyond this door is part of the residence.’


A narrow hall led to a flight of stairs, and I followed her up, feeling my half-tied shoe slipping on my foot. She showed me a furnished lounge, a master bedroom and a smaller second bedroom. There was kitchen that I could destroy food in and, from every window, there were graves.


She explained that visitors to the cemetery over the weekends would often knock at the residence and ask for help finding a loved one. She explained that the resident of the house would open and lock the gates each day and deal with any and all weekend enquiries. There was a large map on the wall by the door of the cemetery, a chaotic grid of graves that I was keen to learn. As she talked, I nodded and said very little, thinking of the unbeatable opening line I would have for any conversation: ‘Hey, yeah, I live in a cemetery.’


‘So?’ she asked me.


‘I’m sorry?’


‘So, the residence, does it seem acceptable to you?’


I nodded. ‘Yes. I mean, my current place is a real shi— … is a shared house.’


She looked at me for a long time before continuing. ‘You’d be living here alone. Only family members can stay with you.’


I flashed on Jack Torrence in The Shining. ‘That’s okay. I’m fine on my own. It would give me time to write.’


She tilted her head. ‘You’re a writer?’


‘Well, I hope to be. One day.’


She looked extremely unconvinced, but then we heard a cough from downstairs and a man’s voice call out, ‘We’re ready down here.’


She smiled at me thinly. ‘Well, they’re ready for you,’ she said. And then added, in a tone I look back on as sarcastic, ‘Good luck.’


The interview is a blur. A dreadful blur.


I know they asked me if I had experienced death in my family and I mumbled something incomprehensible about my grandmother dying of a stroke when I was four and me wearing a cowboy suit when I went to see her in hospital in the hours before she passed.


They asked me if I was good with working in a team, and I went on an unimaginable tangent about a dispute I’d recently had with a co-worker who had said he wanted to kill me for a bad joke I’d made about how the trousers he was wearing looked like MC Hammer pants. I think I was hoping to show I could manage relationships. All I showed was that I was likely the only person in history to use the phrase ‘Hammer time!’ in a job interview, especially at a crematorium. Somewhere along the way, the two people interviewing me stopped taking notes and set their pens aside.


‘Richard, tell me, please, why do you want this job?’ one of them asked me. I went to reach for my glass of water and my jacket popped open, allowing Roger Rabbit to swing out and wave.


‘I, uhm, I … I think I could make a real difference here.’


An eyebrow raised. ‘A difference? How, exactly? Are you going to bring our residents back to life?’


They both chuckled.


‘Well,’ I said, honestly thinking I was in on the joke, ‘my grandfather is a faith-healer. And – oh – he thinks he is Jesus.’ This last part I said in a rush.


This was true, Grandad was a faith-healer, and he did think he was Jesus, or the new Jesus due our way soon. They greeted this with silence broken only by the click of their pens as they retracted the nibs.


I scrambled my way back up, stumbling over my tongue as I added, ‘But I don’t see him much, and, uhm, I don’t, uhm, obviously, think I am Jesus. I don’t even believe in Jesus. Though, I mean, obviously I do believe … in my grandfather, I mean. But not in God. I don’t think. I mean, I’m not sure. I’m sorry, could you please … what was the question?’


The interview ended.


They’d written hardly anything on their pads about me. One of them walked me to the door. Vaguely hopeful, I said, ‘I could start within two weeks.’ He smiled and thanked me and said they’d let me know as soon as they could. They didn’t contact me at all, but a week later they readvertised the job and at the bottom in bold capitals they had printed, PREVIOUS APPLICANTS NEED NOT REAPPLY.


At least the guy ahead of me didn’t get the job either.


~


From there I spent six or seven years moving up from reprographics (AA) to work with civil engineers in support roles (AO). On an IT training course one day, I realised I was still cripplingly shy when it came to the inevitable ‘Introduce yourself and tell us something you did this last weekend’ moment that preceded the training course. My throat went dry, and every word I’d ever learnt left my brain.


I sought the trainer out at break time and asked him how I could do what he did for a living. I had to reintroduce myself as he had no memory of me being on the course, given I had failed to reply to the icebreaker question with anything memorable – or comprehensible. He gave me an email address where I could send my résumé and asked me why I wanted the job.


‘Because it looks like it would terrify me,’ I said.


When I eventually got the interview, he was there. He smiled and asked if I was terrified. I was in the middle of London, a long way from the fields that I had grown up around.


I nodded and said, ‘Absolutely. Absolutely terrified. But it’s kind of fun, isn’t it?’


IT training didn’t take the shyness out of me, but it taught me to mask it, to hide it behind a persona, a better-knotted tie and a suit bought from a shop, not a catalogue. I did have a lot of fun as well. I taught classes across the UK and parts of Europe, and my cemetery interview became a distant and amusing anecdote.


When I decided to move lock and stock to London, my father gave me one piece of advice: be wary of Australian girls. After a few years there, I ignored his advice and fell in love with Melinda – an Australian girl.


Mel and I married, and eventually relocated to Sydney – by way of a six-month honeymoon stint working in Cambodia. Once again, I was terrified, but also having fun.


One day in Phnom Penh without Mel, who was teaching in the village where we were living, I was asked if I wanted to smoke. I said no. Did I want to shoot? (The man mimed injecting his arm.) I said no. Did I want a young woman? No. A young man? No. Did I want a fight? (He shadow-boxed.) I said no. Then he asked me, ‘Do you want to blow up a cow?’ I didn’t, but I was fascinated that I could if I wanted to.


When I said no again, he slapped his forehead and asked me, ‘Well, what do you want?’


To which I could only answer, ‘To buy some dumplings and get home to my wife.’


He marched away laughing at me, and I ducked into Western Union and withdrew money, then went and bought Mel’s dumplings, and then got on the two-hour coach back to our village. Halfway there, the coach stopped and let on a vendor, and suddenly everyone on the bus had a plastic bag full of palm-sized spiders, deep-fried in oil. The Khmers on the bus offered them to me enthusiastically. I shrank back in my seat and tried to get my head around quite how far from home I was. Then I remembered I had left home, and wasn’t really sure where any sense of permanence was any more. A small child thrust a fried spider at me and laughed when I shuddered. He then bit into its body and chewed joyfully.


I was a long way from home.


I was further away still once we landed in Australia. I was starting over and struggling to find a job. I had no university degree, which was something that hadn’t seemed to matter in the UK, but which was apparently essential in Sydney. I was also struggling to find friends. All my old ones were left behind in London and I was suddenly thirty, swamped in sunshine, living by a beach (though unable to swim) and getting sunburnt each time I went outside.


After a while, I found my way into technical administrative work (same old AA, AO, EO nonsense as before) and slowly began making friends, and my struggles became smaller. In my first years in Sydney, I got lost repeatedly; had my boxer shorts stolen off of the washing line one day (by a man I hope I never bump into); fell into a wombat hole; lost my wallet in another wombat hole and reached in to retrieve it (without knowing how dangerous that was); fell into a hand-dug campsite toilet; and had to be hypnotised to stop myself screaming at spiders.


Then half-planned and unplanned and oh well here we go, we were on the way to becoming parents.


Prior to a pre-natal class one day, I impressed my wife by changing a flat car tyre.


‘I honestly didn’t think you’d be able to do that!’ Mel told me.


Having a wife with low expectations makes for a happy marriage.


Everything was still unsettling, but I’d learnt to say mate, and people seemed to treat me a little nicer for it.


Then time folded. Childbirth and child raising and sleepless nights and gastro, and then the crazy idea that now we had one child, we really should have another.


We had the easiest, sweetest little boy, so why not have a second child? What could possibly go wrong?









Toes


Mel shook me awake in the middle of the night. Being woken up when you shouldn’t be never feels right, though years later as a funeral director I would become very used to it. That night in 2009, though, with the urgency she was shaking me with, I felt instantly on guard. The last time she had woken me this way had been when she’d found a window open that shouldn’t have been when she got up to feed our son during the night. We’d gradually worked out, in a reluctant suburban way, that the only way that window could be open was if someone had opened it, and neither of us had – so we’d been broken in to. This led to swinging out of bed and slowly exploring the place, but doing it loudly, and then having the awful sinking moment of seeing our back door wide open to the night and the night being darker than I had ever known it to be before.


‘What is it?’ I sat up in bed.


‘It’s Tilda,’ she said, and then told me she had been playing a ‘Hospital’ game with the kids earlier in the day. She’d listened to our son’s heart, and it sounded perfectly normal. Then she’d placed her head on our never-smiling, always-scowling, angry daughter’s chest and, ‘It just sounded wrong.’ This was the rush of whispered information coming from the other side of the bed in darkness.


Mel asked if we could go and listen to it now.


‘Nothing ever makes sense at night,’ I said. ‘And if it sounds wrong, there’s nothing we can do right now. She’s warm, she’s well, she’s alive. Maybe we just let her sleep, and we’ll check in the morning?’


There was a heavy silence.


‘I guess,’ Mel said, but she didn’t go back to sleep. Neither did I. We both lay silently, wide awake, the bed no longer comfortable, and the night outside growing louder. Usually, the sound of the ocean would lull us to sleep. On this night, it sounded like brittle things being crushed underfoot. Finally, we swung out of bed around 2am and walked through to the kids’ room.


I lifted Tilda up as she slept, face creased into her standard state of barely supressed anger, and placed my ear to her eighteen-month-old chest. I wanted it to be nonsense; I wanted to hand her to Mel and say there was nothing wrong. Tilda’s heart, though, didn’t sound right at all. Instead of the healthy beat in my son’s chest, Tilda’s heartbeat had a wet, sucking sound. A drawing liquid noise, as though fluid were being pulled into a water pistol and then pushed out again while submerged.


‘Well?’


Mel was standing behind me. Our son, Sandy, was deeply asleep in his bed. Tilda was beginning to grouch in my arms, but grouch beautifully. Warmly. Clearly safe and alive.


‘It doesn’t sound like it should.’


I felt things start to liquify. My daughter was here, though, pink and awake and now scowling at me. Tilda’s first word had been ‘No’. Mel insists that it was ‘Mum’, but I remember it as ‘No’. Tilda followed that up with ‘Go away’. After that came ‘Mum’ and ‘Dad’. Her first sentences were, ‘No, go away, Mum,’ and then, ‘No, go away, Dad.’ She was a furious Sid Vicious of a baby. Completely alive and completely pissed off. As wrong as her heart sounded, she was in my arms and wriggling and, given she was now awake, wanting to be fed.


She seemed completely fine, but her chest sounded wrong.


It couldn’t be that bad, though, could it?


~


‘We’re going to see a specialist at three, can you be there?’


During the day Mel had seen our GP, who had immediately agreed that things didn’t sound right. The doctor had been reassuring; she’d said it was likely a hole in the heart and that it would close itself as Tilda grew, as these things often did. It wasn’t uncommon, she said. To be on the safe side, though, things would move up the ladder a little. We had a rush appointment arranged with a paediatrician at Prince of Wales Hospital in Randwick, and I left work early and caught the bus there.


The paediatrician, who looked like Santa Claus and gave off a sense of complete reassurance, ushered us in and congratulated Mel on being the first mother in his experience ever to hear a VSD – ventricular septal defect – in a baby. This kind of thing was normally picked up at checks after birth, but not to worry, things would be okay, it would likely close as Tilda grew. He said all the same things the other doctor had. He was in awe of Mel’s ear, but was certain that ‘It sounds far worse than it likely is.’ I think he called her some kind of super-mum.


Mel and the kids were due to go away the next day. Were they okay to fly to Byron Bay?


Of course, said the doctor. There was no need to worry. He winked at me and told me to enjoy a bit of alone time. He congratulated Mel again on hearing the hole, and we left – worried, but nowhere near as much as we had been.


~


Mel and the kids flew away. I was to have a few days to try to write a book. This was something I had been trying to do most of my life, starting when I was eight years old and attempted to rewrite Star Wars on a spiral notepad, cunningly changing Luke’s name to Henry and giving the characters laser boomerangs rather than lightsabres – something I think I’d also lifted, from the fantasy movie Krull.


I had an idea for a story, and Byron was better off without me eating its lentils and yeast flakes. I would stay home, write like Hemingway, drink like Hemingway, and then eat like Hemingway and watch 1980s action movies in a Hemingway-esque manner – maybe even sneak in a Hemingway cigarette as the night sky brooded above.


After a day or so, I abandoned the writing. It simply wasn’t working. Sentences drooped like cold spaghetti. Plots dissolved into stupidity. Exhausted with facing the blank page, I took myself to the cinema to see the movie Watchmen. There was just me and one other guy in the theatre. He was large and had two tubs of popcorn and a drink the size of a semi-trailer. He looked like Comic Book Guy from The Simpsons. This is what my life had become: sitting in a huge movie theatre watching a comic book movie soundtracked by a comic book guy constantly chewing. Then my phone buzzed.


‘I’m in the cinema,’ I said in a whisper, and my wife rushed to speak over me.


‘I’m in an ambulance, I need to talk to you now.’


I rushed outside saying, ‘Okay, hold on a moment, hold on.’ Then, standing in the hallways of the cinema, I listened.


Tilda had fallen into the embers of the fire they’d had the night before. She was badly burnt on both hands. They were rushing to Brisbane Hospital from the smaller health centre in Mullumbimby. It was bad. Mel’s voice was broken and hurried.


‘Should I drive to you?’ The cinema hallway stretched out in front of me, and the carpet seemed to tug me downwards. I felt myself shrinking, felt the quiet of the cinema press on me.


No, it was better if I stayed down here. Sandy would fly home in a day or so. Mel didn’t know when she and Tilda would be back.


My son, fly home. Jesus, he was only three.


‘Is it bad?’


‘Yes. Yes, it is. Look, I’ve got to go, I’ll call you when we get to Brisbane. I’ve got to—’


The call ended. I stood there, not knowing what to do. I turned in slow circles, my adult circuits not connecting. I was wanting to be told what to do. Drive to Brisbane. Go home. Give blood. Someone just had to tell me what to do.


Looking back, it is insane that I went back into the movie, but I didn’t know where else to be. I think I went back in to sit and try to think all of this through. I honestly don’t know. I’ve tried to watch the movie since, and I recognised the exact moment Mel called and felt instantly sick. I even bought it years later to try to defeat the moment in time, lay it to rest. It didn’t work.


Comic Book Guy shushed me as I stumbled to my seat, and I reacted with utter fury. I wanted to smash him, to scream at him. I felt my fist balling and my eyes bulging. ‘Fuck you,’ I said loudly, and he flinched in his seat and turned back to the screen.


I stared at the images, taking in nothing. I sat there for over an hour.


Far from my wife and daughter as they raced from Mullumbimby to Brisbane Hospital.


Far from my son.


Completely useless.


~


As I drove home from the cinema, my anger bulged. A man crossed the street far ahead of me, but it infuriated me. There was a pedestrian crossing twenty metres further down the road. Why wasn’t he using that? Could he not see the risk he was taking? I accelerated towards him, infuriated at his lack of common sense.


Then I was home. With nothing that I could do. An empty home, just my footsteps. Waiting on the phone call to tell me what had happened. How bad things were.


~


Mel called from Brisbane. Third-degree burns to both hands. Mel’s stepmother, Camilla, who was with them, called distraught and apologetic, snatching handfuls of blame from the air and trying to hold them.


‘It’s not your fault,’ I said. ‘Don’t blame yourself.’


I was trying to swallow all the blame myself. I hadn’t been there. Maybe if I had, it wouldn’t have happened. Maybe if I’d not had asinine dreams of being a writer, I could have caught Tilda, stopped it all from happening.


It was my fault. It must be.


I wanted it to be. I wanted the pain to be mine. I wanted the fear to be mine. Instead, all I had was emptiness, punctuated by phone calls as people slowly started to hear the news. Mel’s father. Her mother. My own phone call to England to tell my parents, straining to think what I could tell them beyond, ‘Your perfect angry granddaughter is damaged now. Really badly damaged.’


I was so angry, and it was entirely focused inward.


I wanted my family home, wanted to hold them close.


~


My son arrived home a day later. Camilla flew him down and, along with my father-in-law, who had arrived as quickly as he could, we picked Sandy up. People were finding out about Tilda now. Word was spreading, and I still had no information, no vision of what had happened. Phone cameras were not a thing at that time, so I had no image of the damage. People were calling, though, constantly.


My son, three years old, rushed to meet me. He ran through the airport shouting, ‘Dad,’ and I held him so tightly. Camilla stood, looking exhausted, eyes clearly harrowed from having seen what I still hadn’t. We hugged briefly before she flew back, and I tried to reassure her. It wasn’t her fault. Things happen. It would be okay.


I had no concept of Tilda’s injuries, just words.


Third and degree and burns.


Just words. They couldn’t be as bad as they sounded. Three small words like that. They couldn’t be.


I took Sandy home and, with my father-in-law, we watched Finding Nemo and The Incredibles, and I drank too much wine. Mel called to say she would be home in two days with Tilda, and for two days we entertained and spoilt Sandy, and life pretended to be normal, and I drank way too much wine, trying to muffle screams I had not heard and blot away images I had not seen.


~


At the airport, there they were.


My wife, exhausted – though, as we were soon to find out, it was possible to be far more than simply exhausted. And eighteen-month-old Tilda, two huge flippers over her hands. Bandages with tubes extending from them into which we had to drip water regularly to keep her skin moist. Tilda, wide-eyed and medicated with children’s Panadol or children’s Nurofen, one chasing the other every few hours.


We drove home uneasily, Mel so desperately tired, and me unable to grasp it. If we didn’t speak of it, it couldn’t be real, could it?


At home I took Tilda out in the pram, and Mel tried to sleep. I took Tilda to the park; she loved the swings. I thought, I can do this, things can be normal, whatever is under those flippers is healing, bodies are amazing things after all. It’s healing. Maybe Grandad was right about faith-healing, maybe, if I focused on it, when we took the bandages away, we would see nothing but beautiful skin. Just like she had always had.
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