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John Birmingham has written for Rolling Stone, Playboy, Quarterly Essay and The Monthly. His published works include He Died With A Falafel In His Hand and Leviathan: The unauthorised biography of Sydney. He started writing airport novels because they were more fun.
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When a parent dies, for those left behind it can feel as though half of the sky has fallen. My father was the sheltering sky, and beneath his mild firmament no storm ever raged, no hard rain fell. His nature was as gentle as the fallen world is brutish. All of our lives, he was both a bastion against the trespasses of ill fate and the predations of the inimical. Shortly after three o’clock on Monday morning, 19 June 2017, my father drew in his last breath and let go of his hold on the world.


He lay abed in the palliative care ward of a hospital overlooking the western reaches of the Brisbane River. My brother Andrew was with him, holding his hand. Our mother, his forever love, was there too. I was laid out on a couch in a tea-room, harboured somewhere in the grey lands between exhausted sleep and the edge of wakefulness. It was a liminal place, somewhere to wait and hide from consciousness.


I had turned Andrew out of the tea-room an hour earlier, after many hours of our final vigil at my father’s bed. He had been a long time dying. A cancer diagnosis more than five years ago; small skirmishes and border wars with lesser cancers in the years since. He’d fought the good fight, but in the end he succumbed to his nemesis, an aggressive, relentless angiosarcoma.


The cancer did not care that he was a good man, the best I’ve ever known. It did not care that he was loving and loved. It just took him, and with him went everything he ever was. Everything he had done and seen and known. The notes he had plucked from a guitar as a younger man; silenced. The memory of running across a soccer pitch in a suburban club game, chasing a ball, while his children shouted from the sidelines; lost. Seven decades of memory and being in the world; vanished altogether like a dream.


‘He’s gone,’ my brother said.


He gently pushed open the door of the hospital tea-room, which was set aside each night for the family members of patients in the palliative care ward. A wedge of harsh white light from the fluorescents in the hall outside spilled through and my brother said quietly, ‘John, he’s gone.’


For a weird, contrary moment, it felt as though the foolish and precipitate act of opening that door had killed my father, as though we would still have him with us if only I’d been allowed to wait and hide in there forever.


But I suppose they’d have wanted the tea-room back eventually.


Andrew and I returned to Dad’s room, ghosting past other rooms where other sons and daughters, or brothers and sisters, or wives or husbands or friends, or perhaps a solitary nurse, completed the final days or hours of their own muted and impassive death watch.


It was striking, in a way, that quietude. All around us, human lives guttered out like candles burned down to the very nub, often ending in horrific pain, and some in terror of the great darkness about to envelop them.


But all was hushed and measured. Nobody raged against the dying of the light.


Mum was holding Dad’s hand as we returned. She would hold on to him for a little while yet, talking to him, talking to herself.


Andrew had snuck a small bottle of whisky into the room and at some point we poured one out for the old man, toasting him from disposable plastic cups liberated from a coffee machine.


He was shrunken in death.


Diminished even beyond the ravages of his long struggle. Grey in pallor, sunken-cheeked, mouth open but eyes mercifully closed. I stared at the dressing on his chest, the last he would ever need to close up the maw of the gaping wound that a runaway ulcer had eaten into his flesh. The cancer was still in there, I thought. His killer. And now, finally, it was defeated. It had run wild through his body, up and down his spine, through his flesh, into his bones. But now it had nowhere left to run. It would go with him from this place to another place and it would burn. I imagined it, sentient and cruel, screaming as it died in the fire of the crematorium.


Disturbed and aberrant thoughts, but satisfying.


That feeling of vengeful contentment recurred a week later, when I knew he had indeed been given to the flames.


And it was even more satisfying then.


I suppose I should have realised that something was amiss, given the powerful irrationality of such thoughts, but I did not otherwise suffer from the magical thinking that Joan Didion described as stealing over her in the year after her husband, the writer John Gregory Dunne, died at their dinner table in front of her while she mixed a salad. I liked to think of myself as an empiricist. The material realm had always been more comfortable to me than the spiritual. Life might not run in straight lines, but the angles would always be measurable.


Over the following days and weeks, however, I slipped into a waking fugue state, passing from grief to depression; or from mourning to melancholia, as Freud once put it. I was bereft, unmanned. It was not simply a matter of suddenly finding myself wailing uncontrollably behind the wheel of my car as I drove back from the supermarket with pet food or garbage bags. I was always haunted, always lost. Like poor emo Hamlet, the outward measure of my sorrows did not begin to gauge the depths of misery beneath:




For they are the actions that a man might play,


But I have that within which passes show,


These but the trappings and the suits of woe.





Before I was done with grief I would fall from the normal and expected purgatory of bereavement to a lower level of Hell, into what JK Rowling calls the ‘deadened feeling’, which whenever it appears for Paulo Coelho ‘demolishes all the old things it finds in its path’.


I expected to be sad, of course. I loved my father, and he had earned that love.


I will tell you a little about him. He was born on 10 June 1939. He was a machinist. He built great engines that reworked the face of the planet you stand on, and he fashioned those machines at tolerances of a thousandth of an inch. By the standards of our day, he was poorly educated, and yet he did things with metal and pressure and heat that were so far beyond common understanding as to be sorcerous.


He was poorly educated in the literal sense of the phrase, because he was born to the working class in a time when that meant knowing your place and never rising above it.


He rose above it.


He was wise and curious, perceptive, intelligent, funny and possessed of a natural understanding of people. I have three memories to share, separated by many years, but bound together by my father’s hand.


As a boy of five I am walking home from school and attended by grey phantoms of misery and fear. I know that up ahead a bully waits in ambush, as he has waited for me every day, to drink deeply from the well of terror he inspires. This day is no different, until it is; for when my tormentor suddenly appears, so too does Dad, unbidden, unexpected and unhoped for in my abject plight. Where before I had slunk along beneath lowering clouds, I could now unfold myself, stand up and fear no more. For there was my father, the very sky itself, blue and mild and infinite, forever watching over me.


Years later and I am running home from school. I am covered in livid bruises and raised welts, given me by a poor excuse for a man, a Christian Brother, whose own poor excuses and wretched justifications for his behaviour would not spare him the prison cell he would soon occupy for much graver wrongs than he ever did me.


Soon. But not soon enough for my father.


He was a gentle man, and I don’t recall him ever raising his voice, let alone a hand against another person, but I believe he would have that day had circumstance placed him in that man’s path. It did not. Even so, he effected my rescue, again, as he effected all things in his life. Quietly and with an uncomplicated faith in the rightness of what he must do. I was moved out of the Brother’s classes. We never crossed paths again.
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“Decply moving, Beautifully written. | wept
For John’s dad, and anew——for the loss of my own.”
PETER FITZSIMONS
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