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Waiting wasn't anyone’s idea of fun. Luke Mitchell wasn’t so
self-absorbed that he didn’t know that. But there was good
waiting and there was bad waiting. Good waiting: birthdays,
holidays, world peace. Bad waiting: dentists, global warming,
death. Waiting at the airport for his parents to return from
New Zealand was definitely the bad sort. Luke could guar-
antee that by the time his family reached the car, they would
have begun bickering, or worse still, a moody silence would
descend, and he would be left nursing some cumbersome item
of luggage for the thirty-minute trip home.

Luke looked down at his feet, admiring his new Vans. He
was officially a fan of these shoes. They were definitely what
his mother would call @ good buy, which was important, since
he had paid for them with the supermarket money she had
left him in her absence. It was amazing how versatile cereal
could be. Luke’s shoes capped off his effortlessly cool appear-
ance. He had cultivated a healthy glow over the summer and
his wavy, sandy-coloured hair had lightened a few shades, as it
always did with the advent of the warmer months. His hooded
jumper and favourite jeans hung on his broad, muscular torso,
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like a catalogue model’s, minus the cheesy pose. His mother
had always told him that his steely blue eyes were his best fea-
ture —like a young Paul Newman, she said. He always felt
there was something quite dubious about being compared to a
dead guy on a pasta sauce bottle.

Luke wondered what could possibly be taking this guy
so long to make a hot chocolate. Not that he minded, if the
alternative was waiting with his omnipresent older brother
Oliver, who had taken to dropping in on Luke with annoying
frequency the fortnight their parents had been away. Oliver
wasn’t a bad guy, but he was different. His dark cropped hair
went perfectly with his impossibly neat appearance and job in
IT. He was tall and athletic, with a friendly face that would
have typecast him as the good-guy sidekick, were he to attempt
a career in Hollywood. The only real physical similarity the
brothers shared was their pasta-sauce-bottle eyes. Luke knew
there were bound to be differences between them because of
their nine-year age gap. But there was something Luke had
come to notice about being different — it was fine, as long as it
wasn't in your face.

He collected his hot chocolate and headed back to wait.

‘What was the hold up?’ Oliver asked.

‘He was, Luke said, pointing to the beanie-wearing,
air-guitar—playing vendor. Luke stirred his drink. ‘Great.
Marshmallows.’

“You don’t like marshmallows?’

‘I'm allergic to them.

‘Really? I didn’t know that.’

‘That’s strange because it’s pretty interesting.’ Luke
could feel the obnoxiousness oozing from his pores, but he
couldn’t stop himself. ‘Here,” he said, handing the drink to
his brother.



“You don’t want to get another one?’
‘I don’t think we have that kind of time.
‘So,’ Oliver said. ‘T was thinking I might teach you how
to drive.
Luke did not provide Oliver with the response he was
hoping for. ‘Why?’
‘What do you mean, “why”? So you can drive.
‘You're not worried about the carbon footprint? Pollution,
congestion, destruction of the earth as we know it?’
“The offer is there, if you're ever feeling less argumentative.
Oliver noticed Luke’s new shoes. ‘Where did you get those?’
‘Don’t know,” Luke said.
“You've had them for what — a week? Two weeks? And
you don’t remember where you brought your shoes?’
‘T don’t know. Some random place in the city.
‘Some random place? What does that even mean, Luke?’
‘It's bought, anyway.’
‘What?’
“You said brought. It’s bought.
T didn’t)
‘You did.
‘Whatever, Luke.
‘Whatever? What does that even mean, Oliver?’
A sporting team began to file past them into the arms of
waiting loved ones. Luke watched as a man hugged a child

who single-handedly debunked the universal belief that all
babies are beautiful.

‘Well, they're cool,” Oliver said.

Luke was confused for a moment. ‘We're still on the shoes,
right? I got them at a place where I'm pretty sure you can’t buy
chickens or cows for citizens of the Third World, so you prob-
ably wouldn’t be interested.



‘You said you liked the cow.

Oliver had bought all of his previous year’s Christmas
gifts at his local Oxfam store, always one to follow his social
conscience, no matter what the occasion. Luke had secretly
thought that it was cool to give a cow to a village, but he’d also
wished that he could have scored the T-shirt he’d wanted. He
was, after all, seventeen. “You act like 'm some kind of cru-
sader. I'm just trying to do my part, Luke.’

‘Me too,” Luke said.

‘You know, this could be the last time we ever do this,
Oliver said, looking thoughtfully into the distance.

‘Fingers crossed, yeah.

‘No,” Oliver said. ‘I mean zhis. All of us zogether’ He
touched Luke lightly on the arm and nodded meaningfully.
This, combined with the older-brother earnestness in Oliver’s
voice, made Luke want to punch him.

Luke looked back at Oliver and smiled, ignoring the omi-
nous subtext. ‘Fingers crossed, yeah.

The look on Oliver’s face made Luke wish he had kept
his mouth shut. But he was tired and incapable of pretending
right now.

“You know that if you ever want to talk about any of
this . . " Oliver began.

‘T don’t’

“There they are,” Oliver said, as their parents appeared
from behind the sliding doors. ‘Dad looks good. He’s got a bit
of colour in his cheeks.’

“Yeah,” Luke said without even looking up. He turned
and began walking in the opposite direction. ‘Be back in a
minute.’

‘What are you doing?’

Luke continued walking.



‘Luke?’ Oliver called again. “‘Where are you going?’

“To pee.

A group of nuns eyed him with disapproval.

When he got to the men’s toilets he pushed the door open
with his foot, the germs exposé of a current affairs program
still fresh in his mind. He went into the last cubicle and closed
the door, careful not to touch any surfaces. ‘Not now, he
sighed. ‘Please not now.” He put the toilet lid down and sat,
resting his head in his hands, concentrating on his breathing.
This had happened a couple of times now, but he had been all
right. He reminded himself of this as he closed his eyes, try-
ing to clear his mind of everything, thinking only of getting
enough air into his lungs and making the stars he was seeing
disappear. But hearing the inconsistent rhythm of his breath-
ing only made him more anxious. His short, sharp intakes of
oxygen were somehow not registering, and much as he tried, he
couldn’t make themn longer or deeper. He wondered whether
it was possible to drown on land. Or maybe he was having a
heart attack at the age of seventeen. That must have happened
to someone somewhere before. He unzipped his hoodie and
took off his long-sleeved T-shirt, leaving only his singlet. But
it was still too warm, suffocating. He hugged his knees to his
chest and waited, hoping that the awful feeling would pass as
quickly as it had come. :

‘Luke, are you still in there?’ he heard Oliver say after a
while.

Luke snapped into action, getting to his feet. He flushed
the toilet, put his T-shirt back on and walked out to wash his
hands.

‘What are you doing? You've been ages.

‘Sorry, I went via the music store. They had a sale.

Oliver looked at him with disbelief. ‘Come on then.



Luke went to use the hand dryer, but his brother’s intense
glare made him think better of it. He could deal with Oliver
being annoyed with him, especially if it meant that he didn’t
have to think about what had just happened; how it wasn’t the
first time, how he had no control over when or where it hap-
pened, and how, each time, it was getting worse.



On her way to school Anna McIntyre thought about the day
she had last seen Tom Sullivan. It had been more than a year,
but she could still remember every detail. She didn’t like to
brag, but remembering excruciating moments in excruciat-
ing detail was kind of her thing. She had known that it was
over for a long time. She had prepared herself for it to be true,
telling herself that the signs were not good, as if this would
somehow lessen the fallout. On the way to see him, Anna had
been resolute. No matter what, she would be fine. She always
was. She was prepared for the worst, which had to count for
something. But as she had walked up his driveway, she had
felt it. Against all logic, it had emerged, an unstoppable, cruel
inkling of hope. ‘Not helpful,” she’d sighed, hating herself for
feeling it.

The talk itself had gone well. It was all down to timing;
he was not long out of a long, messy relationship'and was
still recovering. It was a nice, calm talk as far as these discus-
sions went. They’d sat in the park, surrounded by struggling,
drought-affected oak trees, happy children and mocking sun-
shine. No one was angry or yelling and she hadn’t even cried.
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As they'd sat there, drinking their cokes, she’d kept getting
glimpses of the boy she had fallen in love with. A boy who
used words like ‘placate’ and picked up rubbish that wasn't
his, to spare ducks he would never meet from the perils of
strangulation. As Anna had come closer to leaving, she had
felt herself growing emptier by the second, wishing that they
could keep the sun still; that they might stay there in that
moment together. The emptiness had soon dissipated and that
was when the aching had begun. It was funny, Anna thought,
you never saw that on coke ads.

Luke sat in the kitchen, reading the newspaper as he ate his
breakfast. This time yesterday he had been in bed enjoying his
last day of summer holidays. He had slept for most of the day,
partly because he enjoyed the novelty of not having his mother
there to tell him to get up and out into the sunshine, and partly
because he had felt like he needed to. He never seemed to feel
rested lately, no matter how long he stayed in bed. He felt like
he was playing a permanent game of catch up, as if he’d had a
few big nights with no chance to re-energise. He would wake
up tired and vow that he would get the sleep he needed that
night, and when that didn’t work, he’d plan for the next.

“There you go, love, his mother said, putting a cup of cof-
fee in front of him. “Toast?’

‘No thanks, Mum.

‘Are you sure?” she asked, attacking the table with the
cloth.

He picked up his bowl and mug so that she wouldn't have
to wipe around them.

She grabbed the newspaper in front of him. ‘I hate this
table. It never looks clean.’

Their kitchen table was an original from the sixties that
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Mr Mitchell’s mother had given her son when he was a newly-
wed. It had chipped, pink-and-white swirly laminex with silver
edging, and had come with four white vinyl chairs, which had
grown increasingly tatty over the years. Luke had assured his
mother that the setting was very cool in a retro way, but he
knew she longed for new furniture. When Luke looked at
photos of himself and his brother in their house as they were
growing up, the only thing that ever looked any different was
them. His parents had done nothing to their brown-brick sev-
enties house since moving in, nearly thirty years ago. The only
time Mr Mitchell ever allowed the purchase of new appliances
or items of furniture was when something had broken, stopped
working, or in the case of their first microwave, caught fire.
The rest of the kitchen had dark faux wood cupboards,
tangerine laminex and a yellow hexagonal linoleum floor,
with several chunks missing, courtesy of Oliver’s golfing
phase. The family room still sported original shag pile, which
Luke’s best friend Alexi thought was hilarious, partly because
of the way it looked and partly because of the word ‘shag’.
And the lounge room was dominated by a tired, olive-green
couch, complete with a tear down one side, again thanks to
Oliver. Bright yellow-and-green curtains, with a bamboo
design, which should have long since been relegated to a holi-
day house, framed the floor to ceiling windows, while several
Sidney Nolan reproductions sat uneasily on the apricot walls.
Luke’s house was perched at the end of a court between
two near-identical homes. The only things that differentiated
the houses were the cars parked under the carports and Mrs
Mitchell’s cottage garden, which was a departure from the
water-wise, native shrubbery that dominated most of their
neighbours’ front yards. They lived in the outer-eastern sub-
urbs of Melbourne in a place that strangers had rarely heard
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of, or when they thought they had, found they’d mixed it up
with a suburb much further out. That seemed to be Luke’s
life, though; it always required further explanation.

“There it is,’ Luke’s father said, putting what looked like a
postcard of a jet boat on the fridge.

Luke’s mother took an invitation down and passed an
extra magnet to her husband.

‘You can't take Aunty Gwynne's silver wedding anniver-
sary invite down, Mum. It hasn’t even happened vyet, has it?’
Luke stirred. Tsn’t that bad luck or something?’

‘Bad luck would be having to go,” Mr Mitchell said, offer-
ing a wry smile.

‘Why the woman insists on making every function fancy
dress, I'll never understand,” Mrs Mitchell added.

‘T'd dress up as often as I could too, if I had her hair,” Luke
said.

‘T'd dress up that often if I had her husband,” his mother
laughed. ‘Somehow Uncle Terry looks like less of a cretin
when he’s not in his own clothes. But there is no way we're
going.’

‘She is your sister, Mum. You should really make an
effort.

‘Put it this way, Mrs Mitchell said, ‘if your dad and I go,
then you go too.’

Luke picked up the invitation from the table. T’ll put it in
the recycling on my way out, shall 17’

“Take a look at this photo, Luke, Mr Mitchell said, still
standing by the fridge.

Luke picked up his bowl of cornflakes and walked over to
where his father stood, looking closely at the picture. ‘Hang
on, that’s you and Mum. You two went jet boating?’

Mr Mitchell smiled. ‘We did. Your mother has the bruises
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to prove it. It was great, apart from the annoying Americans
behind us.

“They were from Idaho, Luke’s mother said, laughing.
‘They wore matching tracksuits.

‘Classy. You didn’t mention anything about this last night.
Then it was all “we saw grass-skirt factories and museumns”.
Where’s the bungee-jumping shot then?’ Luke asked.

‘We didn’t go quite that far,” his mother said.

Luke looked at the picture again. He couldn’t believe that
his parents were capable of doing anything remotely adventur-
ous. [t just wasn’t them. It both impressed and unnerved him.
People usually did uncharacteristic things for three reasons:
either they were experiencing a mid-life or post-new-year
crisis, or they were dying.

‘We'll have to all go next time,” Mrs Mitchell said, as if she
knew what Luke was thinking.

“The driver looks like a bit of a tool, Luke said, re-
examining the picture.

His mother rolled her eyes with disapproval. ‘Luke.

‘He was, Mr Mitchell said. ‘He was the whole toolbox.’
He picked up his tatty briefcase and kissed his wife on the
cheek. ‘See you in a couple of hours.

‘Straight home after your meeting, Rob,’ she said.

‘Yes. See you about eleven thirty. Bye, mate,” Mr Mitchell
said.

‘Bye, Dad.

Mr Mitchell had worked at the same accountancy firm
for thirty years, with its mustard velour couch, panelled walls,
dreary partitions and array of indoor plants, ranging from
the mildly dead, to the firmly afterlife bound. Luke’s dad had
spent the better part of the last two decades giving his own
paraphrased version of the Marlon Brando ‘I could have been
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a contender’ speech from On the Waterfront, explaining to
Luke how he could have been a surgeon, a doctor, a journal-
ist, but life had got in the way. Luke had felt guilty about that
for a while, thinking he and Oliver had somehow impeded
their father’s success. But more recently he had begun to won-
der about his father’s vague assertions and whether he would
have been happy doing anything. It seemed to Luke that some
people had a kind of knack for making the most of life and
creating happiness in all sorts of circumstances. He really
hoped he could be one of them.

Luke’s mother watched as her husband reversed out of the
driveway. ‘Dad’s going to be at the hospital tonight. I've left
some spaghetti sauce defrosting for your dinner.

Luke put his breakfast bowl in the sink. ‘Is he having more
chemo already?’

‘Yes. When we planned the trip the doctor said he’d need
to have his next round pretty quickly after we got back. It’s
only the usual — nothing to worry about.’

‘I didn’t realise. I probably should have said good luck or
something.

‘Dad knows you care. Darling, why don’t you stay home
today? You had a late night picking us up. You look tired.’ She
put her hand to his face, gently stroking his cheek.

‘I am tired.” He looked into her pale blue eyes and swept
her dark fringe out of her eyes.

‘I need to get it cut. No time.’ She smiled. ‘I don’t even want
to think about how many grey hairs I have coming through.

“Yeah, actually quite a few, he teased, looking at her hair
as he towered over her.

She tapped him on the arm. ‘T wish I'd had girls. They’re
so much nicer to their poor mothers.” She looked up at him.
‘You've grown again. Stop it.



‘Sorry. When are you going back to work?’

“Tomorrow, she said, looking exhausted at the thought of
it. Mrs Mitchell was a community nurse and one of the most
capable people Luke had ever known.

It was the curse of all nurses’ children that they usually
needed to be on their death beds before they were allowed to
stay home from school. This made it all the more strange that
she was offering him a day off now.

‘Did I tell you Alex had a meltdown the other day when
he thought he found a grey chest hair,’ Luke said.

His mother relaxed, leaning back on the sink, with her
cup of tea. ‘And was it?’

‘No. It was his cat’s hair.”

“That horrible chinchilla?’

‘Yeah, Anastasia. She’s better since they put her on medi- -
cation. She’s hissing less and she almost never bites anymore.’

‘When your cat’s taking more tablets than you, it’s time to
go, she laughed. ‘I was thinking we might go to the Picasso
exhibition in the next couple of weeks if you're free.

‘U'm working Saturdays at Geek Headquarters for the next
couple of months, but we could go on a Sunday.’

She smiled. ‘You really shouldn't call it that.’

Luke had a part-time job at Games Headquarters, a store
that specialised in all things Warhammer and Star Wars, and
other nerd-related pursuits. One of his mother’s friend’s hus-
bands owned it and had offered Luke a job. It was a definite
step up from working at Chickadees Charcoal Chicken, so he
had accepted. Sometimes Alex would come and keep Luke
company during his shifts, marvelling at the intricacies of the
nerd species. Alex made no secret of the fact that the main
reason for his visits was to feel superior to whole generations
of saddo teenage boys and older men.
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Mrs Mitchell began loading the dishwasher. ‘Do you want
to come to the hospital tonight?’

‘T would, but I can’t really. T told Alex I'd help him with
his holiday homework for English.

‘Shouldn’t he have already done that?’

Luke smiled. ‘Mum, it's Alex. Maybe I'll come with you to
the hospital next time.’

“That’s fine. Your brother said he might drop in at some
stage.

‘Drop in here?’

‘Yes.

‘Great.” He loaded his schoolbag onto his back.

Mrs Mitchell handed him his lunch. “That bag looks too
heavy, Luke. I think I’d better drive you.

‘No, really, Mum, I'll be fine. I'll take a few out. He took
out a pile of exercise books and his maths and biology text
books.

She smiled. ‘Better. You're sure you don’t want to stay
home?’

‘Yes. I'd better go.

The concern on his mother’s face made Luke wish he
wasn't such a bad son. A good son would go to school and
not impersonate his sick father on the telephone. A good son
would not grunt at his well-intentioned brother or be annoyed
by his sad mother. A good son would go to the airport to col-
lect his parents and stay to greet them, instead of running
away. A good son would be more like Oliver.

‘Promise me you're okay, his mother said. -

Luke opened the back door and kissed her gently on the
forehead. ‘I promise, Mum.” As he closed the door, he noticed a
wine cask sitting on the end of the bench in the usual position.
He had put it in the cupboard for the two weeks his father was
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