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NIKE SULWAY

The Lost Man

Ar some peint, she had started to forget their names. At night, when
Nurse Turner had the ward to herself, she would recite them beneach
her breach. Sometimes, she would try to remember not just their
names, but the causes of their deaths as well: this made her chanr a
lictle slower, as she paced through memories that parted 2nd closed
around her like clouds: this man’s diabetes; this woman’s cancer; this
child’s broken bones. When she gor o the limit of her memory she
would go back to the beginning and start again, picking up each name
Just as tenderly as she would lift a padient’s wrist to rake their pulse.,

Her litany always begins wirh Mrs Bishop, who was the first person
she pronounced dead. She had taken her time with Mrs Bishop;
checking her heart rate with the heavy stechoscope she still carries with
her, more out of habit than need. She had warmed her fingers, and
pressed them gently against Mrs Bishop’s neck, murmuring to the
patient as she did so, almost crooning as she bent over the bed.

'm going to shine this light into your eve now, she said. She had shone
her small torch into first che left and then the right of Mrs Bishop’s
eves, sliding the light away over her cheek onto the sheet. Grey, her eyes
had been, the colour of water reflecting a stormy sky. She had warmed
the stethoscope on her palm before she eased it beneath the neckline
of Mrs Bishop’s gown.

I'm going to listen for your heartbeat now, she said. And she did,
bending forward and pressing the warmed stethoscope to Mrs Bishop’s
cooling white chest, listening to the nothing, nothing, nothing, She
had had ro bite back on something then: had to stop herself from
falling to her knees. She had known chart the supervising docror was
standing behind her, counting the seconds, wondering why she was
taking so long to hear precisely nothing. Shifting his weight from foort
to foot, careful not to display his impatience oo overtly. Nurse Turner
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had nor expected to feel the things she did. She had seen plenty of dead
bodies before in her work: had lifted them from bed to gurney, gurney
to bed, and even, on occasion, from gurney to drawer.

Mrs Bishop, 48 years old, died of breast cancer at 3:00 in the afterncon, on
the 13th of December.

After Mrs Bishop was Mr Sayder: heart disease. Then the boy, barely
seventeen, whose parents had stood back and watched as she bent over
their son, solicitous as a waitress, as if daring her to say that he was
dead. She had felr as though she was wrestling with them as she moved
around his bed: palpating him, shining her torch into his dark eyes,
lifting and releasing his limbs, removing the tubes and turning off the
machines that pushed air and blood and the semblance of life into and
out of his dead-already body. Neither of his parents moved as she
waorked, neither of them spoke. It was as if, in not moving, they could
refuse the passage of their son from this world inzo the next. joei, his
name had been.

She remembers the feeling of closing the door after she had finished
pronouncing Joel; leaving his parents standing rhere so stiff and
undefended, the facc of his death crashing over them like an encrmous
wave.

Joel Moss, 17 years old, died of internal bleeding after a car accident. Time
of death: 3:47am. 12th January.

She had sworn she would remember him. Had been derermined to
remember each and every one, but a few months later, a few years, they
had started to become as diffuse as a crowd. The individual faces
blurred at the edges, softened, unzil they became a cloud of the
undifferentiated dead accompanying her wherever she went.

After Joel was the asthrnaric -~ a middle-aged man caughr our
bushwalking without his inhaler, hospitalised with a secondary
pneumothorax: a collapsed lung, Next was the carpenter who had
fallen from che roof. Bob? John? Then the woman, Eve, who fought for
every fast breath, who went out furious.

At least soon the list will be complete. She is retiring from nursing,
after thirzy years of caring for other people’s bodies. In facr, this will be
her last week of working at the hospiral, If nobody dies in the nexr few

days, the name at the end of her list will be that of Mrs Dawes, eighty-
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nine years old, who died of a cerebral haemorrhage at 7:05 am on the
28th of May.

One of the patients presses the button in their room calling for
some assistance. Nurse Turner flicks off the light in the nurses’ station
and goes out onro the ward. Nighe shift: there are only a handful of
patients in her care and mostly they sleep chrough her shift. She tends
them like 2 gardener, warering and weeding their mute bodies in the
half-Uluminated dark. Sometimes they cough or twitch, or snere, bur
mostly the sounds they make are mere puncruations ~ contrapunial
murmurings beneach the steady click and whirr of the machines.

Only the man in the fast room is awake. Peter Harper: the man who
has summoned her. She can see the light from his reading lamp spilling
into the hall. He has been on ward for two weeks and seems unable -
unwilling - to sleep. They give him sleeping pills, but he refuses to
swallow chem. He sits up in his bed, clean-shaven, dressed in a pressed
shirt, as though expecting visitors. This is something of 2 concession for
him: for the first week, he refused to ger into the bed at all. He would
sit in the visiter’s chair by the bed, facing the door to his room.
Whenever someone entered the room he would stand, as though wel-
coming them into his home.

When she came in, this is what he did: steod, one arm clucching
the arm of the chair, his body leaning to the side buc steering upwards,
into urgent solicirude.

“What can I do for you, Mr Harper?”

Mr Harper nodded. “I have 2 lircle pain,” he said.

Nurse Turner entered the room completely, picked up his chare,
scanned the notes there: the scrawis and graphs that mapped his
decline. Any other patient in his place would have, largely veluntarily,
entered into the buffered, seamless half-sleep of intense pain relief by
now. She sits on the edge of the bed he is not using and checks th
drip, quietly discusses the dosage of morphine: what it is new, what
she can raise it to. He nods and she makes notes in his chart, resess the
machine, checks the line.

While she works, Mr Harper tells her about his home. A property
up in the hills, sbour two hours drive north of the hospiral. He
describes for her the trees that grow on the northern siope, the creel
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thar rrickles pasrt ics eastern border. He names them all, the trees, the
natives and the inzerlopers, the weeds and grasses and vines. He tells
her abour the rocks he cleared ro lay the foundarions for his house,
and the stones he let He: the ones that were too big and old and heavy
€0 remove.

He tells her about the history of the land: the man he bought it
from, and that man’s lirtle girl - now grown and dead and gone, he
supposed - who had shown him the graves of her pets, defiantly, daring
him to buy the place even though it was a graveyard. They had been
there ten years, living int a shed while they waited for the money to
build a house. But the money never came and they had decided to
move o

Mr Harper told her about the way the property itself, if viewed from
overhead, is shaped like a kite. He described the shape of the horizon
he looked rowards for more than forty years. The hills thar framed the
view: how they were so tangible, their profiles, so much a part of him
now, thar he had been unsurprised when he locked at the elecrrocar-
diogram printour and saw that the uppermost tracing exactly
described the view from that window.

In the morning, when Nurse Turner arrives home, the light is only
just starting to burn its way from the fields thar slepe up rowards her
home. She goes into her bedroom and turns on the lamp. As a child she
always slept with a bedside lamp on. She wasn’t afraid of the dark,
though that was what her mother believed; she left the light on because
she thought of her room as a haven, as a lighthouse, towards which
the lost might direct themselves. All her life, she told her mother
flercely, she had been waiting for The Lost Man to arrive.

Her mother had smiled, and kissed her head, tucking her in for the
nighe. After her sister died ~ when Nurse Turner was four and her sister
enly two years old - Nurse Turner had had few daylighr friends. Instead
she had intense, passionate artachments ro geese, chickens, horses and
trees. She named the spirits of each of the trees char grew near the
house, brought chem gifts, told them stories. When she was very small,
she told her mother and her father whart the trees had related. That
the world was very old and dred. Thart she was cheir only human friend,
and thar chough she was lonely now, one day her One True Friend
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would come. He would arrive at night, and she had ro keep a lighton
in her window, to show him the way.

Her parents had laughed, kindly, the way that parents do. As chough
she were being fanciful or sweet.

She stopped telling them what the trees told her. And when she was
seven years old and, finally, her One True Friend arrived, she kept that
a secret, t00. The Lost Man was the last of her imaginary friends.

The next night, having complered his descriprion of his home and
the property, Mr Harper described for Nurse Turner the read into
towrw: a town toc small to be well known, though Nurse Turner knows
it. It is the rown where she was born, and where she lived uniil she was
almost owelve vears old.

“You ever been there?” he says, hopefully. “It isn’t far from here”

Nurse Turner shakes her head as she concentrates on what she is
doing: hanging a new bag on the 1V trelley, priming the line. She has
a sudden, warm memory of lying in her bed warching the srars,

Mr Harper tells her thar the road from his house, downhill into
rown, had been dirc when he first boughr the place: it wasn’t paved
until ten years later. During the first year and a half, while he was still
building the house, the summer rains created deep gorges in the road
and many of the rradies and delivery men who came out with supplies
were turned back. The building proceeded at its own pace: 2 pace partly
governed by the weather and rhe roads.

He began early on o walk into town every day, raking pleasure in
familiarising himself with the shape of the road, the light chart spifled
down over it through the trees at differenc hours, the people he
encountered. Two boys pushing their bikes uphill. A couple watking
their dog. If he walked in the mornings he always saw Toby Hamilton
riding his bike down to the train srarion, his schoal shoes slung by
their laces from his bag as he roared past. In the early afternoons, close
to town, he would see Elsa working in her garden: watering, pruning,
weeding, while her husband wheelbarrowed dirc and mulch according
to her directions.

It rook several years, he said, before he understood the changes he
saw on those walks, and began to feel che shift of the seasons bed down
inside him. The way che light changed in winter, how the leaves
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thinned out and allowed glimpses of the ocean many miles distant. In
summer the light grew heavy and damp: the leaves thicker, washed
clean. How the road was hard and flat almost all winter: the hard, dry
earth easy to walk on, but changed in summer, became damp and
needy, sucking at the soles of his boots. And there were larger changes,
too. Toby Hamilton growing raller, taking days off, leaving school.
Elsa’s hat brims growing wider and softer, drooping around her face as
she worked. The loads in her husband’s barrow growing smaller and
smaller as the years passed undl, finally, he could only sit on the deck
warching her work.

He described for her the small town, with its fire station, park,
school and hall. The railroad bridge passing over che creek. The way,
some mornings, he could see the reflection of the creekwater on the
concrere pylon of the bridge, like an enormous, shimmering finger-
print. The post office with its deep, shaded verandah, on which he and
his neighbours would accidentally meer as they checked their boxes
for mail.

Every now and chen, he said, the school or the CWA would have a
stall ourside the store, selling cakes or decorated soaps. Hand-knitzed
beanies and bedsocks. When his wife was pregnant, the first dme, he
bought four pairs of hand-knitred booties. Blue and white and creamy
vellow. Pink, too, because he was certain it would be a girl. Because he
could see himself with a daughter, the two of them tramping into town
in the morning. Her nattering companionably about ribbons and cake
and trees, stopping to peer at birds flitting chrough the shrubs, or o
study the tracks of wallabies and bush turkeys.

But the child died shortly after birth. It was only a few hours old
when it was bundled up and raken down into the morgue bereath this
same hospital, more than fifty years ago now. When he came to meet
her, rhere was only his wife in the room with the drawn curtains, lying
curled up beneath the sheerts.

“Oh,” Nurse Turner says. “Oh, I'm so sorry.”

Four times Nurse Turner has pronounced the death of a newborn
child. And wher it was over, each time, she has washed down izs body
with a warm cloth, wrapped it in a blanker - the softest she could find
- and, when it was time, has carried those babies down to the morgue.
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She has stayed calm through all of i, until the doer closes behind her

in the stairwell. The stairs are closed ro patients and visitors, Only

staff may use thern, uniess chere is a fire. They oceupy a tall concrere

well ac the southern end of the building. Ne arcempr has ever been

made to make the space warm or clean. It smells of stale cigarerte

smoke, of cold air and wasee: all the smells that are drowned in

antiseptic on the wards. The door closes and she pulls the baby closer
to her chest, hugging it to her so that the cold won't rouch its soifi-
pink face, Here, every rimse, tears fill her eves, brimming up through
her. She has never been a mother, and never wiil be, but she grieves
for these childrer as if they are her own. They are so small, so fragile.
Their hold on life was so tentative, though no more so than the hold
of everyone she has loved: her mother, her facher, her sister. Each of
them has been carried down inte the morgue, wheeled through the
corridors by some stranger, lifted into the refrigerator drawer and shuz
away in the dark.

Mr Harper looks up ar Nurse Turner. “You're too young o have
worked here chen, I think,” he says.

“Was it a girl, your child?”

“Oh yes,” he says. “If she had lived, we would have calied her Anne.”

After the baby, his wife left him. Not straight away, bur soon enough
that they both knew whar had broken chem. It mighr have tethered
them rogether, he said, if he had beer a different kind of man. If ke
had been able... If he had tried harder to call her back, ro walk through
their grief beside her, bur he found he could not share ir. Not even with
her.

He had raken ro walking ar night, and discovered an entirely new
landscape. A place of deep shadows puncruated by the ghostly rush
and heat of a car or a truck passing by. A sadden gust of light, and
then the darkness again, setding slowly into quier.

He found a house, about an hours’ steady walk {rom his own, where
a light was often on in one of the bedrooms. This became his destina-
tion. The house was small and old. The boards of the front verandah
were slowly being replaced. Parcof the roof was covered in plastic after
the sumniner storms. There was a trestle table set up ar one end of the
verandah, on which a shifting array of wols and marerials lay.
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Each night he drew a little closer, undl he found himself looking in
the window at the child sleeping there. A lictle girl, abour four, maybe
five years old. She slept with a nightlight on: a bedside lamp whose
shade was yellow with a spray of biue stars. She lay turned rowards the
light, and the window beyond, as though she had fallen asleep waiting
for him,

The first night he saw her, it was enough. He looked in, and she lay
there, and he felt some broken, fluttering connectons inside him
stucrer rogether and carch, On the back of her bedrocom door was a
coat-rack - z set of hooks cn which were hung a pink plastic raincoar,
an umbrella, a purple feather boa, a backpack. Each hook hung below
aferter: a pink A, a yellow N, a blue N, and finally a purple E. Anne.

Every night for a week he came, and peered in at the window. She
had a white dresser with an old-fashioned crystal dressing table set on
top: 2 ring tree, trinket box, perfume bottle and bud vase. The vase was
crammed with wildflowers and pretty weeds. There was 2 bookshelf
crammed with books. A child-sized rable and chairs was sometimes
laid with a tiny china rea ser, and sometimes strewn with colouring-in
books, crayons and pencils. A pair of fairy wings hung from the end of
her bed, made of wire, glicter, feachers and pink stocking. There were
blocks and soft roys: a giraffe, an elephant, a bear, She kept a small pile
of books on her bedside table and often, when he arrived, there were a
handful of books strewn across the bed, as though she had fallen asleep
while reading.

On the tenth night, when he came, she was awake.

As soon as she saw him, she got cut of bed and carried one of her
chairs o the window. She pur a finger to her lips and stood on the
chair to reach the latch. When she pushed the window open, he felt
the rush of warm, pink air on his face. It was winter. He can still recall,
he says, the smell of her: the sense of heat thar washed out over him.

“Hello,” she said, “you must be The Lost Man.”

She reached her little hand out through the window and shook his.
Her face was very serious, very beautiful. Her hair was all rumpled up
on the left side of her head, and the left side of her face was crushed
and pink.

“Pezer,” he said.

NIKE SULWAY

After that, they were friends. Every night he came o the window. If
she was awake, they wouid drink rea from her tiny china cups, 2nd ralk.
Sometimes she would read to him. One night, when he came, he found
that she had set one of chairs on the ground outside her window so
that he could climb inside and siz with hez

The ward is hushed. Oucside the window the moen is full. Nurse
Turner’s voice is low and quiet. “What then?” she says. “Whar did vou
do then?”

“I...,” Mr Harper spreads his hands wide. He cannort look at her,
filled as he is with the shame of forgetfulness. “We played rogether.
brought her things: flowers, leaves in the shapes of clouds, skeleron
leaves, that kind of thing. Stones with holes in them. Things I found
on my walks. She used ro write labels for them, and puc them on the
shelf'in front of her books. She drew pictures for me.”

“Pictures?”

Mr Harper nods. His face is pale and has the pinched, waxy look of
someone who is almose-aiready dead. For the first rime since he was
admitred, he has spent the evening in his bed. When she came in to
see him, he was sitting up ready to greet her. The sheers were folded
back neatly over his hips, and his hair - what is left of it - was washed
and combed. Burt his lips are cracked and pale. His tongue moves in
his mouth like a worm when he is not speaking, His voice shimmers
over the words; the shape of that room, those nights, becoming part of
the dream in which he is dying. His skin smells sweetly of apples and
chiidhood. Like the hot, close air of Anne’s childhood room. The
welcoming cloud into which he leaned so long ago.

He asks her to open the rop drawer of his bedside cabinet. There are
only a handful of things in there: the Gideon Bible, his wedding ring in
a blue velvet jewellery bag, his wallet and a set of house keys. She hands
him his wallet. His fingers fumble as he unfolds it, opens wide its
yawning mouth and takes out a folded piece of paper: the page so old it
has worn away along the folds, and almost falls apart when opened out.

Nevertheless, he presses what is left of the page onto the miik-blue
hospiral blanket, pieces it togecher reverently.

Nurse Turner looks down at the long-forgotcen image, Remembers
- so vividly thar she can smell the wax and paper - the night she drew
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them standing there, ourside her window. Peter, tall and strong as a
tree. His hands wide and flat, his fingers as long as his arms. His eyes
the brightest thing; large and round and blue as ink. He is wearing a
fish on his head as z hat, and holding a wee in his lefr hand. She is
sranding beside him in her nighrgown, The yellow one with the blue
seripes. Her hair is drawn in thick brown scoops on either side of her
head, curning up at che ends. Her over-sized fingers are tangled in his,
and her smile - her smile is a wide, wild, magical thing.

Not long after thar she stopped ralking to the trees, and the geese,
and ro Peter. Her parents took her to see 2 counsellor, and she made
daylight friends at school. In the early evening, at the kitchen table,
her mother pressed her to deny rhat her imaginary friends had ever
existed and she remembers saying they weren’t real. Saying char she
didn’t believe in those things, not really. There was no Lost Man who
came at night, who flew in at the window and broughr her gifts. Who
drank midnight tea and rold her stories about the sea, who sang her co
sleep and told her that she was beautiful, The story of thac friendship
- of Anne and The Lost Man - was like a story she had read, long ago.
Fragments of it rose up in her at times: the smell of eucalypts at nighs,
the fresh bite of winter air in her dreams, gently tearing apart the
clouds. Just a story.

Mr Harper is still smiling down at the picrure, smiling into it as
though it is the face of his best and dearest friend, when he quietly,
and easily, dies.

Nurse Turnet waits in the room for a long time, sitting in the chair
beside his bed, before she rises and turns off the machines. Gendly - oh,
so gently - she lowers the bed until he is lying {lat. She warms her
fingers with her breath before she presses them to his neck. “Peter,”
she says, “T'm just going to feel for your pulse.” She takes the torch
from her pocker and clicks iz on. “Peter,” she says, “I'm going ro shine
this light into your eyes - just for a moment.” She works slowly, care-

fully, listening for 2 full minute, longer, wich the stechoscope pressed
against his chest and her eyes closed. Listening hard, and hearing
nothing.

Until she finishes her work, unril she pronounces him, he is not
officially dead.
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She goes out to the nurses’ statdon and comes back with the paper
bag she meant to give him this evening. Later, just a lictle farer. It has
taken her all week ro find it, crushed almost flac in the bottom of an
old box in the garage. She was so relieved to find them, ro see thar they

wete real, after all, and chat - just as she remembered - they were small
and soft and warm, almost alive. Four pairs of babies’ booties, a gift
from her imaginary friend, blue and yellow and pink and whire.

She lays thern on Peter’s picrure and folds the fragile paper closed
over the booties, wrapping them together and rucking them inco her
pocket before she closes his eyes.



