
THIS IS THE CLOSEST WE’VE EVER BEEN,  

YOU AND ME 

‘IF I’VE EVER BEEN HARD ON YOU,’ Grandfather said, his always assured voice trembling ever 

so slightly, ‘I am sorry. I've only ever done my best, because I love you.’ 

At this, there was a long pause around the dining table set ready for an eagerly awaited Christmas 

lunch. I saw my father red faced: the way he had been that one time when I was real young and he’d 

told Mum he was made redundant from his job. Across the table, standing, waiting to serve the baked 

turkey, was my dad’s brother Don, and his sister Judy; she was already dabbing at her cheeks with a 

tissue.  

I had never seen any of them this way, my father and my aunt and my uncle, not in my entire life. 

I did not understand even though I was in my late twenties. I had been told Grandfather was a hard 

man, a stubborn parent, but I had never really seen him that way. He was stoic of course, sure, 

reasoned, like anyone of his generation. When we were together he mainly spoke about practical 

things like budgets and savings, or asking how my tennis was going and if I was still playing (I wasn’t). 

But he was never what I could call Hard. I didn’t understand, but I think I know now, why he said 

those words. I wonder if he knew that he was saying goodbye.  

Five years later, I am at his home again and he is not here.  

I am here with my parents and my sister to coordinate and categorise his worldly belongings. 

Presently, I am in my his bedroom sitting on the floor, looking at his built-in closet and the vanity 

beside it, both of them aged timber veneer-board, dark objects in the afternoon light. I can feel under 

my hands the green patterned carpet he would have walked on day-in day-out for more than fifty 

years. The room smells of something, like an ending maybe, and maybe that’s why I am remembering 

that day at Christmas. 

Here are some tidbits about Grandfather: 

1. His name was Patrick McMahon.  

I don’t know his middle name.  

For most of my life we called him only Grandfather. Not Grandad. Not Pop, not Poppy. Not his 

name. He was just Grandfather.  

Sometimes as a kid I would imagine newborn babies beneath church steeples being christened 

this way: crying little faces surrounded by cheers and congratulatory cards welcoming little 

Grandfathers into the world. 

2. Grandfather did have a wife. I do have a Grandmother. Although I can never remember her 

name. She died before I was born. 



I can recall a photo I saw of her once, a black and white headshot portrait of her seated: homely, 

fair skin and a calm face behind stylised rimmed glasses; a neat bush of white hair like a cloud. I know 

she played the piano.  

3. I don't really know what Grandfather did for work. I only know that he wore a collared shirt and a 

tie almost every day of his life, rain hail or shine, whether it was a work day or not. I know he did 

something for the local council or for the government, public service. I think he conducted interviews: 

a sort of mini-census for statistics or something like that. One day, he told me what he most enjoyed 

about his work, was meeting the different people and hearing their stories, learning about their lives. 

Sometimes I wonder whether those people knew him better than I did, or conversely, if Grandfather 

knew them better than me. 

4. Grandfather fought in World War II with his brother Jim. I couldn’t tell you where they went or 

which theatre they were a part of; European, African, the Pacific. I have no I idea. I also couldn't tell 

you if he served in the navy, or the army corps, or the air force, or if he was a paratrooper, or if he 

was an engineer in an airport hanger, or what medals he had.  

I couldn’t tell you what he saw.  

All I know is that he and Jim were given plots of land in rural New South Wales for their service, 

and it was on those two neighbouring farms where my Dad grew up. 

5. Grandfather loved tennis, like ridiculously loved tennis. He would have posters of Pat Cash and 

Boris Becker and laundry baskets full of tennis balls everywhere. Throughout his house was a never 

ending supply of tennis rackets: everything from old-fashioned timber things where the head was 

small and the neck long, to modern aluminium rackets in impressive colours. He played religiously 

every week, anywhere and with anyone, even into his nineties.  

When I was a teenager he taught me to play, and coached me into a short-lived stint in the 

competitive circuit. He would drive the hour or so from his place in Castle Cove, to where I lived in 

Rydalmere, and we’d go to a local park and practice against a brick wall for hours and hours. I’d ask, 

‘What’s top-spin?’ and, ‘What’s No-Man’s Land?’ and he would tell me to bend my knees, keep my 

eyes on the ball. 

6. Grandfather killed himself.  

Well yes and no. I’m not sure how I feel about it. 

One day whilst at home, he noticed a problem in the hallway ceiling: a small water stain.  

At first he ignored the blotch, but eventually it wore on him and wore on him, and after a time, 

before anyone could convince him otherwise, he got out a ladder and ventured into the crawl-space of 

the roof. At ninety-three years of age. 

With a torch he navigated the rafters and joists to where the stain was, and he must have 

misjudged the framing or the horse-hair-plaster, because with a single wrong step, he fell through. 

Completely through. A high-ceiling three metre drop to a concrete-slab floor through.  



The fall broke his hip. He had to crawl almost twenty metres from the hall to the phone in the 

kitchen to call an ambulance. But, credit where credit’s due, this didn't kill him. He was more 

stubborn than that. He was Grandfather after all.  

He was wheelchair bound and hated it. He abhorred the life of being confined. After all, he was 

used to tennis and line dancing and jogging and working and driving and meeting people. So without 

consultation, he took matters into his own hands and contacted a surgeon to have his hip replaced.  

Now, at his age such a procedure is not recommended, there is a high chance of dying under the 

knife from any number of complications: the careful balance of anaesthetics; the pain and its effect on 

his body; the risk of infection. My parents and the doctors recommended he change his mind, 

suggested he could live out his days in a wheelchair with good comfort: ‘You’re a healthy and fit man.’ 

But Grandfather couldn't stand the thought of it, not having control of his life. And, I guess, he 

had the money.  

‘Don't pay off your mortgage early,’ he’d told me, ‘Use your money to live. Look at me, my 

mortgage is six cents a month!’ 

On the day of the surgery, Mum called and laid it out for me, but I don't think the gravity of the 

situation really hit home. Either that or I believed with ignorant abandon he would be ok, that the 

monolith, Grandfather would live on. 

And sure enough, the following day he emerged vibrant, the surgery a success, his confidence 

reassured, his faith tested and found true. Even the medical staff were surprised at his resilience. 

Before long he was even walking himself to and from the toilet, bathing himself. In record time he 

returned home and was put on a regimen of physiotherapy and meds. And when I say meds, I mean 

a LOT of meds. So much so, he needed a daily tablet organiser with compartments for morning and 

night. So much so, he needed a visiting personal nurse to keep track of them all. But she could only 

do so much, be there part of the time. And it was this, that was his undoing: not the fall, not the 

broken hip, not the hip replacement surgery; it was the medication. Though, not in the way you 

would think. I told you, he killed himself. 

When the nurse was away, Grandfather gradually decided to manage his own medication and 

relieved the Nurse of her duties. He didn't overdose. He just started taking the wrong things at the 

wrong time, and of course, in his way, didn't tell anyone about any of it. Because of this, his transplant 

then developed an infection, an infection his body was unable to fight: something about being unable 

to feed him antibiotics as his liver was at risk of failure, which then was leading to a poisoning of his 

blood, which would slowly cause his body to shut down, and this time my mum called to say he was in 

palliative care now, maybe it would be a good opportunity to say goodbye, it wasn’t looking good. 

A few days that week, between work, I sat with Grandfather in his hospital bed; just sitting there 

with him, watching unknown daytime television while he asked how I was doing in life, me 

responding in the standard small talk of, ’Yeah, good, I’m good,’ still being unable to ask him what his 

life was like, what he cared about, what he was most proud of; talking to him more like he was a 

partially deaf child: ‘Would you like something to eat? Some water?’ 

Gradually as he became delirious, I hesitantly drew closer. I held his wrinkled hand, noticing the 

dark blotches on his almost translucent skin, the red dots here and there, the blue veins that rippled 



along and up his arm to his figure sinking into the bed; Grandfather, the monolith, becoming smaller, 

withering away.  

On his last day, nothing in particular was different from any of the other days. I had been in the 

hospital with him and we were just sitting there, not saying much at all. Then out of nowhere his hand 

gripped mine firmly and he turned to me, he looked right into my eyes, those grey-blue irises burning 

into my soul, and clearly, lucidly, passionately he spoke. He did this smile, and he said, ‘This is the 

closest we’ve ever been, you and me.’ 

I didn’t know what to say. I don’t even know if I said anything in return. 

He died later that night, apparently in his sleep when no one was there. 

At his funeral, at the church that had apparently been his church, my much younger cousin 

Mikaela gave a long and moving speech about her time with him before he died, of the stories he had 

told her of his life and of his time in the war. Her face glowed and she shined in happy tears, and I 

cried too, although I could not tell you what I cried for. The loss of his life? That I never really knew 

him and still don’t? That in those last moments had he felt a closeness between us, so profound, but 

to me it was like any other day? That the mighty Grandfather, the patriarch, the enigma I believed 

would exist forever, was now gone? That he had died alone and I didn't know him, and maybe it 

would be the same for me and my father? That we too would leave this life, unknown to others? 

7. Grandfather was cremated, though I'm not sure of where his ashes are scattered. And that is that, I 

guess. 

As I said, now I am sitting on the floor of his bedroom. I am sorting through the piles of his contents 

laid out by those that were at that Christmas lunch that day: my uncle and aunt, my mum and my dad. 

I am here to see if there is anything I would like to have for myself. But much of what was here has 

already been taken. Before me, among some old clothes, some antique items of brass, is a drawer full 

of neck ties: like work or formal ties in many many styles and colours; the ones he wore all the time; 

some look like mythical vomit, some are beautifully patterned silver, some are purple, and some are 

chequered. They feel sometimes smooth and sometimes rough, and I let the material flow through 

my fingers.  

But this is not me, I tell myself, I never wear ties. So I put down the ties, set the drawer aside, and 

I venture out of the room and into the hallway where he crawled after falling through the ceiling, and I 

go down into the basement. When I was a kid, the basement was a place of wonder and exploration, 

a cluttered place for storage. Once I found an entire train-set-table folded away there, the kind that 

has mini trees, fake grass, a train platform. It’s gone now, of course. All that is left is rusty tools, some 

old paperwork, a very old exercise bike like the kind that existed before exercise bikes were made 

electric. It looks almost as if you could unmount it and take it outside and ride it away.  

I am in two minds as to what I am doing down here. On one hand, I hope to find something cool 

I can take home and decorate my apartment with. On the other hand, I feel as if I am on some kind 

of nostalgic autopilot. Along one of the basement walls extends a wide set of clear sliding glass doors 

which open onto a grassy yard outside. Beyond that, after a thin stand of trees and shrubs, the yard 



opens onto a beautiful golf course. I used to play soccer in that yard and watch the golfers. I used to 

climb over the sandstone wall to the bush between the house and the golf course and just wander on 

my own and collect the abandoned golf balls, which I’d later put in an old ice cream container and 

Grandfather would keep them for me, for some reason.  

Today it is raining. Through the glass I can see in the shaded area just past the doors there are 

half a dozen lorikeets feeding from pot-plant-bases filled with seed, something he used to do, and 

someone must have taken up after he died. I sit down, legs akimbo on the aged and popping 

parquetry floor, among this new emptiness and the sparse debris of what was Grandfather’s life, and I 

watch the birds for I don't know how long. 

Then, over by the stairs my eyes catch sight of a cardboard box full of paperwork, and before I 

know what I am doing, I am already over there and on the floor again, leafing through various 

printouts of utility bills, half-photocopied insurance policy booklets, tennis magazines, pamphlets on 

financial management, and such. I don’t know what it is that I am looking for, or why I am so curious 

about this paperwork, but at the bottom of the box I find some letters. They aren’t letters from 

Grandfather or from anyone else I know. I take the letters from the envelopes. They are letters from 

doctors, lots of doctors, all dated around 1979, three years before I was born.  

They start the same: Thank you for your letter and for approaching me. Then, in typical doctor-

speak they say the inevitable: However, in light of my speciality and experience, unfortunately I am 

unable to assist. The words are polite and respectful and they talk about treatment not being possible. 

I read on. They talk about risk and reward and quality of life. There are dozens of them, letters from 

America, from England, and from all over Australia, all of them saying the same thing. I put them on 

the floor and continue investigating the box until I realise some of what I had believed to be useless 

printouts were in-fact technical manuals on radiotherapy, experimental methods of chemotherapy, 

hand-written lists of international doctors specialising in cancer treatment. A pit grows in my stomach. 

I keep looking, but there is nothing more. As far as I know, Grandfather never had cancer. He was 

the epitome of good health. A teetotaller. As I said, he played tennis, jogged, and danced until he 

died. 

I go through it all again. Stuck to the back of an old manilla envelope, I discover one last letter 

hidden. I gingerly tear it and notice it as being from Perth, another letter from another doctor. But 

this time, there is stapled to the back of the letter a copy of what they had been responding to. I read 

his name: Patrick McMahon. My Grandfather. He is writing to them. He is pleading them. He is 

saying he has heard about treatment. He is quoting medical procedures and technical jargon I don’t 

understand. He writes how he can’t understand that in this day and age how someone can die of 

breast cancer. He begs them to try something, anything; he won’t give up. His words are so emotional. 

Like I have never heard him in my whole life outside of that Christmas lunch that day. 

And then I see her name.  

Lilla.  

His wife was Lilla. Lilla McMahon.  

My Grandmother. My dad’s mum. Lilla, who had died of cancer one year before I was born. 

Lilla, who my Grandfather had fought and fought to keep here and could not.  



I take a moment. I am not religious but it comes to me unbidden. A wish that maybe, just maybe 

they are together again, somewhere. He never remarried. And then I start crying, like a baby in wet 

and sobbing blubbers of tears, while the lorikeets feed outside in blurred hues of greens and reds and 

violets obscured by the dusty glass. And my heart breaks as a new world is opened to me and then is 

instantly taken away. I hear his words: 

This is the closest we’ve ever been, you and me. 
And I laugh a short laugh and I clear my nose with a tissue from my pocket. I read the letters 

again. I read and then stare out the sliding doors to the now thinning rain and the emerging sun low 

on the horizon, through the trees wafting to and fro in the breeze. It seems crazy, but I know what I 

have to do. I go upstairs. I slowly move back into Grandfather’s bedroom, the walls and the furniture 

still shadowed and dark, and I take a deep breath. I savour the bittersweet scent of him I will soon 

never smell again, and I collect the drawer of ties into my arms, I put them in a box. I go out the front 

door and I place them into my car.  


