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Goodnight, Morris 
By Jack Delaney  

 

The sun ducked behind steel clouds as John Doherty walked into the Westmead Hospital 

emergency room. His green shirt and cargo pants were covered in flecks of plaster. So were 

his forearms and beard, as if the latter didn’t already have enough white in it. He’d 

considered shaving it for months but had stopped short of picking up the razor. Something 

about the proximity of the blade to his throat bothered him. Or maybe it was what he saw in 

the mirror — cavernous eyes, capillaries smeared across his cheeks like solar storms. The 

face of a drinker. Of his father.  

Doherty had grown up in an a flat across from the hospital with his parents and two older 

sisters. Being close to the hospital was a by-product of his father’s desire to live near a train 

station and a “good Catholic school”, if such a thing existed. It came in handy — for Sue’s 

asthma, for the thumb he broke during the school rugby final, for the time his father had 

shoved mum through the back door and shards of glass shimmered like stars in her bloody 

palms. Years removed from that cramped apartment, it had been there for his wife’s 

diagnosis. Stage IVB cervical cancer. Inoperable. Doherty had talked her into getting the 

chemo. He had called it “fighting,” like he knew a thing about it. She hadn’t wanted to 

bother. She was a journalist, pragmatic as hell, but she had done it for him. Her final months 

spent exhausted and nauseous, for him.  

He shook away thoughts of his past. Today was about the future. He was there for his 

daughter. To salvage their relationship, show her how he had changed. He only hoped she 

was willing to as well. If she didn’t get clean soon, next time he might be picking her up from 

a ditch somewhere. He wanted their meeting to go well, and his anxiety grew as he lumbered 

down the concrete path. Past chain-smoking blokes using I.V. drips for support, past pretty 
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nurses queuing for coffee with tired smiles and perky tits, and past the old fella with the 

smudged neck tattoos who scowled at him as the automatic door jerked open. 

The room was completely grey. Walls, floor, people, all as colourless as the WWI 

documentary playing on the tv bolted to the ceiling. Doherty joined the line to talk to the 

harried nurse manning the counter. He didn’t see Claire. Would he even recognise her? It had 

been four years, what if she had dyed her hair? He told himself it wouldn’t matter. He was 

her dad. He would know. By the time he reached the counter, his knees ached and he was in 

no mood for small talk.  

“I was called to pick up Claire Doherty.” 

“What’s your relationship to Claire?” 

“I’m her dad.” 

He remembered Claire at 11 months. Naked, laying on the change table, chubby legs 

flailing. Rachel beside him. Before she was sick. When she still smiled with her eyes. When 

growing old together was a fact, not a delusion. Blowing raspberries on the wrinkled soles of 

Claire’s feet. Hearing her belly laugh.  

“Sir?” repeated the nurse. “Claire had been cleared for release. She’ll be out any 

moment.”  

“Can I just go get her?” he asked.  

She looked at him with a bullshit smile that her teachers at nursing school probably told 

her provided reassurance. It just pissed him off. He saw the answer written on her face, 

sneered, and didn’t stick around to hear it.  

 

There was a seat on the far side of the room next to a giant woman whose stomach spilled 

over the armrest between them. Doherty sat forward, rested his elbows on his knees and 

waited for Claire to come through the nursing station door. His legs bounced uncontrollably 



 3 

and his stomach felt like rats gnawed at it. The anticipation that he felt reminded him of how 

he used to feel before a footy game, though charging into 120kg Samoans was child’s play 

compared to facing Claire. In contrast to footy, he had little influence on the final outcome. 

He could say and do all the right things and she could still disregard him. Years had passed. 

He had made the changes — cut alcohol, taken those absurd anger management classes, but 

there were no classes he could take to guarantee Claire’s forgiveness.  

Pushing the doubt from his mind, he concentrated on willing the door to open. All else 

disappeared. The anguished patients, the crying children, the snoring old lady. Only the door 

and the familiar smell of disinfectant remained. Then, evoked by that same smell, Doherty’s 

consciousness faded, and memories began to flash across his mind with the speed and 

intensity of cinematic images.  

He was sitting beside Rachel in her hospital bed. Her once voluptuous body now 

withered, barely visible beneath the sheets. Eyes closed, avoiding even the faintest light 

through the window. The steady beep of the EKG. Her eyes open, looking up at him. His last 

words to his wife, do you want water? 

Another hospital bed. Rachel’s skin lustrous in the afternoon sun. Her gown pulled down, 

a pink bundle at her breast. Tired, happy eyes. A warm smile. That smile was the big bang at 

the beginning of his new universe, one revolving around his two girls. Hushed promises. 

More kids, a Labrador, a house with a pool. Publication of her novel. Winter in New York. 

Summer in Nice eating gelato on the promenade des Anglais.  

The ward transformed into their old loungeroom. Claire, the same age Rachel was when 

they had her. Same almond eyes. Year 12 formal. Her dress shiny, too tight. I’m staying at a 

hotel. You’re too young. I’m seventeen you can’t stop me. Can’t I? Grabbing her and 

throwing her and her corsage ripping. Tears. You’re drunk Dad. Always drunk. Then she’s 

gone, and her corsage is still on the floor. The house is quiet and cold.  
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The sound of a door opening dragged him back to the present. Across the room, leaning 

in the doorway, was Claire.  

 

An invisible hand choked him. The girl he saw was a distorted shadow of his Claire. Her 

hair was inky black and cut short. Red craters spread across her forehead and her cheekbones 

popped through translucent yellow skin. Her oversized t-shirt left only a few centimetres of 

her shorts visible, and she wore thongs over compression socks. Bile rose in his throat and he 

thought he might be sick. Clenching his fists in two tight rocks, he swallowed it down and 

sprung across the room.   

He wanted to take her in his arms, but feared what her reaction would be. Contempt? 

Confusion? He couldn’t handle either. Instead, he stooped beside her, hovering his arm 

inches above her shoulder. She squinted up at him. Her eyes were like cornered mice.  

“Hi Bear,” said Doherty. 

“What’s he doing here?” she asked the nurse behind her.  

“We called him to get you, honey.” 

The nurse introduced herself as Helen. She was stocky in a grandmotherly way and her 

eyes were the same blue as the bandana on her head. Her smile told him that it wasn’t her 

first rodeo.  

“You’re good to go,” said Helen, leading them towards the exit. “It was lovely to meet 

you honey, but I mean it when I say that I never want to see you here again.”  

“You won’t,” said Claire, smiling feebly. “Not ever.” 

Outside, night covered the sky in a dark blanket and the street lights lit up the rain in a 

way that made Doherty think of grainy home movies. He left Helen with Claire while he 

fetched the Ute. After running the heater, wiping plaster dust from the passenger seat and 

feeding his credit card into the meter, he picked her up. Helen’s waving figure only 
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disappeared when he turned on to Hawkesbury Road.  

Claire curled up against the window with her arms tucked inside her shirt. Her shorts 

didn’t cover her thighs, or the cracked red sores speckled up them. Every track mark was a 

sign of his failure. He wanted to place a reassuring hand on her thigh, to touch her. It had 

been so long. For years he had thought about what he would say and do if he saw her again. 

Now that it was happening, now that she was beside him, the right words just wouldn’t form. 

After a while, as he turned onto the Great Western Highway, Doherty broke the silence.   

“How are you feeling?” 

“I’ll be alright.” 

“What are you now?” 

“An idiot.” 

“Well, that goes without saying,” he said.  

His attempt at breaking the tension went down about as well as a razorblade for dessert. 

He felt his face flush as Claire withdrew into silence. 

The tires slid across the slick road, the windscreen wipers lashed across the glass, and 

Claire began to cry. Quietly at first. Louder as the sobs overcame her. He reached a hesitant 

hand to her thigh. She flinched away from him as if he had touched her with a hot pan. 

Doherty felt his throat thicken. Blinking away hot tears, he squeezed the steering wheel until 

his knuckles whitened. His heart felt like a trapped canary fluttering inside its cage. He didn’t 

know what to do, but nothing was going to happen if he kept walking on eggshells.   

He flicked the indicator and, ignoring the beeps, pulled onto the shoulder of the road just 

past the Prospect hotel. 

“Why’d you stop?” asked Claire. 

“Come here,” said Doherty, edging forward with open arms. She squirmed up against the 

door. 
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“Fuck off.” 

“Claire, it’s okay to be upset.” 

“I’m not upset. I’m fucking angry.” 

“Why?” 

“Cos they called you.” 

“I’m your dad, of course they called me,” said Doherty, struggling to maintain the 

unnatural calm in his voice.   

“You’re my father, you’re not my dad.”  

“What’s the difference?” 

“My sponsor said dads do more than donate sperm. They, you know, raise their kids. 

Don’t hit them. Take them to netball practice. Crazy stuff like that.” 

“Your sponsor also says not to do drugs, but you didn’t take that gem on board,” said 

Doherty. He regretted it instantly.   

“You—,” Claire sighed. “Whatever. Just take me to Aunty Sue’s or drop me somewhere. 

Aleppo would be better than with you.” 

Doherty pinched his beard. One little slip up and his good intentions were ruined. Why 

did she have to dwell on the past? Couldn’t she just move on? He wanted to give up, but he 

needed to know that he had done everything he could to help her. 

 “I was thinking that you could stay with me for a while.” 

Claire stared at him. He watched as she ran a hand through her hair, opened her mouth, 

closed it, and let out a hollow laugh. 

 “Yeah, sounds like a plan. Maybe I’ll look through old photos, get all nostalgic and 

realise that my you’re not such a gutless prick after all. Then we’ll live happily ever after in 

our castle in the clouds. You’re pathetic.”  

Doherty rubbed his face and rested his hands under his chin like a prayer. Fat fucking 
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chance.  

“Even I’m not that delusional,” he said. “I want to help you get better. Anything else that 

came of it would be a bonus.” 

“You can’t even help yourself. What’s your recovery plan? The pub? Nah, that’s not your 

style. You prefer to lock me in my room while you go alone.” 

Suddenly Claire was ten and he was tucking her into bed with her teddy, Morris. The 

scent of Rachel’s violet perfume had evaporated from the house. Remember, don’t leave your 

room. Stay Daddy, please. I can’t. You have Morris. It’s important you don’t leave your bed. 

But Daddy, what if I need to wee? Just sleep. Don’t get up or I’ll be angry. Okay Daddy. 

Goodnight Bear. Goodnight Daddy. Say goodnight to Morris. Goodnight Morris. Locking the 

door. Down to the pub. Sorrows that never drown. Back to check on her in the morning. 

Cleaning the stale piss from her sheets. I tried not to Daddy, don’t be mad. I tried. 

“I’ve changed. I don’t drink anymore.” 

“People who say they’ve changed never have.”  

“Claire, it’s not even about me. It’s about you, it’s about your mu—” 

“— Don’t even think about mentioning mum,” said Claire through clenched teeth. “You 

can’t use her memory as a guilt trip.” 

He bit his lip and tasted copper.  

“Maybe not. But she fought for her life. You’re fighting against yours.” 

Claire glared at him. Her eyes were glistening spheres of fire.  

“And you may as well have fucking died when she did.” 

Before he could react, Claire flung the door open and stumbled outside. He went after her. 

The rain felt cold against his skin. She was just ahead, shuffling along the muddy roadside, 

illuminated by the headlights. Without thinking about what he would do when he reached 

her, only knowing it was essential that he did, Doherty caught up to her in a few strides.  
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 “I don’t want to hear it,” said Claire, her teeth chattering as she tried to push past him. 

Doherty took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. He saw Rachel reflected in them.  

“Claire, please. I’m sorry. Just let me—" 

He tried to pull her into an embrace, but she shoved him away.  

“You think sorry is going to make me forgive you?” 

“Forgive me? No. I put my own suffering over of yours. That doesn’t get forgiven. I just 

thought, maybe with time, we could move on. I’ve changed.” 

“Move on? People don’t “move on” from child abuse.” 

Doherty bowed his head. “I’ve apologised a million fucking times Claire. I’ve done all 

the classes, nearly maxed out my credit card on therapy, haven’t had a drop in 7 years. What 

else am I supposed to do?” 

“What you do isn’t my concern.” 

“Claire, my heart was broken. It – I, always will be.” 

 “That’s not an excuse.”  

“It’s a fact. I met your mother when we were 8. We were each other’s first and only 

everything. First kiss at the Spring Disco. First date to see The Karate Kid at the Roxy in 

Parramatta. I even copped my first punch, from someone that wasn’t my old man that is, 

protecting her. Half of me died with her. Maybe the half that was left wasn’t the good one. I 

thought the alcohol helped the pain, but I didn’t see how it caused yours until it was too late.” 

“It wasn’t the alcohol that hurt me. It was you.” 

He nodded. He deserved that. His lip quivered uncontrollably, and he let out a deep, 

stuttering breath. 

“I can’t change the past, but I can control this moment. You deserve a better life and I 

want to dedicate the rest of mine to helping you get it.” 

He slid his hands from her shoulder to her icy hands. She let him hold them. He no longer 
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heard the roar of passing cars, no longer saw the headlights glaring, no longer felt the rain, 

the cold, or the mud swelling at his feet, all there was in the world were her hands, small and 

supple against his calloused palms. After only a few seconds of bliss, in which he imagined 

their new life; from the honey he would add to her tea, to the spare room he would clear for 

her to draw in, Claire pulled away. 

“No,” she said.  

He couldn’t imagine an axe to the chest hurting more than that one word. 

“For the longest time I thought maybe I was too harsh on you. Maybe I should have stuck 

around, maybe things weren’t so bad. But there’s one thing I can’t get over. I hadn’t done 

anything wrong except lose my mum and you chose yourself over me. You made me the 

weirdo at school with the filthy clothes, bruises, no lunch. The teenager who couldn’t go out 

cos her alco dad would beat the shit out of her.” She scowled and shoved him in the chest. 

“You got your first punch defending mum? Mine was defending myself from you.” 

She stepped away from his desperate touch. The look she gave him, one of hatred and 

pity, told him that he had lost her forever.  

 “I lost both my parents when mum died. All you ever saw — what you still see first — is 

that you lost your wife. I get it, but I can’t ever forgive you. I don’t think mum would either.” 

Claire turned and faded into the headlights. His world faded with her. Somehow, he got 

back in the car. She said something about Aunty Sue’s and then he was driving. He didn’t 

hear the road anymore or the windscreen wipers or Cole Porter on the radio, and Claire was 

just a cold blur in the corner of his eye. Things seemed to happen around him like an 

amusement park ride. Houses passed, rain fell, traffic lights bled over the road. Then he was 

floating outside the car and he saw his father driving his beautiful girl and they both looked 

very sad.  

Then the blur was gone, and he felt empty. His sister was there. She said are you okay and he 
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said nothing, but he didn’t feel okay. Not one bit. Then he was home and it was the darkest 

and coldest place he had ever been in his life. He found something to warm him at the bottle-

o. He took it to bed with him. His clothes and sheets were wet, and he couldn’t for the life of 

him remember why. Once the bottle was empty he felt tired, so tired, and he turned to Morris, 

who was propped on the pillow next to him. 

 “Goodnight Morris,” he said, like he did every night. 


