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John straightened his fake Rolex and checked the time. The watch, sliding on his bony 
wrist, a constant reminder the cancer wreaked havoc at a steady pace. He wriggled to get 
more comfortable and Flo almost fell off the bench where they sat outside Cooinda 
Retirement Village. 
 'Careful, love,' she said with a false laugh, 'if I broke my hip who'd look after you.’ 
 John moved closer to Bill as way of an apology and refrained from saying, that her fat 
arse took up too much room. Instead, he complained, ‘Why is the bus always late?’  
 No answer. He clamped his teeth, unclenched his fists to grip his knees, and released a 
stream of resentful thoughts. Flo had put on a kilo for each one he'd lost. She never 
ceased complaining about the youthful body she once possessed, never stopped to think 
how hurtful it was as the cancer gnawed at his insides, devouring muscles. She never 
learnt to cook small meals, now ate his leftovers and her own dinner, and wonders why 
she's ballooned. Prattles about depression making her eat. What rubbish! He was the 
one prescribed happy pills. Not that they did any good! 
 'Here she comes,' said Bill, rubbing and clapping his hands as if he knew the 
atmosphere needed uplifting. 'A little beauty too– the latest Hyundai if I'm not 
mistaken– the seats will lay back.' 
 Freddie chuckled. 'You're like a kid, can't take the bus driver out of you, eh?' 
 Bill stood up, pushed his sunglasses to rest on his head, keen to be first on as the 
sixteen seater glided to a stop. He turned to Freddie and offered his hand, 'Come on me 
old mate, shake that gammy leg.' 
 Flo rose too, offering similar help to John, but he reached over and grabbed onto Bill's 
arm before Freddie could move. 'Privilege of age,' he said to his twin brother, ‘remember 
I'm ten minutes older.' 
 Bill hid his annoyance with a thin-lipped grin. By the time he'd helped Freddie to his 
feet, husband and wife sat ensconced in two seats at the back, despite four vacant ones 
just behind the driver. 
 A forced smile hid Bill’s thoughts. So that's the tone of the day, old mate. Typical. Why 
you bothered to come a mystery. Poor Flo, three hours of listening to moans and 
criticism, if the last few months anything to go by.  
 John’s constant grumbles and unsociability  had the residents in Cooinda discussing 
whether the Aboriginal name meant miserable rather than happy place. They saw this 
weekend trip not just one to avoid but as their salvation - peace from John’s complaints 
and taking offence at everything from the music played in the communal lounge to the 
way the gardener trimmed the roses. 



'Morning, ladies and gentlemen,' said the driver, 'welcome to Happy Harry's weekend 
away in exciting Yarrawonga.' He paused for effect. ‘Bye, bye to mercurial Melbourne’s 
four seasons in the one day, and hello summery Yarrawonga. Well, it was sunny this 
morning when I heard the forecast.' Another pause as he negotiated onto the highway. 
'We'll be staying in Yarrawonga's most luxurious hotel.' Yet another pause, 'in fact it's 
Yarrawonga's only hotel. Ha, ha!’ 
 Bill turned to Freddie and shrugged. ‘Just as well your brother’s up the back, he can’t 
garrotte the driver.’ Freddie grinned. 
 Happy Harry continued to announce housekeeping rules interspersed with corny 
jokes, but no one paid close attention. The first cuppa and toilet stop, an hour away as 
the buzz and chatter of conversations overwhelmed the driver’s choice of music.  
 John pretended to be asleep. What a relief to be free from the Village and pitying 
looks. Some of them had him buried already, and maybe that’d be for the best, especially 
for Flo. She could get on with the life she wants. He inhaled Flo’s Blue Grass perfume 
and remembered the first time he'd held her in his arms - the belle of Mordy High 
School’s ball… dance really, none of their crowd having the sophistication to dress for a 
ball… but she was his Cinderella and when she looked at him with adorable hazel eyes, 
he felt like her Prince Charming… 
 Flo stared out freshly hosed windows. The water globules clinging to the glass 
resembled tears. The grief she struggled to suppress. Where was the John she loved and 
married? He’d become such an angry, miserable person, yet intelligent enough to know 
he’s not the only one struggling with ageing and ill-health.  
 ‘The Bible says threescore years and ten,’ he boasted on his birthday last year, ‘look at 
us my love, both 75 and not out.’  
 John was her rock, the one always positive - sure he sometimes came across as distant 
to others and didn’t suffer fools. Could be too quick with his tongue, but she knew the 
soft spot beneath the cold and rational exterior… the husband who accepted her 
infertility, the man who said she was all he needed and wanted… her exhaled breath 
almost a sob as it steamed up the window. Will this weekend be a circuit breaker? They 
say a change is as good as a holiday… the break might be both, a chance to get close 
again. 
 An hour later, straggling off the bus at Benalla, Bill and Flo offered to do the honours 
and fetch morning tea. John walked ahead, his acerbic tongue announcing, ‘I’m sitting as 
far away from Happy Harry as I can. If I have to listen to one more of his pathetic jokes, 
I'll scream.' 
 This prompted Bill's whisper to Flo, 'will it be a different sound to his moaning? Might 
be worth slinging the driver a few bob to keep it up.’  
 Flo giggled. Freddie's loyalty to his brother required him to remain stony-faced and 
pretend not to hear. 



Ensconced at a table with  a superb view, they saw children playing in a small park 
attached to the roadside restaurant. Delighted, uninhibited squeals floated through an 
open window. A child chanting in an American accent amused Bill. He became absorbed 
and lost in reverie, a smile dancing on his lips. Freddie nudged his elbow, 'Penny for your 
thoughts. Got a secret lover?'  
 John pushed his chair back hard from the table. Crockery and cutlery rattled. Flo 
spluttered her tea, blushed, and fussed about coughing into her handkerchief. Freddie's 
brow wrinkled as he puzzled over their reaction while Bill continued to stare out of the 
window, oblivious. 
 Flo chewed the inside of her bottom lip. Didn't Bill understand their kiss was a 
mistake? She'd made it clear he mustn't harbour dreams of a future together. John could 
be around a long time. Her mother always said the creaking door lasts longest. I’ll pop 
my clogs first, considering cholesterol’s sky high. She kicked Bill's leg under the table as a 
warning not to try anything silly on the trip.  
 'Ouch!' Freddie flinched glaring at Flo, 'What was that for?' 
 John gripped the edge of the table as if ready to upend it. He glowered at his 
companions, brown eyes dark and demonic. 'Let's sort this out once and for all. I’m 
dying, okay? My body disintegrating but I haven’t lost my marbles…yet.’ 
 Flo felt the room spin. Freddie shrugged an apology of sorts to Flo, a wave of emotions 
crisscrossing his gaunt face. He had thinned along with John, no cancer sapping his 
strength, but chronic arthritic pain requiring low doses of morphine daily. It destroyed 
appetite, libido, and crushed what had been a keen sense of humour. Laughter rare 
around his twin brother, who always made him feel inferior. His stomach lurched with 
impending doom and he folded and unfolded a serviette with increasing ferocity.  
 Flo watched, mesmerised, as the paper began disintegrating–like my marriage, she 
thought. 
 Bill returned to the present, surprise enlivening a tanned, healthy face compared to his 
two old schoolmates. Eyes, the colour of a stormy sea locked into John's. A nerve pulsed 
on the side of Bill's cheek, the telltale sign he wasn't as calm as he seemed. 
 'We're all dying,' said Bill, 'and what makes you think any of us consider you dumb? 
You and Freddie finished university– I'm the one who dropped out.' 
 'Only because your father died and your mum needed you,' Flo interjected. 
 'That's right, Flo, jump to his defence, as usual.' John's anger palpable, his face set like 
a judge ready to pronounce sentence on a murderer. 
 Bill shook his head and leant across the table. 'Okay, John, let's have it. You've had 
something under your skin for months. Spit it out. We live within cooee of each other 
and need to get on.' 
 'That's right,' growled John. 'Retired together, bought units in the village together but 
you took togetherness a bit too far on New Year's Eve.' 



Flo gasped, twisting her handkerchief into an unrecognisable lump while her face flared 
to scarlet. Her troubled eyes pleaded with Bill to exercise caution, but he avoided her 
gaze. Instead, he laughed, and shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was 
hearing. 
 'John, John, John... is that what's been bothering you. Why you've been treating Flo, a 
woman caring for you with a devotion you bloody don't deserve... treating her like,' he 
nodded towards Flo, 'pardon the French love,' then back to John, 'treating her like shit.' 
 'Oh, steady on,' said Freddie, 'not sure what this is all about, but both take a deep 
breath. The other tables are watching.' 
 'Butt out,' John snapped. 'Not your business, unless you've taken advantage of my wife 
too, offering her comfort I can't...' 
 'For goodness’ sake,' Bill slapped his hand on the table. The cutlery and crockery 
jiggled again. 'We're going into the realms of fantasy now! Why would Freddie desire 
Flo? He's gay.' 
 Bill’s voice almost a boom and reactions from nearby tables caused Freddie's intake of 
breath to be an off-key whistle. His cup clattered, slopping coffee into the saucer. Bill 
patted Freddie's arm, 'Sorry old son, didn’t mean it to come out like that!’ He turned to 
John who frowned at them both.  
 ‘You're making a colossal mistake,’ he warned. ‘You’ll destroy a relationship that's 
lasted over 50 years.' Bill wagged his finger, ‘and I'm not talking about us blokes. We 
went to school together, I married your sister Jane, God rest her soul. I was best man at 
your bloody wedding and you should be planning a shindig to celebrate your Diamond 
Anniversary… not spending your time spreading misery.' 
 ‘Oh, it's my fault you sneaked off with my wife to smooch,' John snarled. 'Sneaky 
bastard!’ He turned to Flo, 'and you can move into his unit. I don't need you. The 
Council supply carers.’ 
 Flo cried, not loud embarrassing sobs, but muted sniffles. She dabbed her eyes with the 
mauled hanky. Freddie hunched closer and whispered, ‘can someone tell me what this is 
about?' 
 Bill shoved trembling hands into his pockets, his breathing audible before words 
tumbled in a rush. 'Okay, I made an inappropriate pass at Flo in the garden on New 
Year's Eve. An error of judgement, and I know it's not an excuse, but too many beers and 
an aching loneliness and Flo, dear, compassionate, caring Flo looking for a shoulder to 
cry on... well I misinterpreted and...' 
 John gave three slow claps, 'error of judgement, inappropriate behaviour... you sound 
like Bill Clinton, but you're not the President of the United States, you're Bill Harrison, 
retired bus driver and you tried to have it off with a mate's wife.' 
 Bill jerked upright, his voice louder, 'Wrong, wrong, wrong,' then softer, 'you couldn't 
be further from the truth John.' 



‘I… saw… you.’ 
 'Yeah, but you didn't hear us,' said Bill. ‘You didn't hear Flo tell me what a stupid 
bugger I was, that she loved you, that she'd forget it happened. She only wanted a life-
affirming hug from a friend. A promise I'd be there for her when your time comes, just 
as you'd all been there for me when Jane,' Bill's voice shook with emotion as he fought 
back tears, 'when Jane got breast cancer…’ He swept fingers over greying hair smoothing 
an imaginary mess, gulped a mouthful of cold tea before whispering, ‘… and died.' 
 Flo reached across and patted Bill's hand. He had clutched the salt shaker to steady 
nerves as if it was a lifeline. Freddie added his hand, and with a begging look urged John 
to reach out too.  
 With her free hand, Flo clasped John's and squeezed it gently. 'It's true, John. What 
you saw happened, but you have to understand why, and believe me, I’d never leave you. 
I love you and have loved you for over 50 years.' The tears started again, and Flo 
accepted a clean handkerchief from Freddie, who broke the uneasy silence.  
 ‘John, I've always been jealous of your relationship with Flo… I know you have cancer, 
but you're still alive.' Freddie's eyes glistened, 'count yourself lucky you're not living with 
chronic pain every day, or have to seek friendships online. Most of my life there's been 
nothing gay about being gay.' 
 Bill leaned forward, his grey eyes staring at John. ‘Or you could be dead inside like me. 
That’s how I feel about life without someone special to love and who loves me.’ He 
splayed his hands as if holding an imaginary platter, 'What do you say John, bygones be 
bygones? Forgive us and, 'he flashed a grin, 'and we'll forgive your bloody moods.' 
 All eyes found the salt shaker interesting. Silence and waiting, waiting... 
 John straightened the Rolex and glanced at the dial, 'Guess we have time for a fresh 
cuppa– and a fresh start. You still haven't explained your secret smile, Bill?' 
 'Oh, don't!' murmured Flo, fearful of what Bill would say, but he obliged and the 
mood on the table flipped from mistrust to incredulity.  
 'I'm selling the unit and moving out of Cooinda. Looking for a house up country.' 
 Three voices chorused, 'What?' 
 Bill laughed. 'Yep, lonely, suicidal Bill– and I'm not joking; I’ve had those thoughts– is 
hoping to be happy Bill with a future.' 
 Freddie found his voice, 'What are you going on about?' 
 Bill slapped his thighs. ‘Well, old mate, you're not the only one who finds friends 
online. I discovered, Maisie. Beautiful Texan Maisie, widowed, no children, still young 
and wanting adventure. Once I sell up and send her more money, she's coming over to 
begin a new life with me and...' 
 'Oh, God, no!' Freddie fumbled in his pocket, produced his Smartphone and started 
tapping. 



'What the...' John began while Flo seemed stuck in a state of shock, her eyes protruding 
cartoon-like above pale lips and even paler cheeks.  
 In a matter of seconds, Freddie found what he wanted and shoved the Smartphone at 
Bill. 'Is this Maisie?' 
 Bill stared at the screen, pursed his lip and nodded, 'Yes, but how...?' 
 'How did I know?' said Freddie. 'Well, as you said, I spend a lot of time online ... and 
I'm an ex-insurance investigator, remember?’ He glanced at John and Flo before 
continuing, ‘Cautious to the extreme you’re always saying.' 
 Freddie's ironic smile held no warmth. 'Sorry, Bill, they have duped you; Maisie could 
be a Rebecca or even a Mat. It’s a scam targeting lonely folk and their bank balances.' 
 Bill swallowed several times, trying to relieve his dry mouth. Lips clamped until they 
almost disappeared as he drummed his fingers on the table. Flo saw tears filling his eyes 
as he stared outside at the children who were no longer singing. They sat in a circle 
absorbed in whatever stones, seeds, or insects inhabited their tiny patch of playground. 
 Seconds turned into minutes before Bill stood up. ‘Right,’ he clapped his hands, 
‘cuppas all round?' He looked at Freddie, 'Thanks, mate. No fool like an old fool, eh?' 
Bill's misty eyes smiled at Flo and John, 'Friends are important. Thank you Flo, our 
caring angel, and thank you, John, keeping us on our best behaviour– once a teacher 
always a teacher!' 
 Happy Harry appeared at the table like a surprise parcel, ‘Sorry to break up your fun 
folks.’ Flo braced herself for John's usual sarcasm, but he remained silent. Harry 
continued, ‘the coach turns into a pumpkin in 5 minutes. Yarrawonga awaits.' 
 Harry left and Bill shrugged, ‘At Yarrawonga, the first round on me, and it’ll be 
something stronger than tea.’ 
 Freddie grinned and eased himself upright, ‘Let’s go.’ He nodded towards the bus 
driver’s bulky back, ‘time for good little children to obey the hairy godmother.'  
 The others laughed. 
 John levered himself erect using the table. He stretched out his hand to Bill. ‘The 
drinks on me mate… glad you’ll be staying at Cooinda. Now, let's sit up front and annoy 
Happy Harry. When spoken to like kids, we can behave accordingly.' 
 'Yeah,' said Bill, wrapping John’s hand in both of his. ‘We'll play I Spy. Bags going 
first.' 
 Flo hooked her arm through John’s as Freddie accepted Bill’s and like old times they 
strolled into the sunshine, inhaling the fruity blossoms from a row of budding cherry 
plum trees. It promised to be a good weekend. 
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