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Dedication

For my best friend, Fred, who was also my grandfather





Epigraph

There is no remedy for love but to love more.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU
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1

The single drop of pee made a pitiful splash. Fred sighed as he stood over the cracked toilet bowl that, like him, had seen better days. The public restrooms at Wattle River Reserve weren’t as dirty as he’d feared, though the walls hosted a colorful array of aging graffiti.

Another couple of measly drips. Was there a job in the armed forces for people who could urinate in Morse code? If so, he’d be an ideal candidate, though it was unlikely they’d accept eighty-two-year-olds.

He glanced around the cubicle for something to distract his prostate—a watched pot never boils, after all. He didn’t want to “call Caz for a good time,” as some peeling purple writing on the windowsill suggested, and he was getting nowhere, so he zipped up and unlocked the stall door. The damp concrete toilet block was pretty roomy. Could he possibly sleep here tonight? Surely if he asked around, he could find somewhere a tad cozier that didn’t smell like urinal cakes and lost dreams.

His knobbly fingers protested as he rinsed them under the freezing tap water. The dryer was broken, so he made the most of his wet hands to smooth out his unruly moustache. A foggy mirror above the sink reflected blue eyes flanked by deep crow’s-feet. Not a bad price to pay for eight decades of laughter—well, seven decades at least. Fred coughed. Grief’s blunt force could still wind him on bad days. He shook it off and headed back outside to the river, where he’d come to clear his mind before his bladder got other ideas. The welcome scent of eucalyptus filled his nostrils from the rows of sage-green gum trees lining the bank.

It was the sound of the river that usually brought him peace: the monotonous babble could drown out whatever was rattling around the corners of his mind. But not today. Today’s mental cacophony was too loud even for the river.

“I’m sorry, but I gave you notice over two weeks ago, Fred. You’ve got to be packed and out of here by tonight, mate.”

His landlord’s words from earlier this morning echoed in his ears. They hadn’t been unkind (Fred hadn’t been able to scrape together rent for months) but they’d meant business, and he had nowhere to go. He’d rustled up some packing cartons, but they remained empty. How could you seal precious mementos in a box, not knowing when or if they would ever be reopened? It wasn’t as though he had anywhere to store them. He was terrified that the memories would suffocate in their cardboard prison, and that he would forget her. It was all too much, and his procrastinating feet had led him here.

He kicked a fallen gumnut into the water, his eyes following its descent down the grassy bank. There, by the river’s edge, sat a man about his own age slumped in a wheelchair, an open bag of sliced bread at his side, now the prize of fighting seagulls. Hair the color of aluminum foil waved carelessly in the breeze, with a matching, neatly trimmed moustache sitting below a substantial nose. The man’s narrow face tilted to the side, one large ear directed at the sky like a wrinkly satellite dish. His watery blue eyes, magnified behind thick round glasses, were slightly open and appeared to be squinting at something. Fred stepped closer.

“Hello? You all right there, mate?” The lack of response alongside the stare—which was as vacant as Fred’s flat would be tonight—said that he wasn’t.

Fred always took great joy in meeting new people, but usually they were alive.

He stooped down, craned his saggy neck forward, and peered into the man’s eyes. Yep, definitely dead. His breath, or lack thereof, smelled of tuna and Vegemite. A long strand of drool from his open mouth had made a damp patch on his blue flannel shirt. Fred’s pulse quickened as he stared at the torn piece of bread that sat abandoned on the bloke’s lap. He swallowed hard. More troubling than the realization that he was face-to-face with a dead body was the niggling feeling that he knew the man. He looked so very familiar.

A babble of voices sounded from further up the riverbank near the barbecues. Some old folks in knitted cardigans sat on parked walkers, crocheted blankets over their knees. Two women in turquoise uniforms poured them tea from a thermos and handed out biscuits. Fred’s tummy growled. Behind them in the distance stood a minibus with “Wattle River Nursing Home” painted in big navy-blue letters along the side. The old boy must belong to them.

Taking a deep breath, Fred grasped the handles of the wheelchair and pushed the old man toward them—they would surely know what to do.

It was an unusually warm April day and beads of sweat prickled his skin. He hadn’t exerted this much force in years. Except for that time on the toilet when his back passage had been so clogged up the neighbors had called emergency services, fearing his wails were that of a woman in labor.

“Mind this for me, would you, mate?” he said as he removed his heavy jacket and laid it over the man’s shoulders. He pushed on. A flash of gray and white appeared as a bold seagull made off with the bread from the man’s lap. With a sudden rush of air, an entire flock descended upon them, a whip of feathers assaulting Fred’s face.

“Go on, get, you mongrels!” Fred blurted, trying to dodge a second group attack. He grabbed the stale Vegemite sandwich he’d been saving for lunch from his pocket and threw it at the birds in an attempt to divert them. The wheelchair gave a sudden jerk and tipped sideways, flinging its occupant out like a discarded piece of wrinkly fruit. The body tumbled down the bank, landing half submerged, his yellow-trousered bottom pointing upward toward the sky. Bugger! Bother! Blast!

Fred ambled down the bank and with a gargantuan effort tried to haul the man out, the immense physical strain causing Fred to pass wind repeatedly, bringing to mind last night’s dinner, the single remaining item in his pantry: a tin of home-brand baked beans. He apologized profusely between each emission before realizing whom he was talking to.

“Lucky for you, you can’t smell, old boy.” Fred could always find the silver lining in things.

With one almighty tug, he fell backward onto the grass, pain searing through his skull as the side of his head knocked against a rock. When the body slipped from his grasp and was taken by the current, it was only Fred’s eyes that screamed. His mouth, along with the rest of his body, froze as if meeting liquid nitrogen.

The blob of silver, blue and yellow became smaller and smaller as it floated down the river and out of sight. Fred flooded with a type of panic he had never experienced, except in his recurring dream where he had to fill in for Dolly Parton at one of her concerts. A dull throb pulsed through his skull as his eyes darted from side to side, up to the nursing-home crowd and back to the water.

“Oh my God! Bernard! Bernard’s fallen!” The shrill nasal voice came from one of the uniformed women, whose matronly bosom would have been disproportionate if not for her mass of frizzy red hair to balance it out. “Bernard!”

Fear rose like heartburn in Fred’s throat, questions jackhammering his brain. Did she think he’d pushed the man? She couldn’t have known he was already dead. Would he go to jail? On the positive side, at least he’d get food and a bed in prison . . .

“Oh dear, Bernard!”

The woman’s voice, now close, snapped him back into the present.

“You’ve fallen out of your chair, you silly sausage! Come on, let’s get you back in.”

He blinked slowly, glancing over his shoulder to see who she was talking to. Certainly not to the body; that had disappeared altogether. There was no one else there. She was staring directly at him, talking to him.

“It was an accident. I didn’t mean to . . .” He trailed off.

“Yes, yes of course. That’s okay. No broken bones, I hope? That’d be the last thing I need.” She patted him down, looking at him as one might a small, inconvenient child. “Oh, and I see you’ve lost your specs, too! Never mind. We’ll get you sorted.” She picked up the man’s glasses, which had fallen near the water.

Fred winced as she spat on the lenses and wiped them with her blouse.

“There we are!” She placed them on his nose and everything became a complete blur. He felt himself being firmly assisted into a seated position then wheeled forward, smudged flashes of color passing in a whir.

“Excuse me . . .” He tried again, but it hurt to speak.

“Don’t worry, we’ll get you a nice cuppa and a biscuit. Did you enjoy feeding the seagulls?”

He paused, his eyebrows furrowed in contemplation, not wanting to be impolite or untruthful.

“Well . . . if I’m completely honest, no, I did not.”

FRED EXHALED as they finally came to a stop, now surrounded by the hazy figures of the other old folk he’d seen before. A thick plastic mug was thrust into his hand.

“Thank you,” he managed. Never one to refuse a cup of tea, he drank. A lukewarm fluid tasting more like dishwashing liquid filled his mouth. As he forced a swallow, something pink and red was placed on his lap on a piece of paper towel. Assuming it to be the aforementioned biscuit, he tasted it. The first bite confirmed that not only was it indeed a biscuit, but it was what he considered to be the queen of all biscuits: the Iced VoVo. When had he last splurged for a packet of these? For a moment, he forgot about his predicament and felt nothing but gratitude as the glorious bursts of raspberry and coconut waltzed on his tongue. The flavors coated a delicious memory—they had been his dear Dawn’s favorite. He closed his eyes to visit her in the only way he now could: in his mind. He saw his younger wrinkle-free hand in hers as they sat on their sun-dappled porch drinking coffee, two VoVos on a plate nestled side-by-side—just like the two of them.

“You, my darling, are the froth on my cappuccino!” he would chuckle as he spooned the chocolatey foam from his cup into his wife’s mouth. The memory wrapped itself like a warm blanket around his broken heart.

Then, like clockwork, it came. The thought, so familiar it had become part of his body, spat its poison.

I should have come home sooner.

Fifty-seven years had done little to dull its jagged edge. An ache too great to bear crescendoed in his heart. He took one more longing look at Dawn’s face before forcing his eyes open to what was now his reality.

The fuzzy outline of the redheaded woman came into view as she pulled the paper towel from his hand and used it to roughly wipe his mouth, making his moustache prickle.

“Bet you feel much better now, Bernard. You’ve certainly got a lot more color in you than when we got here this morning—you were as pale as a corpse.”

Fred gulped. Good grief.

“But I’m not Bernard . . . I’m Fred, you see. Frederick Fife. Wait a second, I’ll show you my ID.”

But she had already moved on. He reached for his wallet in his jacket pocket, only to feel his shirt. Bugger. He’d taken his jacket off. It must have washed down the river with the dead bloke!

“Time to go,” the woman bleated as she returned and grasped the handles of the wheelchair once more.

Memories of being on one of those dreadful amusement park rides rose to the surface as he bumped along the path; still unable to see anything because of the glasses. Dizzy, queasy, and scared, he searched for words of protest but found none. A mechanical noise sounded as the wheelchair lift raised him into the van. Two elderly ladies whispered loudly in front of him, the scent of potpourri thick in the air.

“Did you see the trousers Denise was wearing?” said one, her voice as raspy as that unfortunate hairless chap in The Hobbit who was obsessed with the ring.

“Toilet-brush Denise?”

“No. Denise Denise. The carer.”

“Ahhh, redhead Denise.”

“Yes, well, her trousers were falling down, and I could see her bottom shining like the rising sun. Almost fell off my chair, I did! Absolutely disgraceful!”

Perhaps it was a good thing he had the wretched glasses on after all. As the engine of the bus sprang to life, Fred’s hands tightened over the armrests.

He managed a meek “Wait!” but it was lost in Michael Bublé’s voice oozing through the speakers. His skin twitched. Did they honestly think he was that poor bloke? Were older people so invisible that they all looked the same? The body had probably floated to ruddy Sydney by now. Perhaps it was all a dream . . . but the pounding in his head and the coconut stuck in his teeth told him otherwise.

A wave of nausea interrupted his thoughts. Fred was prone to feeling carsick at the best of times, even when he wasn’t wearing someone else’s glasses and sitting at the very back of a bus. He shut his eyes and tried to keep the VoVo down.
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“You’re it!” squealed Hannah as she tagged her sister. Sadie was three years older than her but Hannah was almost as tall, with the same short curly brown hair and green eyes. Her bare feet zipped past the garden shed, jumping over the patch of burrs just in time to avoid the dreaded sting.

“If I’m it, you’re it too!” laughed Sadie, catching up to her little sister, pulling her in close for a bear hug.

Hannah proudly let out the big juicy fart she had been holding in for just this moment, a sure-fire way to escape her sister’s clutches. It was so loud it gave her the giggles. Normally she was the queen of silent-but-deadly, but this one was noisy and deadly, a winning combo.

“Hannah! Gross!” Sadie scrunched her nose just like the time Hannah had dared her to put seven sour Warheads in her mouth at once.

As Sadie released her, Hannah felt something dripping on her forehead. She rubbed her fingers over it. It was red. She squinted at Sadie in confusion.

“Am I bleeding, Sayd?” But as she looked at her sister for an answer, she saw it was Sadie who was bleeding. Big drops of blood fell from her nose and onto her rainbow tie-dyed T-shirt. It seriously made it look even cooler, though. It needed a splash more color after Mum had accidentally washed it on a hot cycle.

Sadie touched her fingers to her nose. “Argh, rats! Not another one!”

Hannah slapped her hand over her mouth. Holy cow! Her farts must be even more powerful than she thought if they could make your nostrils bleed. Perhaps she should try holding them in more.

“Come on, let’s go inside,” said Hannah, running past the rusted washing line toward the house. Sadie clutched her nose and followed alongside, drops of blood dripping onto the brown grass below. Hannah opened the screen door with a creak.

“Dad! Where are you?”

Mum glanced up from the kitchen bench where she was making a sandwich, her messy hair tied up in a bun.

“Mum! What are you doing back? I thought you were at work.”

“Oh hi, love, I just ducked home—forgot my lunch. Dad’s out the front.”

Hannah pointed to her sister. “Sadie needs some tissues. She’s got a blood nose!”

“Oh dear, never mind. Here you go, you silly sausage,” Mum said, handing Sadie a box of Kleenex. “Don’t get blood on the carpet!”

Sadie obediently stepped off the beige shag rug and onto the white kitchen tiles.

“Careful, or your brains will bleed out, sis!” Hannah teased.

Sadie poked out her tongue and pinched her nose with the tissue. Within seconds, it was bright red just like Hannah’s all-time favorite food: ketchup. Ketchup went with everything, despite what Sadie said. She was such a weirdo and liked vinegar on her chips! Who would prefer vinegar to ketchup? Her tummy rumbled. She really felt like some now.

“Mum! Can we have ketchup on toast for lunch again, please?”

Mum didn’t answer.

“Mum? Mum?”

Mum frowned as she handed Sadie her favorite purple teacup, the fancy one that Aunty Jane had given her from London. “Try to have a sip of water, love. Gee, you’re getting a few of these, aren’t you? My darling girl. I think we’d better take you to see Dr. Parkes.”

Hannah scrunched up her face. This meant no more tag for today. Rats. The front door swung open and Dad walked in carrying the newspaper, his brown hair flopped in his face. He really needed a haircut. Maybe he’d finally let her do it this time. The practice run on her Cabbage Patch doll Maggie hadn’t been too bad, and Maggie looked better in hats anyway.

“How’s my little Han?” Dad asked, tickling Hannah under the chin and sending her into fits of giggles.

“Daaad! I’m not little anymore!” She placed her hands on her hips and gave her father her most serious grumpiest look, the one she saved for the psycho cat next door who she was pretty sure had stolen Maggie’s underpants from the washing line.

“I know, I know,” said Dad wrapping his arms around his daughter.

As hard as she tried to push them down, Hannah couldn’t stop the corners of her mouth from turning upward.

“Achoo!” Dad roared, covering his nose. If there was a competition for who could sneeze the loudest, her dad would be world champ for sure. His sneezes could even set off the car alarm.

“Sorry! I couldn’t resist patting the neighbor’s new puppy!” He went to grab a tissue and stopped when he noticed Sadie. “Oh dear, what’s going on here? You didn’t try any kung fu moves on your sister, did you, Han?” He raised his bushy eyebrows and winked at Hannah.

She grinned, but Mum’s freckled face remained very serious.

“We need to take her to the doctor,” she said, glancing back at Sadie, who now looked like she was holding some sort of bright-red flower under her nose, the scrunched ball of Kleenex soaked in blood. “In fact, you’d better take her right away. I’m so sorry I can’t come—I’ve gotta get back to work, they’re short-staffed. Don’t forget to tell him about those night sweats as well.”

Dad nodded and tossed the newspaper on the table, his face now serious, too. “Han, can you get an old towel for Sadie, please?”

Bum. Hannah sighed, her hopes of Dad teaching her to play chess later down the toilet. She ran to the linen closet in the laundry, looking up and down at the rows of folded towels. There were so many color options . . . Should she pick a red one to match the blood? Could someone run out of blood? She’d be happy to lend Sadie some of hers if she ran out. Better get some just in case.

She grabbed an empty glass jar and Mum’s sewing kit from the cupboard then took the biggest needle she could find and pricked her finger hard, biting her tongue to distract herself from the pain.

She held it over the jar, disappointed to see that only one drop came out. Maybe she’d have to make her nose bleed, too? Her teacher always told her not to pick her nose as she’d get nosebleeds, so she stuck her finger up and gave it a good pick, but all she got was snot. She narrowed her eyes. What else had Mrs. Hudson lied about?

“Hannah! What are you doing?” Dad ran in, catching her in the Great Nose Pick. Why did dads always choose the worst moment to enter the room? It was like when he’d walked in on the kissing scene when she and Sadie were watching Charlie’s Angels that time . . .

“We need that towel now!” He pushed past her and grabbed the closest towel, even though it was white and would probably stain. Silly billy!

“Come on, Hannah, we need to get Sadie to the doctor straightaway!”

She ran after him, her heart beating fast. Dad pushed the towel under Sadie’s nose; she was so pale now, like someone had colored over the top of her face with a white crayon. Hannah glanced at the jar with the drop of blood in it. She’d better bring it, just in case.
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“Idiot!” hissed Denise to no one in particular, as she read over her colleague’s near-incomprehensible notes in Bernard’s file. And in the wrong section to boot. Did she have to do everything herself? If there was one thing she couldn’t stand, it was proper procedure not being followed. Just put notes in the right freaking place, Sandra, it’s not hard! She rolled her eyes and let out a forceful sigh; she’d have to talk to her about it tomorrow.

She closed the file and adjusted the seat of the black office chair. Her back spasmed. They didn’t design these chairs for people her size. They didn’t really design anything in life for someone like her, whoever they were. She rubbed her forehead, trying to erase a pending headache before it grabbed hold.

She didn’t need this on her plate, what with Bernard’s fall on her watch and the worry about her daughter. Of course she shouldn’t google the symptoms yet there she was, typing away with her sabotaging fingers. The search results slammed into her chest, snatching her breath. Shit! The doctor would no doubt need to order tests and the wait of not knowing was absolutely excruciating. On one hand, she wanted nothing to be wrong. On the other, it would be a relief to know what was causing all this, to have a reason, a name for what was happening to her darling girl . . .

Did this make her a shit mum, wanting there to be something wrong?

She glanced at her Apple watch, scowling at the indentation it made on her wrist. Should’ve bought a larger wristband; buying a smaller size didn’t magically make you that size. Idiot. The new nurse would be here soon. He’d better not be an imbecile like Sandra.

She really ought to check on Bernard again now but he was asleep, and she needed a rest, too. Denise would need more than a bloody sandwich today. She grabbed a Mars Bar from the residents’ candy cart and scarfed it down.

Bloody Bernard. Should never have left him alone to feed the seagulls, but he was so freaking annoying sometimes. Grumpy old fart. Why did this have to happen on her shift? At least Bernard had the early signs of dementia, so any other changes from a fall could surely be explained away by that.

She opened an incident report form in his file. At least she had control of what would be written down. And for once, it was going to be in her favor.
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It was Fred’s nostrils that woke first. A disastrous combination of urine and disinfectant assaulted his airways, tumbling the contents of his stomach like socks in a dryer. Smears of fuzzy colors filled his eyes. He went to rub them, his fingers meeting something hard. Why was he wearing glasses? Removing them from his nose, a small salmon-colored room came into focus, generic pictures of sailing boats adorning the tired walls. The TV on the sideboard was off, but the unmistakable rise and fall of David Attenborough’s muffled voice drifted from the next room. A soft breeze blew in from an open door that led to a tiny courtyard lined with neglected potted pansies. Where on earth was he? And why was he in a wheelchair?

In the corner sat a hospital-like bed, the red light of a call button illuminating the beige comforter. As he looked across at the bedside table, his mouth went dry.

He rubbed his eyes. It couldn’t be.

There, next to a telephone, sat a gold-framed photo of him with a birthday cake, two red number candles making up “83.” Fred was pretty sure he was still just eighty-two, though. Or was it eighty-three? He frowned, racking his brain for a memory of his last birthday.

There’d definitely been no cake, although he had splurged on a choccy scone from Baker’s Delight. But he’d been alone, as he had for his last ten birthdays. No one would have been with him to take a photo. He rubbed the side of his head, his hand meeting a sizable bump that left a smudge of blood on his fingers. Had he knocked his head? Was he concussed? Or was this it? Had he finally lost his marbles? And, if he had in fact lost his marbles, would he have the clarity of mind to question if he had?

Taking a deep breath, he picked up the photo for closer inspection. Stuck to the frame was a label with “BERNARD’S 83RD BIRTHDAY” written in neat capital letters. Fred pinched the bridge of his nose. Surely he hadn’t forgotten his own name? He studied the unsmiling face and the blank eyes. That was the first clue. He always had a smile on his birthday, even if no one else was there. Phew! It was not, in fact, him. Marbles intact. For now, at any rate. He was indeed eighty-two after all. Probably.

Then, like a fast-acting laxative, it all came flooding back. The river. The seagulls. The body. The name.

He squinted at the photo, swallowing the golf ball–sized lump that had formed in his throat. There were minor differences of course—the size of their ears, the angle of their eyebrows, the width of their eyelids—but by and large the two of them looked almost identical, especially if he put on the glasses. His lungs searched for air as a glimpse of the pale, slumped face flashed in his mind. So that was why the man—Bernard, he presumed—had looked so very familiar. It was practically the same face Fred saw in the mirror every day. He pictured the blob of colors being swept away by the current and then looked down at his own blue check shirt and mustard-colored pants. They even dressed alike.

Crikey. No wonder they’d thought he was Bernard.

He shifted, his cotton trousers sticking to the fake leather of the wheelchair. His bottom felt wet! And what was that smell? The relief of seeing that his crotch was dry was soon overcome by the alarming realization that Bernard’s hadn’t been. Argh! Must’ve been too disoriented to notice it earlier. He needed a shower pronto and to sort out this frightful mix-up. He stood, listening for voices outside but hearing none.

“Excuse me, please!” he called down the hall, his heart racing. Where was everyone? Drawing attention to himself was as appealing as applying hemorrhoid cream, but desperate times called for desperate measures. When no one came, he pressed the call button repeatedly like an impatient child eager for a walk signal to turn green. It made no sound. The darn thing must be broken. Ten more sticky minutes passed before the thought of someone else’s bodily fluid on him became too much to bear. The sliding door in the corner revealed a hospital-like ensuite. With some difficulty, and trying not to gag, he removed his clothes and gave himself a quick rinse with the hand-held shower.

“Bernard?”

Strewth! Fred’s heartbeat quickened as the door began to open. He stumbled onto the plastic shower chair, placing a face washer over the area that was, well, not his face.

“Why are you in the shower?” The nasal voice of Denise was unmistakable now. “You aren’t meant to do that yourself, you goose!” she said in the same tone Fred’s mother had used when she’d caught him eating a whole jar of strawberry jam. “I’ve got a new nurse with me today, Bernard. He’s learning the ropes and has come to check you over after your little fall at the river. This is Kevin.”

Despite his state of embarrassment, Fred, always the perfect gent, managed a weak smile. “How do you do, Kevin?” He craned his neck to see the young man with ginger hair waving hello.

“G’day, mate. Lovely to meet you,” said Kevin, his thick Kiwi accent and freckly face brimming with a level of enthusiasm that would’ve been less awkward if Fred weren’t buck naked.

“Oh! I see you’ve had an accident! Oh gosh, Bernard,” Denise scolded, glancing back at the wheelchair and the wet pants on the floor.

“No, well, that’s the thing I’ve been trying to say,” said Fred. “You see, it wasn’t me that had the accident—it was Bernard.”

A look of confusion flashed across Denise’s face before she nodded, giving a knowing smile and wink to Kevin. “Oh, yes, honey . . . It was Bernard,” she said, making air quotes around the name with her pale fingers.

His chest tightened. “But . . . I’m Fred!” he attempted again, though neither of them were listening.

“Here, let’s get you sorted.” Denise turned the water off and began patting him dry with a white towel, starting at his feet. As the towel rose higher, so did Fred’s dread.

“I think I can manage this part,” he said, just in time.

“Okay, I’ll clean down your chair while you do that, then we’ll be back to help transfer you, all right?” Denise said, as if talking to someone whose first language wasn’t English.

She closed the ensuite door, but Fred could still hear their voices clearly.

“Bernard came to us a few months ago after a fall. Doesn’t have any visitors. He’s divorced and his ex-wife died, so no family on the scene. Used to work in advertising or something. Heard he lost most of his money—sad story. Grumpy old bugger he is. Oh, and a bit deaf, so you need to speak up. He can walk but we always take him in a wheelchair for longer distances. He used to be quite good mentally when he first came in November but had a mild stroke on Christmas Day, of all days. Hasn’t been quite the same since. It’s caused some vascular dementia, so he can get confused and sometimes forgets who he is, or where he is. The fall this morning can’t have done him any good, either. He needs lots of reassurance and guidance.”

Fred buried his face in his hands. Blimey. This was going to be harder than he thought. He glanced at himself in the mirror, his silver eyebrows in a furrow once more. A tiny spot of dried blood peeked from behind his right earlobe. Perhaps he could trouble them for a Band-Aid? Even the generic ones were pretty dear.

The two staff members returned with a navy-blue shirt, gray tracksuit pants and a pair of light-brown underpants that Fred feared may once have been white. Helping him to his feet, Denise promptly pat-dried his bottom before he could say a word, then helped him into the fresh set of clothes. They fit perfectly.

Once dressed, he was escorted to the armchair by the window where Kevin began his examination. Fred’s bicep protested as the inflating blood pressure cuff squeezed it, relinquishing its grasp seconds before he thought his arm might drop off.

“Gee, your blood pressure is better than ever, Bernard,” said Kevin, glancing at an iPad. “Oh golly, I can see you’ve got a bit of a cut behind your ear, too. Let’s take a look at that, shall we? Does it hurt anywhere? Any other problems at all?”

“Er, no,” Fred replied, wondering if this was a good time to mention his weak stream and the mole on his scrotum that he’d been meaning to get checked . . . Perhaps best not. Kevin shone a small flashlight in Fred’s eyes and asked him to follow his finger.

“Looking good, no sign of a concussion, mate.” Removing a dressing kit from a trolley, he gently cleaned and dressed the wound.

“Thanks, Kevin.” Fred sighed inwardly. Thank goodness he hadn’t had to ask for that Band-Aid. This was some first-rate service.

“Right, well, we’ll leave you to it. Oh look, just in time—here’s your lunch!”

Kevin stepped aside to let a petite young woman in a canary-yellow uniform pass. At the sight of her, the nurse’s face reddened as he dropped his clipboard with a clatter.

“Oh, um, er, sorry about that. I’ll, um, leave you to it, Bernard.” Kevin gave a strange little bow, then, as if realizing the absurdity of what he had done, slapped his palm to his forehead before hurriedly exiting the room, Denise following behind.

The young woman gave a bemused smile then looked at Fred with warm, brown eyes. “Hello, Mr. Bernard!” Her chirpy voice was soft and sweet. “It’s just Linh here. I’ve got your lunch and the activities schedule.”

Fred paused, still coming to terms with what seemed to be his new name. Linh placed the tray on the wheeled table in front of him, brushing her thick black fringe from her face.

“Oh, lovely! Thank you ever so much.”

He took a deep breath, determined to try again. “I’m sorry to bother you, love,” he said as she turned to leave, “but I’ve been trying to tell someone that I don’t belong here. I came by mistake—”

“Oh no, Mr. Bernard, you haven’t made a mistake,” she said, rubbing his shoulder. “This is your room. Twenty-three, remember? We talked about that yesterday?” She pointed to the gold number on the door.

He shook his head. “But I’m not who you think I am. I’m not Bernard, I’m Fred, you see . . . Fred.”

“Fred?” Linh frowned, tilting her head to the side.

“Yes, Fred!” Dare he hope someone would finally listen?

She paused before nodding enthusiastically. “Ah, I see! Yes . . . Fred! Just wait here a moment.”

He sighed, relief washing over him. Finally. This whole debacle would be sorted out at last.

Fred rubbed the soft fabric of the navy shirt between his fingers; it was much nicer than his usual scraggly ones from the thrift store. Could he keep this outfit? He certainly didn’t want to put the urine trousers back on.

Linh returned, breaking his train of thought. He leaned forward in anticipation. In her hand was a DVD. A man’s black-and-white face smiled at him from the cover.

The Fred Astaire Collection.

He flopped back in his chair. Bugger.

“Fred! He’s a great dancer, Mr. Bernard.” Linh pointed to the case as she did a little boogie.

Fred forced a smile as his mind groaned. If only he was as recognizable as the greatest dancer of all time. Fred wasn’t really the greatest at anything—well, apart from eating fruit jellies, perhaps. He was exceptionally good at that.

Linh put the DVD on to play and left doing a waltz down the hall. As the music started and his namesake and Ginger took to the floor, the smell of gravy intoxicated his nostrils. He’d totally forgotten about lunch, a very rare occurrence indeed.

The tray before him resembled those his mum had been given when she was in hospital: thick insulated beige plastic covers on a plate, bowl and mug. He’d never forget having to feed her like a baby, that non-identifiable mushy stuff resembling brown cottage cheese. Fred sent up a silent prayer that old Bernard hadn’t been on vitamized food as she’d been at the end. Still, his grumbly tum would be grateful for anything at this point.

Excitement spritzed over him as he lifted the cover to reveal slices of roast beef, spherical peas, cubes of roast pumpkin and oval roast potatoes covered in gravy. You little beauty! He clasped his hands together—must’ve been at least ten years since he’d had a roast. There was even jelly and custard for dessert!

Dawn had always cooked marvelous meals for the two of them. She’d taught home economics part-time at the local high school and her expertise showed in every dish she created. Since her passing a decade ago, he’d been largely surviving on toast with baked beans or tinned spaghetti. Meat was too expensive anyway, even if he’d been able to cook it. He’d tried his hand at rice a few times, but it always ended up either crunchy or soggy. He ate it nonetheless.

“Better belly busted than good food wasted,” his dad had always said.

Fred glanced at the roast, a quiver of guilt rising in his gurgling stomach. Could he at least stay for lunch? Surely it couldn’t do any harm? Poor old Bernard certainly didn’t need it where he was.

Fred deferred the decision to his tummy, who made the executive decision to tuck in. The warm food and his mouth were a match made in heaven. He scraped every last bit of gravy from the plate, and even gave it a lick after checking no one was watching. Sinking deeper into the chair, he savored the delectable yet long forgotten sensation of being truly full. But it wasn’t long before the peas began to roll around in his gut, his conscience as heavy as an udder in need of milking. He had to tell someone the truth—this poor guy must be found and buried. Ignoring his aching knees, he rose out of the chair and left the room, running into Linh in the hall.

“Mr. Bernard! Please don’t try and walk after your fall!” She looped her tiny, tan arm in his and escorted him to his wheelchair.

Crikey, she was strong.

“You gave me a fright, Mr. Bernard!” she said, patting him on the back. “Where do you want to go? Are you finally going to come to Bingo?”

“Oh . . . no. I’m sorry to be a pest, love, but would you mind taking me to see whoever’s in charge of this joint, please?”

“Don?” she questioned.

“Er . . .” Fred shrugged. “I’m not sure if his name is Don.”

“No, I mean the Director of Nursing, Sharon. She’s new. She took over from Helen last week, remember?”

“Oh, yes. Well, I’d be awfully obliged if you could take me to her, please.”

“No worries, Mr. Bernard—can do!” She grasped the handles of the chair. Not this again. At least this time he wasn’t wearing those dreadful—

“Oops, better not forget your glasses!”

Bugger. He sighed as the spectacles were once again placed on his nose, rendering his vision as useless as a chocolate teapot.

She wheeled him down a long corridor, coming to a stop at a blurry green door. “Sharon, I’ve got Bernard Greer here to see you. I’m not sure you’ve had the chance to meet him properly yet. He’s the gentleman in room twenty-three.”

“Ah yes, Bernard. Hello, we only met very briefly last week. I’m Sharon Young. What can I do for you?” she said, many decibels higher than necessary.

Fred moved the glasses further down his nose so he could look over the top of them. A formal, middle-aged woman in a black pantsuit with short peroxide-blonde hair and red glasses closed her laptop.

He cleared his throat. “How do you do, Ms. Young. Well, it’s just that, I’m sorry to say, there has been a bit of a misunderstanding, an accident, as it were, and I’ve been trying to tell someone—”

“Oh, you’re a darling. Don’t worry, Bernard. Denise has already told me about the fall at the river and we’ve filled in an incident report.” Her voice dripped with a sickening sweetness as if she were talking to a baby koala.

He shook his head. “But I’m not Bernard, you see. I’m afraid there was a terrible accident and poor Bernard has gone down the river!”

Sharon glanced at Linh. “Yes, that’s right, you did go down to the river this morning. Did you have a good time?”

Fred frowned. Was he speaking a different language? “But he fell in! He was all wet, and I tried—”

“Bernard, it’s okay.” Sharon leaned forward and placed a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. “You weren’t wet from falling in. We are going to look at adjusting your medication to help with the . . . accidents.” The phone rang and she glanced at the number, raising a finger to Fred’s face.

“I’m so sorry, Bernard, but I have to take this. You go and have a nice rest, okay?”

Tears pricked Fred’s eyes while exasperation gripped his chest. “I’m Fred,” he said to no one in particular. “Fred, Fred, Fred . . .” But the words died in his mouth.

“Ah, yes! Good idea. Let’s go back to your room and watch another Fred video! Or one of your bird documentaries? I know you love those.”

Fred felt himself nodding, too exhausted to fight anymore.

AFTER A thoroughly appreciated dinner of chicken Kiev and pavlova with a surprisingly smaller side of guilt than he’d consumed at lunch, Fred watched the daylight surrender to the dark sky. The six o’clock news on the telly told him that a late thunderstorm was forecast as Denise burst into his room.

“C’mon, into your PJs, Bernard,” she said, not making eye contact.

He glanced from her to the window where the wind was already agitating the trees. Perhaps he’d stay just one night? What harm could it do? Be much better than the public loos. He could take another crack at sorting things out tomorrow.

Denise removed a pair of red flannel pajamas, not unlike Fred’s own at home, from the chest of drawers. Perhaps this wouldn’t be so bad after all? A moment later, when she pulled out what appeared to be a gigantic diaper from the bottom drawer, he changed his mind. But the thought of attempting to explain again brought a wave of crushing exhaustion. It was pitch-black outside—how would he manage to get home? Not that he could even call it home anymore. Yes, he’d get some sleep and try again tomorrow.

Denise approached with the white monstrosity.

“Um, do I have to wear that? I think I can manage without, please?”

“Yes, Bernard, you knucklehead. You’ve already had one accident today, remember?”

If only she knew the extent of Bernard’s accident. Poor bugger. Fred clenched his jaw. The protest of his aching bones had whittled down any last scrap of resistance, so he simply nodded. At least the grass was greener on this side; wearing incontinence pants was definitely preferable to lying at the bottom of the river. Another nip of guilt pinched his belly. An awkward dressing ensued before Denise led him to the bed and said an abrupt goodnight. What little dignity he had left had passed away with Bernard.

He climbed under the covers, allowing his body to sink into the squeaky plastic-covered mattress. The bed was comfy enough, yet he searched in vain for sleep. The image of Bernard floating down the river clasped his mind with an unwavering grip. What had happened to the body? Surely it would be found—and then what? Would he be implicated in Bernard’s death?

He pictured his tiny flat. What would the landlord do when he found Fred gone but all his things still there? His muscles tensed. His belongings held little value, except for the contents of the left side of the wardrobe. For it was there he kept his treasure—everything he had left of his darling Dawn. Her favorite cornflower-blue dress she wore on their Friday night dates. The reindeer pajamas that she proudly paraded in year-round. The suspiciously small cashmere sweater that she had given him for his forty-ninth birthday then promptly claimed as her own. The “stinky jacket” she wore on their camping trips, so named after a possum had peed on it. The golden necklace he’d given her for their fiftieth, and last, wedding anniversary. She hadn’t cared that it wasn’t real gold.

He’d never been able to part with those things. Perhaps the act of clearing that wardrobe had been more frightening than homelessness itself, and now it would be done for him in one terrifying sweep. His breath caught in his chest. The photo albums! What would become of them? A slideshow of pictures ran through his mind, illustrations of their story. Tangible proof that such a glorious love could exist. Their hundred-degree wedding day, their first dilapidated house, their handmade Donald and Daisy Duck costumes for a fancy-dress party. He closed his eyes and inhaled, trying to still his tumultuous heart. At least the image of her face could never be disposed of, for it was engraved in his mind—though he would have done anything for a physical photo, too. His thoughts turned to the small plastic container that sat alone in his freezer, housing an eleven-year-old chicken casserole. The last remaining meal that Dawn had made, one of many she’d lovingly prepared before her first round of chemo so he wouldn’t have to worry about cooking. After she died, he kept putting off eating it, his taste buds unable to handle the grief. Before he knew it almost a decade had passed and he then worried that consuming it might lead to the expulsion of more than just tears. His eyes shot open. He still had a new nine-pack of two-ply toilet paper he was saving for a special occasion . . . Hopefully that wouldn’t be chucked out.

The rain drummed steadily on the roof as gratitude for the lovely meal and the warm bed drummed in his heart. If—that is, when—he left here tomorrow, there would be no bed. He couldn’t even pay for a motel room for one night. The wind howled and he pulled up the covers to his quivering moustache. Eventually he succumbed to a fitful sleep, dotted with nightmares of being chased by seagulls while singing Dolly Parton songs and wearing nothing but a gigantic diaper.
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Fred woke with a start. Or possibly a fart. He groped in the dark for his bedside table lamp, which didn’t seem to be there. He shifted onto a wet patch of pillow where a puddle of drool had accumulated, the size of which indicated that he must have been out for the count. Glancing around, he tried to make sense of the long shapes in the darkness as he rubbed his aching lower back. Why was his mattress so squeaky, and why did his bottom feel enormous? He reached a hesitant hand down his rear and his heart skipped a beat as it met plastic. He was in a diaper. It hadn’t been a dream. The river, the body, the stolen roast dinner.

The digital clock on the nightstand told him it was 5:51 a.m. He patted behind his ear and felt the dressing. Yesterday’s headache had mercifully gone, allowing a single thought to shine clearly in his mind: why didn’t he simply leave? He could just walk out the door and go. Why hadn’t he thought of it earlier? Better get dressed first, though; a man in pajamas would no doubt arouse suspicion.

Removing his PJs and giant diaper (triumphantly dry), he opened Bernard’s closet and selected underwear (the least stained pair he could find), brown corduroy pants, a khaki shirt and a green woolen sweater.

“Hope you don’t mind me borrowing these, old boy,” he whispered to Bernard. Thinking it best to hide his face, he took a cap adorned with the Sydney Swans football team logo from a hook inside the door. He shrugged. At least it wasn’t Collingwood. He dusted off a pair of sunglasses from the top shelf and put them on. Bugger, they were prescription. Having the vision of a blind bat would not aid his grand escape, so he left them, walking out of the room and down the easy-clean carpeted hall. A series of identical corridors confronted him. He said a silent prayer and chose the middle one.

Halfway down, he came face-to-face with an elderly woman in a hot-pink nightie, her raven eyes and eyebrows standing out against her long, pale hair. Her face glowed with an eerie intensity as their eyes met.

“Hello, my lover,” she crooned, reaching up to turn on her hearing aids. “Haven’t seen you in a while!”

A nervous laugh escaped Fred’s mouth. “Oh, hello . . . I’m afraid I can’t stop now, sorry.”

“Ohhhhh!” Her lips and eyebrows dropped in a synchronized dramatic frown. “Isn’t Mr. Slim Jim happy to see me?” she pouted, making a phallic gesture with her index finger.

Good Lord. Fred cringed as his face flushed with heat. He tried to walk past, but she stepped closer, her long spindly fingers grabbing hold of his shirt collar. Her surprising strength caused him to stumble toward her, the scent of mothballs and Glen 20 creeping up his nostrils.

“Come on, lover-boy! Let’s slip into my room right now—the nurse thinks I’m still sleeping!” She giggled with the vivacity of a schoolgirl. “You know I don’t like to sleep alone.”

He shifted uneasily, looking down the hall for an escape. “Oh, that’s a very, er, generous offer, but not today, thank you kindly.” 

“You can’t get away from me that easily!” she screeched, grabbing both of his bottom cheeks with such vigor that Fred almost lost his balance. She continued squeezing like she was checking for ripe avocados. As Fred hadn’t done any notable exercise in the last decade, his were very, very ripe.

“Oh, dear me, no! I have to go,” he said, pulling away. This was the last thing he needed when trying to fly under the radar.

“Don’t you find your Patricia-poo beautiful anymore?” she pouted.

His heart galloped. “Oh, you are, er . . .” he stammered. Dawn had been the very definition of beautiful. Once he had seen her, every other woman fell short of the word.

“I won’t go without a smooch!” Patricia insisted, reapplying red lipstick from her handbag with the precision of a drunken clown.

Fred tried blowing her a kiss.

“No deal!” she cried, making a cross sign with her bony arms. She advanced, clasped his sweater and pulled him into her room.

“Oh dear! Kindly release me, madam!” His protest fell on deaf ears. Exactly how deaf, he didn’t know.

In a shockingly sprightly movement that would have been impressive if not for the circumstances, Patricia pushed him onto her bed, upsetting an array of colorful fluffy cushions. Her hearing aid whistled as she pulled herself up next to him, ready to pounce. He gagged. Her breath smelt worse than Bernard’s, which was rather disturbing considering she was—unfortunately for him—still alive.

As her nightie drooped, Fred gasped as he caught sight of what looked like a tattoo of a man’s private parts. Why on earth was it green!? As she moved to the left to kiss his neck, the emerald phallus stretched out, like a wrinkly accordion, to reveal (to his relief) what was actually a cactus, bringing to mind the fold-in pictures in the Mad magazines he’d had as a young man.

His heart convulsed, his mind searching for an escape route. The red emergency button on the wall next to the bed gave him his answer. He’d never liked to bother people and had even felt guilty for summoning the flight attendant on the plane to Queensland when she’d given him a packet of peanuts despite his mild peanut allergy. As Fred’s own “peanuts” (this time minus the “t”) came alarmingly close to being grabbed, he felt assistance was indeed warranted and slammed the button, praying that help would arrive swiftly.

A loud alarm immediately sounded: “CODE BLUE, ROOM THIRTY-EIGHT! CODE BLUE, ROOM THIRTY-EIGHT!”

In the confusion, Fred scrambled away down the hallway, leaving a disoriented Patricia on her bed.
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After several more dead ends, an aching hip and many expletives, Fred finally arrived at the automatic glass doors at the front of the nursing home, which looked out onto a manicured garden and the street beyond. It was still early, so the reception desk was unmanned—all the more reason to leave now. He walked right up to the doors, his nose bumping against the cold glass as they failed to open.

Bugger.

He walked backward and then forward again, waving his hands, trying to provoke the sensor in a series of questionable steps resembling the cha-cha that would’ve made Astaire turn in his grave. Nothing. His eyes rested on a keypad next to the door and his heart sank. A code was required to get out.

Blast.

He pressed the numbers 1-2-3-4, just in case. No. He mashed the keypad like an impatient toddler. Nothing. Exhaling defeat, he sank into one of the nearby lounge chairs, pondering his next move. Moments later, a teary middle-aged couple entered holding some rosary beads.

Seeing his opportunity, Fred made a beeline for the open door. The man looked him up and down.

“Are you a visitor?” he asked.

“Er, yes, I suppose I am,” Fred replied, quite truthfully, as he strode out, not waiting for a response.

The brisk autumn air nipped at his fingers, and he tucked his hands into his pockets. He would head straight to his flat, even though by his estimation it would be
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