
LIFE ISN’T MEANT TO BE SERIOUS 
 

 

 ‘. . . ran from the building . . . many casualties . . . death toll is sure to rise . . . to lift 
the retirement age . . . some strong opposition . . .’  

Words from the 7am news leeched into my consciousness as the clock radio did its 
job of waking me up.  The strife and mayhem I’m hearing (or partly hearing), and partly 
hear every morning on the news, has very little real impact on me. 

And just as well.  Because today I intend to make sure that nothing is going to spoil 
my anticipation of this new day.  Or spoil the day itself.  Nothing about life is going to 
get me down today. 

The last day or so involved more going out than I had intended.  There was the 
grocery shopping, the car service, a doctor’s appointment, the yearly skin cancer 
examination, and the meal at the restaurant for Tony’s 70th birthday. 

But today is one of those wonderful stay-at-home days.  A day I am expecting to 
enjoy just like a mig in pud.  Already the sun is shining brightly outside.  I’m looking 
forward to running the mower around the lawn, planting out the vege seedlings, 
ringing one of my grandkids for his/her birthday, having my two mates over for our 
regular game of canasta, tackling the cryptic crossword in the Advertiser (my favourite 
clues are the ones involving spoonerisms), sending a couple of emails, and maybe 
enjoying one or two off-the-cuff pleasures. 

 
To get the day moving, but not too rapidly, I wander out into the sunshine to pick 

up the paper from the front driveway.  Over breaky I make a start on catching up on 
all its news.  And reading through all my favourite parts of the newspaper.  The most 
important is, of course, the death notices. 

 

That’s when I receive my first surprise.  The name jumps right out at me.  
FITZPATRICK.  I wonder whether this death is going to turn out to be a relative of 
mine.  And if so, how close the relationship might be.  (By the way, my personal theory 
is that having the name Fitzpatrick was decisive in giving me a lifelong interest in 
spoonerisms.) 

I read his first name.  WILLIAM.  Good grief, the same as mine.  But, obviously, not 
related to me.  I know there is no other William in our family-tree booklet. 

I read on.  Husband of Nancy (deceased).  What an uncanny co-incidence!  Father 
of Bethany, Amanda, and Dirk.  Why are those names ringing all kind of bells?  
Grandfather of . . .  Hey, wait a minute this is ME.  Brother of . . .  Mugger Be!  IT IS 
ME. 

 
I have a brief, but very strong, inkling that this death notice is about to spoil my 

entire day.  Maybe the rest of my perhaps-shortened life. 
 
I am at a loss to know what’s going on here.  Obviously, if the paper says so, I must 

be deceased.  Or am I?  It doesn’t seem as if I’m in some new dimension.  Life today 
is exactly the same as it was yesterday.  The same sun, the same trees outside.  So 
why this death notice?  Funeral directors don’t usually get things wrong.  And, so far 
as I have ever heard, not THIS wrong. 
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No, I hadn’t died.  I am sure of that.  But how could I be so sure?  Is it possible that 
. . .?   No, stop being stupid.  I haven’t died. 

And . . . . then . . . . slowly . . . . ithitsme! 
 
Michael!  Mickey Trunk! 
Or as we sometimes call him, Tricky Munk. 
Mick and I have a grand history of playing practical jokes on other people, and on 

each other.  It started when we were teenagers, grew during our university years, and 
blossomed during the early years of our marriages.  But lately we haven’t had much 
more contact than exchanging a yearly phone call or email. 

This is Mick’s swan-song jactical proke!  That’s what’s going on.  And I have to 
admit, it’s a good one.  Somehow, he has got hold of my paper, or organized someone 
else to do it.  He has arranged for the death notice pages to be removed, and replaced 
with his concocted, false pages.  After all, he used to own a newsagency that delivered 
newspapers, so it’s something he could do.  He could call on past favours.  I can see 
his pingerfrints all over this death notice. 

It passes through my mind that Mick’s dementia mustn’t be playing up too much at 
the moment.  And that it’s going to take some time and effort for me to arrange a fitting 
response to this one – not to mention a string of completely dementia-free days for 
me. 

 
But first I better verify that this is what he has done.  I don’t want him to get to hear 

that I had let my low-level-dementia lead me on a wild goose chase. 
It only means a short walk to the 24/7 On the Run petrol station at the end of the 

street to buy a new untampered-with Advertiser. 
Back home, I open this genuine paper to the death notices, gleefully gloating over 

my ability to see through Mick’s handiwork so quickly.  Here we go.  Blackwell . . . 
Dawson . . . Edwards . . .  Fitzpatrick!  William, husband of Nancy.  It’s here!  It’s 
Genuine!  I ACTUALLY HAVE DIED! 

 
No, don’t be stupid, I tell myself.  I have walked down suburban King street, entered 

a busy On the Run with people and cars everywhere, read part of the Advertiser 
including today’s cartoon about President Trump.  None of that is part of a scene from 
heaven, or hell, or any other after-death existence.  Now is it?  I haven’t died! 

 
Then the phone rings.  It’s Ben, my old boss at the Garden Centre.  I was employed 

by him before my retirement six or so years ago.  What on earth would he want with 
me? 

Well I soon find out.  And that’s my second surprise.  Ben is not happy.  The Turner 
family were expecting me to turn up today nice and early to make a start on their 
landscaping job.  The job I had been delegated to do over the next 4 days.  And you 
didn’t turn up, Ben shouts at me.  What’s going on?  This isn’t like you at all.  You are 
usually reliable. 

But, Ben, I tell him, I don’t work there anymore.  I’m retired.  Don’t you remember?  
My retirement gift, the outdoor weather station – I can see it out there now dancing in 
the wind, hoping for a nice tan from the beaming sun, and at the same time 
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disappointed that it has no rain to measure. 
Oh, stop talking nonsense, Ben says.  I don’t know whether he is referring to my 

rather picturesque, and hopefully situation-defusing, reference to the weather station 
or to my statements about retirement.  Look I’ll calm down the Turners, he continues.  
Just be there tomorrow!  At least I know he was referring to my retirement as 
nonsense. 

Less than half-way through that realization the line goes dead.  He hung up.  Or is 
the correct terminology these days Pressed the End Button?  That doesn’t have the 
thud of HUNG UP, does it?  It certainly sounded like a THUD to me. 

I just wish I knew more.  More from Ben.  More about the retirement rug that seems 
to have been pulled out from under my feet.  Of course, I’ve retired!  But not according 
to Ben.  And he is not pulling my leg.  He’s never been one for practical jokes. 

 
I wish I knew what in the blue blazes is going on.  All I know is that the plans for my 

day are rying in luins around me.  I’m not going to be doing anything of what I had 
planned.  Maybe I would be enjoying the day better if I HAD died and HADN’T retired! 

 
So I have some lunch.  And an early glass of red.  Food always seems to help. 
Nourished by the food, my mind tries not to let life get me down as it tries to deal 

with the two surprising, the two impossible, situations that have landed in my lap.  I’ve 
never been good at dealing with two things at once, but it seems my mind is stubbornly 
refusing to take that into account.  So it takes some effort to unknot my thought 
processes and to focus on just one problem. 

 
My supposed retirement.  I go outside just to check that I do have the weather 

station between the peach and nectarine trees.  Yep, there it is.  I touch it just to be 
sure, and shake out the spider that’s sitting in the rain gauge.  And read again the 
little plaque:  Marking William Fitzpatrick’s retirement from the Feengringers Garden 
Centre, 2011.  That proves I’m retired.  So why is Ben so sure that I’m not? 

Ah, my pension card!  That will show Ben is wrong.  I go back inside, get out my 
wallet, and go through those necessary and annoying pieces of plastic.  It’s NOT 
there.  I pull them out one by one.  Still not there.  Concession travel card?  Go through 
them all again.  It’s not there either.  I’m really confused now.  Two pieces of evidence, 
missing-pieces of evidence, telling me that I have not retired.  But they were there at 
yesterday’s doctor’s appointment.  And no one could have interfered with my wallet.  

 
I drag my mind away from the dead end of that deepening confusion. 
Can I make any more progress with my supposed death?  I suddenly realize I will 

have a funeral to attend – as the guest of honour.  This seems to present me with 
even more problems than my dying.  At least to a person who, as far as I am 
concerned, needs no death rites, and no funeral service. 

I turn to the Advertiser – both of them – and each of them list a funeral for Fitzpatrick, 
William, for the day after tomorrow.  At 1.30pm at the church which I regard as my 
church home.  Is this another pointer to the genuineness and reality of my death? 

Life is starting to get me down. 
By now everyone must be aware of my death.  But to make contact with any of my 
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family and acquaintances and friends would freak them out, big time.  Especially if I 
ring them IF I am indeed deceased. 

 
But, if the funeral directors have a body to bury – as they must have – then whose 

body do they have? 
Ah, a viewing! 
That would do it.  That might answer some of my questions.  As well as being a 

terribly enlightening thing to do. 
So I ring the Funeral Directors.  Anonymously, of course.  I am informed that a 

viewing of the deceased has been arranged.  For tomorrow, at 10am. 
Do I go along?  But how is that going to be possible?  I have a gardening job to do 

for the Turners – if I haven’t retired.  Gardening job or viewing?  Viewing or gardening? 
 
With all these thoughts running around in my mind I know I won’t be able to do 

anything more today.  So I try all the relaxing techniques I have ever heard about to 
try to get some sleep. 

 
* * * * * * 

 

‘. . . accident in the city . . . road closed . . . injured taken to hospital . . . pensioners 
gather for a demonstration against . . . wheelchairs and motorised scooters block the 
road . . .’ 

I quickly turn off the news bulletin and head back to dreamland.  But already the 
gates have been locked, and a notice proclaims CLOSED UNTIL TONIGHT. 

 
I remind myself of the situation before me.  If I go with one pair of circumstances, 

I’m making a start on Turner’s garden, and attending my viewing – if I can fit in both.  
If I go with the alternative reality, I’m doing neither – just continuing my life, my life of 
retirement. 

What did I just say to myself?  Alternative reality?  It really does seem like I’m in 
two different realities.  Jumping between the two.  Being torn out of one to be dumped 
in the other.  How did all this happen?  And through no fault on my part – I haven’t 
been playing around with any reality swoggle titch. 

I am sure I have NOT died.  I am sure everybody else is convinced I have died.  
Because of that I convince myself I HAVE died.  I am sure I HAVE retired.  But there 
are people who are just as convinced that I haven’t.  Because of that – well, you know 
how it works. 

Do I make contact with my family and friends?  Well, if, on one hand, I’m sure I have 
not died; and on the other hand, I’m sure I have died, I am in no state to contact 
anyone.  And what would I say anyway?  And I don’t want to know anything about the 
Turners. 

 
Will I go to the viewing?  I’d sure like to see who it is who’s lying in that casket.  I 

wonder if I’d know him (or her?).  But how is it possible for me to go? 
HEY!  What if I disguise myself!  These days, the plastic face masks look SO 

natural.  What if they have a choice of masks of ordinary unknown people?  That 
would make it possible to see who’s taking my place.  But I really don’t have the time 
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to set up this disguise before the time of the viewing.  So that’s out. 
 

But . . .  But!  A good disguise might make it possible for me to attend my FUNERAL 
tomorrow.  Now that’s a good thought.  I’d love be there for my funeral.  To see who 
is there.  To hear what is said.  To be able to talk to people about me.  To sidle up to 
Tricky Munk, if he turns up to pay his respects, and say, ‘Hey, I bet you still remember 
how we managed to wedge Andy’s Mini between those two gum trees.  And what 
about his face when he found it!’  I’m starting to think how much fun it will be to go to 
my funeral in disguise. 

And if I start wearing my disguise as soon as I buy it, Ben and the Turners won’t be 
able to find anyone, or speak to anyone on the phone, except for some abandoned 
relative of mine who has dropped in for a visit.  That will be fun, too. 

 
So I hurry off to spend the morning organizing a disguise for myself.  It is at the third 

costume shop that I find what I want.  The young woman there can’t do enough for 
me.  Mask, wig, clothes, an in-mouth voice-changer, the lot.  All rigged out, I look 
completely natural, and like nobody in particular.  Even I don’t think I am wearing a 
disguise. 

 
This is helping me to feel a bit better.   Of course, I’m still confused, but the 

anticipation of the fun I could have is taking off its sharp edges.  And that seems to 
be helping me to face up to things, and even to give me a determination to confront 
them in some way.  I decide to go to the pub for lunch, AND to phone my two old 
mates, Barry and Harry (whom we call Harry and Barry) inviting them to join me there 
for lunch, or for a chat afterwards.  I want to tell someone all about the last day and a 
half.  They would be ideal.  They may even be able to throw some kind of light on 
what I’m going through. 

 
Harry and Barry listen intently to my story.  The intrusion of my death into my life.  

And the intrusion of full time work into my retirement.  I try to keep it as simple as I 
can, so I don’t have to go over the story too many times.  As I guessed, just once 
wasn’t enough.  But with each going-over the confusion becomes less jumbled for 
both of them.  Barry (or was it Harry? – it’s the one whose wife died of cancer a few 
years ago) claims his ‘incertitude is being palliated’.  The surprising thing is that I am 
also finding I am experiencing a palliated incertitude. 

 
So, Harry (or Barry) checks to see if he has got it right.  A future event in your life 

has come backward in time to trouble you now, right? 
Well, I haven’t looked at in that way.  But yes.  Only it’s more than troubling me, it 

seems it has actually become a present reality. 
And, chimes in Barry (or Harry) a past event in your life has come forward in time 

to trouble you? 
Yes.  Only, again, it is actually claiming to be a present reality. 
And, he says, these two events are happening at the same time! 
 
Harry and Barry look at each other, and so do Barry and Harry.  Each has a look 
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on their face that says very interesting.  They repeat to themselves: A future event 
comes backward.  A past event comes forward.  At the same time.  And it makes no 
sense. 

Then they both look at me and say, Well, that’s solved that! 
 
What?  What do you mean: that’s solved that?  That has solved nothing!  

Sometimes you two old fogeys exhibit far more dementia than I do.  Only you do it in 
a way that makes you seem oh, so wise and superior. 

What we are saying, Bill, is that we seem to have been struck by the same theory 
about what is happening to you.  And we are amazed that you have not realized it.  
So we have a right to feel oh, so wise and superior.  And IF we are right, then we are 
able to assure you, oh, so wisely and superiorly, that everything you are going through 
is nothing out of the ordinary at all.  Everything is normal and okey-dokey.  And if you 
would condescend to consider – and maybe even accept – our theory, you may find 
you can relax and even enjoy what’s happening to you. 

 
I suppose I better listen to your theory, then – for what it’s worth. 
Okay, listen very carefully.  So we won’t need to go over this too many times. 
I’m wanging on your every hord. 
You see!  THAT’S IT!  You’ve just given yourself THE clue to it all. 
What? 
For someone who enjoys and uses spoonerisms so much. . . !  Tell me, what is a 

spoonerism? 
But . . . 
Just answer my question. 
Well, usually the beginning of one word swaps places with the beginning of a 

second related word – to make a confusing, or funny, or just silly, new phrase. 
Right.  Can I just rephrase that a little bit?  A small part of a phrase moves forward 

in the sentence, and a small part of a phrase moves backward in the sentence.  Happy 
with that? 

Yes, that makes sense. 
Good.  Now let me reword that once again.  A small part in the future of a sentence 

moves backwards, at the same time as a small part of the past of the sentence move 
forward. 

Okay. . . 
And now you are ready for me to translate this into your life.  A future event is 

moving backwards in your life, and a past event is moving forward.  At the same time. 
 
Something goes click in my mind. 
So . .  I have been?  turned into?  a spooner?  ism? 
Again, let me reword that for you.  You seem to be living in a spoonerism.  Your last 

two days have been a spoonerism.  You are trapped in a spoonerism.  Take your pick.  
And, of course, you’re confused.  That’s what spoonerisms do. 

 
I don’t know what to say.  Except . . . why is it happening to me? 
Ah.  That’s not part of our theory.  But . . . but bear with me, an extra theory seems 
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to be stirring within me.  What happens when we humans play around with the planet, 
with the environment?  Other things are thrown out of balance, right?  Life reacts by 
sending us less rain or more devastating storms, or both. 

Now, let’s get to you.  You have been playing around with the past and the future 
in your sentences and in your speaking.  And, if you don’t mind me telling you, many 
of your spoonerisms are pretty atrocious.   And the older you’re getting, the more 
atrocious they are becoming.  And the more frequently you are using them.  None of 
us – no, I’m almost finished – none of us can escape the confusion, the silliness, the 
stupidity of your spoonerisms. 

Maybe even life (or whatever you want to call it) maybe life has had enough, too.  
And is giving you a taste of, of, of yourself.  That’s just a theory, of course.  But it 
wouldn’t surprise me if trapping you in a spoonerism might be a good way for life to 
react.  I’m sorry for speaking out like this, but the three of us do this from time to time, 
don’t we?  And that’s why we stick around with each other.  That’s why we need each 
other.  That’s how, together, we don’t let life get us down.  The Three Fold Ogeys. 

 
Well, I have no argument with any of that.  The three of us usually come out with 

the truth whenever that’s required.  And that’s why we are such great mates.  The 
love and trust we share is far more important than any pain we might inflict on one 
another in the pursuit of that truth.  So I jump right in and tell them in no uncertain 
terms – AND spoonerism-free – what I think of them.  No, I don’t do that – I will do 
that just by myself at home tonight! 

Instead I try a smile, which almost comes off, and thank them for their theories.  
Actually, I have to admit that nothing else makes sense – if what I am left with can be 
called sense. 

 
So, accepting your theories, what do you reckon would get me out of this trap, as 

you call it?  What do I do now? 
Well, I think a promise, a solemn promise, never to use spoonerisms again, would 

be, or ought to be, taken by life as ‘mission accomplished’. 
 
I know life can be very demanding, but I can’t help wondering if this is a promise 

that is way meyon.... way beyond me to keep.  But what else can I do?  At least it will 
keep the mateship between the Three Fol... Old Fogeys strong and lasting. 

Yes, I’ll do it!  I’ll make that promise!  Now! 
At the same time though, I can’t help feeling sad.  No more spoonerisms?  Ever?  

What a price to pay! 
This better work, life, do you hear me?  THIS WETTER BORK! 
 

* * * * * * 
 

‘. . . assault in the city . . . pensioner arrested . . . standing up for my freedom . . .’ 
I wish I had remembered to turn the alarm off.  But it’s too late now.  I know I won’t 

get back to sleep. 
So I amble out to have some breakfast.  I notice the phone is trying to make me 

aware that it has a message for me from Ben.  But I decide to remain unaware.  First, 
I want to eat and read the paper.  (IF that sentence confuses you, let me clarify by 
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saying that I plan to do those two things in that order.)  Only then will I decide what to 
do with the day before me. 

 
While I am still reading, Barry and Harry turn up.  They tell me they have had their 

breakfast at the café down the street.  But they need to talk to me.  They have been 
thinking long and hard about our conversation yesterday and want to clarify a few 
things.  They nod so intensely at what each of them is saying that I get the impression 
they are no longer two people.  They are someone called WE. 

We are afraid that we may have given you a stum beer yesterday – now, you’ve 
even got us doing it!  After talking it over with each other we are not so sure about the 
theory we put forward yesterday. 

Oh?  What theory in particular?  I ask, as if I didn’t know. 
That if you promise to give up spoonerisms you will be freed from being trapped in 

the spoonerism that has happened to you. 
Anyway, you can’t keep that promise, can you? 
No, I can’t.  I think I blew it very quickly.  And a message on my phone from Ben 

proves that I’m still living in the spoonerism.  And deep down I don’t want to give them 
up, anyway.  So, what’s your new theory? 

Well, we still think you are living in a spoonerism.  But we don’t think life is getting 
at you in any way.  We think we overreacted a little.  Life isn’t as vindictive as that.  
After all, you will remember that an easy Prime Minister of ours once announced that 
life wasn’t meant to be serious. 

So, life is lulling my peg?  Is that what you’re saying? 
Well, yeah; though we wouldn’t put it that way.  Blimey, why not?  Yes, life is lulling 

your peg! 
We think life is playfully giving you the rare opportunity of either going with the 

spoonerism or not going with it. 
You can go along with the leg pull or you can ignore it.  Though why you have been 

chosen for this opportunity (and let’s call is that for now) we have no idea. 
Well, I like this a lot better than the wisdom you came up with yesterday. 
AND during the past two days you have prepared yourself, whether you realise it 

or not, to go either way.  You now have a disguise to give you a new identity for when 
you are deceased and unretired.  So you can be that new person, and live life that 
way.  If and when you want to.  Or, you can be yourself – alive and retired – and just 
carry on with life as usual. 

 
Wow, I need to think this all through.  It WILL give me a way to cope with the 

spoonerism life has thrown at me.  It may even be fun to wake up and think, Okay, 
who will I be today?  Will I be Walter?   (The name just comes to me as fitting for the 
disguise now hanging in my wardrobe.)  Walter, the dead and buried William, the 
unretired gardener.  Or is this the day to be William?  Very much alive and retired.  
With a day to fill with whatever he likes.  Willy with hours to fill, or Wally with flowers 
to till. 

Seriously, life isn’t meant to be serious. 
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