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One

O

n a bitterly cold winter day in London, two men some years
past middle age walked side by side up to the soiled brick
façade of St. John’s Hospital. One held a bouquet. The other
held a brown paper bag twisted around a bottle of booze.
The one holding the bouquet, Liam, reached out and opened
the door. Liam’s gaunt face, colorless skin and long, wavy
brown locks could have pegged him for an aging rocker. The
other man, Connor, looked more like a man who had spent too
many years scrapping around a boxing ring. His nose, though
not flattened, had been substantially rearranged. His face had
the fleshy look of someone who had been cut and pummeled
black and blue on numerous occasions. His blonde hair was
oiled and combed tightly against his skull.
“You look like a bloody cunt with those posies,” Connor told
Liam before going in.
“E’s on his death bed, ain’t he?” Liam said. “I thought you
brought them flowers when they was dying, mate.”
“E ain’t on his death bed, so you can just bugger off with
that kind of talk. Once Harry gets a tug on this whiskey, he’ll
be right as rain.”
Connor went in and Liam followed, taking a sniff of his
flowers as he did. Disgusted with his friend, Connor took a
whack at the bouquet.
“Oh, now look what you’ve done,” Liam said, gathering up
a few loose daisies from the linoleum floor.
Connor kicked at the daisies.
“You bloody fucking wanker. Get on with it. Old Harry’s up
there waiting to have a snort.”
Connor tucked the paper bag inside his leather jacket, and
the two men started down the long corridor side by side. Each
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time a nurse passed them, Connor puffed out his chest and said
hello. The nurses hardly acknowledged Connor, but they did
smile at Liam and his mournful bouquet.
“There’s the room,” Connor said with a peek through the
opened door.
Harry was lying on his hospital bed, ashen and inert. His
light brown hair had been clipped short for a number of years
now in an attempt to divert attention from his receding hairline.
He had a nice face, with fine bones and a straight nose, but a
bit of color would have done Harry quite a lot of good. His eyes
came around at the sound of the movement. He smiled faintly,
an oxygen tube attached to his nose.
“Haaaarrrrryyyyyy!” Connor said, barging in.
Connor went over to Harry’s right side. Liam went over
to the opposite side of the bed. Connor leaned down with a
whisper.
“Look what I brought you, mate.”
The sight of the bottle brought another faint smile to Harry’s
face.
“Here, we’ll have a snort. Then the cunt here can let you
have a whiff of his fucking posies.”
Liam found an old water pitcher and placed the flowers
inside it.
“That’s right. And spiff the place up a bit while you’re bein’
a cunt.”
“Thanks, Liam, old mate,” Harry said hoarsely.
Connor broke the seal and had a long drink.
“Here you, go, Harry.”
Harry took a small drink and went into a coughing fit.
“You’re bloody well going to kill him,” Liam said.
“Aw, he’s right as rain. Here, you take one, Missus
Banderfield.”
Connor passed the bottle to Liam and tried to comfort Harry.
Harry’s coughing eventually subsided, and he reviewed the two
men.
“Bollocks on fighting all those wars, mates.”
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“Whad’ya saying, mate?” Connor said. “It was grand. We
were like the three bloody musketeers, we were.”
“It’s got me,” Harry said.
“What’s got ya, Harry?”
“The orange, mate. We were taking baths in it over in ‘Nam
when we fought alongside the Aussies. Then the Gulf War. They
snuck it in on us again. The bloody bastards never said a word,
and look at me now. Rotting away from the inside.”
“Aw, come on, Harry. You’ll be right as rain one day soon.
If it was the orange, we’d all be lying here on our death beds.”
The room went silent. Liam winced at Connor’s words.
Harry closed his eyes wearily and opened them again.
“You know what I mean, mate. You’re just having your roll
in the barrel, that’s all. Look at ya? Still hard as nails at sixty.
A few weeks, and we’ll be tossin’ back pints again at the local
pub.”
Harry shook his head slowly.
“I’m telling ya, lads. It’s got me. I’ll be pushing up daisies
soon.”
“Aw, Harry, stop it. You’ll have us all tearin’ her up before
you know it.”
“I’m serious, mates. There’s nothing to be done, so you’ve
got to promise you’ll keep an eye on Chelsea for me. I’m leaving
the money to you both, and you’ve got to promise you’ll make
sure she gets through the university.”
“Stop it, Harry. You’re killing me, mate.”
Harry reached out with his strong but failing grip.
“Promise me, mates.”
He looked from Connor to Liam and back again.
“Promise?”
“Ay, ya bloody cunt, sure. You’re not going anywhere, but I
promise.”
Harry looked back at Liam.
“Of course, Harry. God forbid you don’t make it, but if
you’re gone, we’ll make sure your daughter gets herself a proper
education.”
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Connor was having another slug at the whiskey when a nurse
happened to pass by the door.
“What’s this, boys?” she said, coming in. “Turning the place
into The Olde Cheshire & Cheese, are we now?”
“Just mopping up a few tears, we were, luv. Keeping Harry
here on the straight and narrow, you can bet your life on that.”
The nurse had a quick smell of Harry’s breath.
“The straight and narrow, eh? A straight and narrow path to
his deathbed, that’s what you’ve got him on. Now out of here,
both of ya, before I call for a Bobby.”
“At least let us have a little taste of it, eh sweetheart?”
Connor pinched the nurse in the ass, and while she jumped,
Connor slipped the bottle under Harry’s blanket.
“I’ll sweetheart you,” she said with a swipe at Connor. “Now
out of here, the both of you.”
For good measure, she took a kick at Connor’s ass on his
way out the door.
“We’ll be back by to see you tomorrow,” Connor said from
the hallway.
Liam waved, and Harry waved feebly back.
The nurse went about checking his vitals and fluffing up the
pillows.
“How are you feeling, Harry?” she said.
“Like an autumn tree with one leaf left hanging.”
“The pain?”
“You could dial it up a notch. I don’t want to miss the end,
but I don’t want to be miserable either when it comes.”
“You’ll be all right, Harry. Ring me if you need anything
else.”
Harry nodded and looked out the window. The trees were
bare. The world was bleak with winter. It had snowed the day
before, and there were still patches of it lying here and there
on the frozen grass. Harry closed his eyes and felt an indomitable force tugging him downward. All the horrors of humanity
seemed to be down there waiting for him. He heard the screams
of those he had killed in war—hundreds of them, men, women,
and more than a few children; the pain of bullets on their faces
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and the anguish of death about to extinguish the candle of their
lives. And now it was Harry’s turn, and he had a million regrets.
Somehow he had wanted to make amends to all of humanity
before he left, or at least to all of those whose lives he had ended
too soon. Harry had another look at the barren trees outside. It
was cold winter. When his eyes closed again, he thought. I’ll
never see this world again.
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