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I won’t lie to you. It’s strange growing up with Death as your best mate. Lots of explaining to 

do, hard to keep friends and all that. Tough all around, I’d say. One exception. No bullies. Free 
and clear are the close friends of Death. No one wants to be on his bad side, do they? 

Still, wasn’t all fun and games. I mean, he had a job to do and he did it with vigor and more 
than a little relish. In class – the both of us just wee and still figuring out the what’s and who’s of 
life – we’d sit beside each other in the classroom, as usual the last row, desks parallel, trainers 
kicking air.  

“Killed Mrs. Haberdash last night,” he’d say, whispering it to me so Mr. Blackburn wouldn’t 
hear it over his lecture on the highlights of the Peloponnesian War. “Heart disease, you know,” 
he’d say, and I’d just nod and look forward, staring hard at the blurry saturated image of ancient 
Greece the projector was splattering over the white concrete wall of the classroom. “She was 
nice, eh?” he said lamely, quietly, as if to himself. “I mean, never a bad word.” 

Mrs. Haberdash was piano tutor to both myself and Death, along with many other kids whose 
parents were keen on promoting the finer arts in their dullard children. I’d gotten no further than 
“Chopsticks” before quitting it, spending the time I was supposed to be in Haberdash’s parlor 
exploring the creek out by Westford Park for minnows and tadpoles. I had dreams of a frog farm 
then. 

But Death always enjoyed the lessons, said they “rounded him out,” for whatever that’s 
worth. He’d brag about his knowledge of Chopin and Bach, how he’d all but mastered “Moonlight 
Sonata.”  

“So then why’d you kill her?” I asked, not for the first time. It was a question that tended to 
rise whenever a similar set of circumstances presented themselves.  

The conversation had leaked on into break. We were on the swings by then, shooting 
skyward parallel to one another, stomachs lurching on the backswing, feet thrusting forward on 
the return, trying, without making a show of it, to stay in rhythm.  

“I didn’t kill her, dolt,” he returned, focused on propelling himself upward, shooting toward 
the sky, kicking his heels at the clouds, then bending the knees sharp, dropping away. “I don’t kill 
anyone, you know that. Don’t make a fuss. Is what it is, init?” 

And I just nodded, feeling bad for vexing him. We all had our tasks. We were all just getting 
along. My folks, for instance, wanted me to be an athlete. Pushed me to sports every chance they 
could get, but it never took, primarily because I was small and weak and uncoordinated. Poor 
hand-to-eye contact and all that. Tried joining a couple teams after grammar school, never caught 
on with it. Lot of hassle over similar games you could play in the park with mates you liked versus 
the assholes they teamed you with at school. Still, wanted to succeed for mum and da. Failed, of 
course, but A+ for effort. 

Death tried football but quit when a kid died during a match. Just dropped mid-field from an 
aneurysm. Fate, of course, everyone knew it. But Death was still there, on the pitch, in the 
forward position, actually, and had to go over there and send the boy’s soul on his way, right in 
front of his teammates and a bandstand full of onlookers. Not a pleasant task. Most of the 
opposing fans were jeering as it was their player. Parents crying, of course.  

Death quit the team after that, told me it was for the best as the fellas tended to pace 
themselves during practice and warm-ups, keeper even taking on a helmet. Coach said it was 



affecting the intensity, overall effort was waning, etc. So Death acquiesced and bowed off but 
was distraught, to tell the truth. 

What folks don’t understand is that Death doesn’t cause the inevitable, he simply handles 
the transaction, dresses it up, like. He manages, how do you say, the exchange, as it were, 
between this life and the next. His proximity to the killing itself having nothing at all to do with 
it. Hell, I’d had multiple sleepovers with the bloke, and I’m still right as rain. We even shared a 
cigarette once. Talk about tempting fate! 

At least, that’s what I thought at the time. 
Still, he made folks edgy and no lie. He was good about it for the most part, only at certain 

times becoming vexed, irritated or, on more than one occasion, severely depressed by the stigma 
which surrounded him. But we all had our problems at that age, teenage years being what they 
are, so his issues were no more dramatic than my own or anyone else’s. At least he knew what 
he was going to be when he grew up. Advantage, that. 

For the most part, Death and I got along famously. We hit speed bumps, like most best 
friends will, but all-in-all we were great mates. Highs and lows, sure, but I was always there for 
him if needed and, to the best of his ability, he was always there for me. 

Our biggest fight stemmed from what I guess you could call a misunderstanding. It was our 
junior year of high school, and I had a major World History test the following day, first period. It 
was late at night and I was fast asleep, having gone to bed later than I’d wanted because of a 
rugby match on television I just had to watch the end of (good guys lost, btw). Anyway, it was 
late, and I was brought awake from what I guess was a nasty nightmare, or maybe I just heard 
him sneaking about. Impossible to say. 

But when I woke up he was standing near the foot of my bed, heading toward an open 
window. We kept them open all that autumn because of the late heat, and mum and da couldn’t 
afford air, so windows and fans it was on those hot nights. When I saw him, I didn’t know what 
to do, what to say. Yeah, we were best mates, but we certainly didn’t sneak around the other’s 
room at night. Don’t get that idea.  

So it was startling, to say the least. “Hey!” I said to him, whispering as loudly as I could, not 
wanting to wake the folks. “What are you about?” 

He froze, didn’t look at me at first, just looked at that open window, like he was gonna will 
himself through it without having to take another step. Finally, he did turn, his face caught the 
moonlight, and I could see he was shaken up. “I’m sorry, John,” was all he said, then he took 
three quick steps and slid out the window easy as pie. 

“Sorry for what?” I said from the bed, talking now to an empty room, asking questions of 
shadows.  

I got up, went to the window and looked out. He was my friend, yeah, but I closed the 
window after him nonetheless. I liked him, Death. Not sure I trusted him, though. Besides, 
everything seems creepier in the middle of the night, am I right? 

Back to bed and the next thing I remember is waking up to my Da screaming. I jumped out 
of bed like it was on fire and ran down the hall to my folks’ room, saw the old man bent over the 
bed, hysterical.  

Mum had died in the night.  



Heart failure, just like Mrs. Haberdash, the piano tutor. Very rare, apparently. Unusual, they 
said after, when the doctors got to her. I thought but didn’t say, Yeah, tell that to Haberdash. It 
was becoming his specialty for those more sudden rug pulls, I suppose. 

Obviously, I was pissed off. I tried to confront him about it, ask him why he didn’t at least 
warn me. Told him I thought we were mates. Told him what’s the point of being best friends with 
someone if they can’t pull you a solid every now and then? Ain’t that what friends are for? Jesus, 
would it have killed him to do me one favor, and let my ma be alive? I missed her. Cried and cried 
for days, for fuck sake. 

He showed at the funeral, and I couldn’t stay upset. It was big of him, and if I’m being honest, 
I was glad he was there. So I let it slide, and we came to an understanding about certain things.  

“We all go alone, John,” he said during the viewing, when we was sitting in the car park 
tossing pebbles at the hearse’s hubcaps. “Ain’t nothing changing that.” 

“Not you, eh?” I said, not even sure if I was right about that one. “Immortal, et cetera.” 
He didn’t say anything. 
“And besides,” I continued, “we don’t go alone, do we? You’re there.” 
He shook his head, whispered to me quietly as if we were talking during a eulogy. “No one 

ever sees me, mate. See, I step in right after. Well, sort of. I mean, I’m there when they, you 
know…”  

I nodded, not saying it aloud on account of it’d be bad taste, being Mum’s funeral. 
“Anyway, we all go alone. Even me. My job is more along the lines of guidance, see? If it 

weren’t for me, fuckin’ souls would be stuck in a dead body for eternity, and who’d want that?” 
I shook my head, frowned. “Not me, that’s for fuckin sure.” 
“Exactly,” he said, and patted my hand with his cold one. I looked at him and he was smiling. 

I didn’t trust that smile, and I can’t say I rightly believed him about that “not being part of the 
dying” bit, but what was I gonna do? Call him a liar? He was my best mate. And ‘sides, we all got 
jobs to do, and not one of us likes ‘em. So I let it drop. 
 

* * * 
 

A year later he took cousin Bernie, who I used to play lawn darts with, and who’d once put 
one right through my foot after an argument about whether I had or had not seen his girlfriend 
naked when she and I played doctor a few years back (I had). When Bernie was killed, I was better 
about not holding it against Death. Helped that he didn’t need to climb through my room for 
access, but I also like to feel like I’d grown a little wiser. 

Besides, Bernie died in a wreck. Where I come from that’s pretty much natural causes. The 
roads are shite. 
 

* * * 
 

Death and I decided to attend university together, neither of us much liking the idea of 
having to go it alone, at least that first year. We were both outcasts, see. Me because I was skinny 
and tall and had a dead tooth I refused to have pulled. He because, well, the obvious I suppose. 
Although it never really bothered me (outside of his killing my ma), so our not being all that liked, 
or popular, certainly aided the strength of our friendship.  



At university things went along as they did for anyone. We each made new friends, but 
stayed tight nonetheless. When one of the guys in Death’s new circle hung himself over a girl, 
some of the others held him accountable, or at least culpable, and he fell out a bit with that 
group. So it was important to him that he and I stayed tight, as sort of a fall back I imagine, but I 
had no problem with it. He was my fall back, as well. That’s what best friends are for, init? 

It was near the end of our second year that he came to me one morning, head bowed, and 
asked to speak with me in private. It gave me a bad feeling, and my guts were found to be right 
a few minutes later when he told me. 

Turned out my dad was to be taken later that day.  
“He’s gonna choke on a lambchop bit,” Death said. “At dinner, alone. I’m sorry. But,” he 

continued, almost excitedly, “I wanted to give you a heads up, you know? So that you wouldn’t 
be sore, like last time.” 

I nodded and took it all in. I loved my dad, and would miss him horribly. I wasn’t sure what 
the world was going to look like without my parents, both dying so young, so tragically. Still, it 
was aces of him to tell me ahead of time. 

“Can I call him? Just… say hello one last time?” 
Death looked at me, met my eyes kinda funny, very serious like. “You can’t warn him,” he 

said. “It won’t matter, anyway.” 
“I know,” I said. “I won’t.” 
He kept looking at me a minute, and just as I was getting a creepy-crawly sensation up my 

spine, he smiled and nodded, put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Sure, mate. I’ll step out, 
give you some privacy. I got a thing to do, anyway.” 

So I called Da, and just asked him how he was doing. If he was holding up all right. It was a 
nice talk, one of the nicer we’d ever had. We both told the other that we loved them, and part of 
me wondered if maybe he knew, if maybe… well, he knew who my friends were, didn’t he?  

I did inquire, albeit seamlessly into the rest of the conversation, if his insurance was paid up 
(it was).  

I hung up and started packing. A few days later, I was at his funeral, Death at my side. 
 

* * * 
 

After a few awkward encounters with the opposite sex, and after much comparing of notes, 
Death and I both found girls to mess with at school. He more than I, however. 

Death just didn’t have as much trouble with the ladies as I did (dead tooth, etc.). He had the 
goth girls pretty much wrapped around his finger, and no one ever dared mess with him at 
parties, and he often had his drinks bought for him at the pub by some bloke attempting to bribe 
his good graces. But the girls he attracted were thrill-seekers for the most part, and never stuck. 
He was just another cock, after all, and whenever he’d be dumped we’d get a pint and laugh 
about it. Still, I knew it made him sad, and that he’d genuinely liked one or two of the girls, so I 
did my best to cheer him up if I could. 

“Don’t matter,” he’d say, after three or four drinks, “like I always tell you, we all die alone in 
the end, I can fucking guarantee you that, my friend.” 

It made me sad when he talked about death, which I know is stupid, or ironic, but he had a 
way of speaking on the subject with such authority that it never came off as small talk as it might 



with other folks. When he spoke on it, he knew of what he was talking about, that’s for damn 
sure. So it gave some weight to it, you know? Like a weatherman talking about global warming. 
Just rings more true, yeah? Authorities and such. 

As for my love life, it’s pretty simple. 
Mary. 
Just Mary, my one and only. I fell for her like a ton of bricks in our third year. We were both 

studying astronomy, both fascinated with the stars, and we became study partners after being 
forced into it our first week of class when random lots were drawn. Teacher’s way of getting folks 
to know one another, I guess. Still, we did, and we are, if you know my meaning.  

Mary and I married at the clerk’s office, with only her sister and mother present on her side 
(her dad being estranged), and just Death next to me, handing me the ring, being my best man. 
After, we all went for drinks, and had a time of it. Death danced with Mary, her sister and her 
mum, which was sweet, and the small band played a waltz for our wedding dance.  
 

* * * 
 

Time marches on, though, and as the years passed Death and I grew apart.  
Mary and I took a place in the city, and Death travelled quite a bit on business, so it was a 

matter of stationary versus motion. Still, we saw each other on holidays, and he always had some 
pale-faced, black-haired lass on his arm, so I suppose he was happy in a way. I certainly was. 

Mary and I got on even better in marriage than we had as lovers. We were soul-mates, Mary 
and I. It’s true. I took a job at an insurance firm (selling life insurance, primarily), and Mary wanted 
to teach, being a lover of children. We couldn’t have any of our own, but that’s a story for another 
day.  

But life goes on, grows complex, grows… well, just grows, doesn’t it?  
Didn’t see Death much, often a year would go by and we wouldn’t even speak. When I did 

see him, he always seemed a bit down, a bit peevish. Complained about the job and all that. It 
was hard, I guess. Lots of travel. Tough work, I’d think. Certainly not the most uplifting of 
professions. I worried about him quite a bit, being lonely, a cast-off. It’s a hard life, being Death. 

“And how’s Mary?” he asked one evening over pints, having met me during a layover on his 
way to the States.  

“Oh, fine, fine,” I answered. “Still teaching. Loves it, though, just loves it.” 
“And how’s her darling sister? Fanny.” 
And so it went on. Small talk and catching up. He still single, me still married and living the 

nine-to-five. Layovers and holidays. Occasional dinners and phone calls. E-mails. He’d tell me of 
exotic places, of strange adventures. 

Years went by, and they were happy years. All of them. I loved her so. 
 

* * * 
 

He took Mary in her 63rd year. 
He sat with me afterward, as she lay in the other room, skin cooling. We’d moved to a house 

by then. Garden out back, long drive through trees in front. She was setting to retire. I had already 
done so a few years back. We had planned to travel, to see more of the world. There was just so 



much we hadn’t seen, so much we hadn’t done. I missed her in the past, and the future, if that 
makes sense. Sad both ways. 

We sat on my sofa, his hand on mine. He looked younger than me, by decades truth be told. 
He said he aged slower than most. Not me. I’d aged right on schedule. Grown a nice belly, lost 
most of the hair, wore spectacles to see the labels on my and Mary’s medicine.  

Mary, despite being technically a month my elder, had always looked younger than me, I can 
tell you. Almost as young as Death himself. She’d been so beautiful, so energetic. And now she 
was gone, and I was truly, desperately, alone. 

“You made it quick, yeah?” was all I could say, and he nodded.  
“Of course, mate. I do what I can,” he said, and I nodded, and cried. He put his arm over my 

shoulder as I slobbered and despaired, hating life, hating him. 
As he was leaving, I stopped him, and you could say it was pity, but it wasn’t that, it was 

anger, and selfishness. That’s the truth of it. 
“Don’t come,” I said. “To the funeral. Don’t come.” 
He didn’t turn, didn’t look at me. Just stood by the open door, head bowed. A dark figure 

against the pale morning light, an empty man, a lonely man. He nodded, but then said, “I’d like 
to. I loved her.” 

“No, thanks,” I answered. “Don’t think I want to see you again, actually.” And, without 
another word between us, I went to say goodbye to my wife, to wet her dress with my tears. 

Nearly twenty years went by after that day, and I regretted my words every one of them. I 
missed Mary, and I missed my friend. 

Because I never did see him again. 
Until the end, that is. 

 
* * * 

 
“Come for me, then?” I said.  
I was in my early eighties, not sure which exact one because I’d stopped counting; and 

besides, they’d been eventless years. 
I was in the garden, watching bees steal pollen from Mary’s flowers. The place was more 

overgrown now than when she’d tended it, but I was old, and tired, and could only do what I 
could to keep it going. 

I sensed him before I saw him, standing by the back door, watching me watch the bees.  
He walked toward me without a word, sat down lightly in the garden chair neighboring my 

own, a small table between us with a glass of iced tea perspiring on its top. We sat in silence, 
watched the sun lower in the sky, watched the birds flitter about, watched the long grass lean in 
the breeze. 

“Drink?” I said, still not looking at his face, not wanting to see what expression he’d be 
wearing. “Iced tea is the strongest I have these days, I’m afraid.” 

He said nothing a moment, and I waited, listening to the wind rustle the tall flowers. “I’m 
sorry, John,” he said finally, and I heard the despair in his voice. It sent a chill through me. 

“Nah,” I said lightly, holding back my fear. “I’m ready. Have been since Mary passed. No 
point, really.” 

“No,” he said. “I’m sorry about everything. If I could… I had no choice, mate…” 



I bowed my head and started to weep. Just an old man crying in his garden. Pathetic, really. 
“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I said, and wiped my face with my poorly laundered shirtsleeve. “You’re 

still my best friend, and I understand. I’m sorry I told you not to come to Mary’s funeral. That was 
wrong of me.” 

I could see him nodding in my peripheral vision and, finally, I turned to face my oldest friend.  
He’d aged. Not as much as I, but certainly more than I’d expected. It was a hard life, I 

suppose. Must take its toll like anything. 
“So what’s it to be then?” I asked, smiling at him, feeling warmth when he smiled back. “The 

old heart failure? Like our piano tutor? Not very original, that.” 
He laughed, and the sky lightened. “No, John, I’m not here to take you.” 
I must admit, for all my talk, I really wasn’t ready. I was actually quite scared being honest, 

and so was thankful to hear him say it. “No?” I said, not sounding too relieved, lest he give me 
shit about it. 

“No,” he said, then nodded toward the edge of the garden. “Have a look, mate.” 
Mary stood there, young and beautiful and vibrant as the day I’d first met her. I was 

astounded, and leapt to my feet in happy surprise, a surprise quickly doubled by the spryness of 
my upward spring, at how the knee joints hadn’t creaked when I bounced up, how my back hadn’t 
murmured a complaint, at how very detailed the flowers were. 

I turned to him and almost laughed at his smile of victory, of pleasure. He held out his hand 
and I took it, helped him up to stand beside me.  

“You said we all died alone,” I said, warmth and strength filling me. 
“Not my friends, they bloody don’t,” he said, and put a firm hand on my shoulder. “Mind if I 

stay a while?” 
“Not at all, mate,” I replied, growing brighter by the second. 
I felt Mary’s hand slip into mine, felt the soft warmth of her, and together we three looked 

on, in wonder, at the beautiful… 
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