
 

 

THE LAST GASP    by Toby Olson 

 

Shortly after his wife died, her ashes scattered in the manure surrounding the stalks 

of her beloved rose bushes, he found the ones he thought were friends had 

abandoned him, and he saw the little girl, lingering on the sidewalk under the 

heavy green  branches of the old Norway Pine, in front of his house.  

 It was winter. There was a thin dusting of snow on the ground, and he saw 

the girl’s footprints moving down the sidewalk, then disappearing where the street 

angled off to the right and the window frame and wall blocked his view. There was 

a framed photograph on the wall, her friends and a few of his coworkers  at a 

cookout in the forest preserve before her illness, years ago. She had toyed with 

photography and was not in the picture, though she had taken it. Her friends had 

abandoned him too.  

 The little girl just stood there, looking at the house. She was not dressed 

appropriately, and she seemed to be shivering. A short cotton dress, tennis shoes, a 

sweater, but no coat. Her legs and arms were stick figures. She needed a haircut.   

This was the third time in the last week that she had stood there.  

 Turning away from the window, he thought that they might be coming after 

him. Or maybe he had been shunned because of his last screw-up, the SSKI 

business. Whatever. He had nothing to fear but fear itself. He’d heard that 

somewhere. He crossed the room to the stereo and put on the Montovani. Then he 

poured a stiff Irish whiskey, splashing a bit of the liquor onto his finger tips, and 

settled into his plush easy chair and thought about his life. 

 Robert had worked in a hospital and was an orderly there. Orderly: an 

attendant in a hospital responsible for the nonmedical care of patients and the 

maintenance of order and cleanliness. He’d looked it up on Google, the better to 



 

 

understand both the responsibilities and the limitations of his job. It was these  

limitations that he constantly breached, edging into the medical realm as often as  

opportunity presented itself. 

 I fear that the portrait I’ve painted so far depicts Robert as an unlikeable and 

somewhat ignorant fellow. Actually, he was a nice guy. Take the little girl, for 

example. Though Robert had not gone out to comfort her or bring her a blanket to 

wrap herself in against the cold, he had been very moved by her presence seen 

from his window. His heart went out to her, so to speak. 

 Robert’s wife, before that very brief illness had felled her, was a woman of 

means and backbone. She ruled the roost. She insisted, because work is good for a 

man, that Robert continue in his orderly job, and for him this was a good thing. It 

kept him away from the house and from her.  

 “You stupid bastard!” she would say, when he did something stupid and 

even when he didn’t.  

 They’d met at a garden party, a fund raiser for one of her charities. He was 

there only because the hospital staff that were free at that time were urged, in no 

uncertain terms, to go. The hospital was the recipient of large amounts of ready 

money from his wife’s charity. Clear enough? Their meeting was not without 

turmoil. He had spilled the contents of his Scotch and soda, wetting her party dress 

and his own raiments, soaking, mostly, into his crotch.  

 She took him into her mansion house, the one that before long would 

become his and he would sell for a good deal of money and move into a more 

modest, though elegant dwelling, the one he was now in.  And they laughed and 

talk and winked and smiled as they dried away the dampness, he awkwardly 

wiping at her soaked dress, she boldly working at his crotch. He was good looking 

and seemed quite malleable, and she liked that. They were both in their mid-
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forties. 

 And so they married and the years, just a few of them, went by. He only got 

in her way at home and occasionally at get-togethers, where he broke a plate or 

two and once tripped and fell into a table of food, scattering a bowl of caviar and a 

tureen of Vichyssoise that splashed onto the floor causing a guest to slip and fall, 

wacking his head on the knee of a heavy, seated woman who gasped in outrage at 

this unconscionable  behavior. His wife was just about ready to get rid of him and 

his maddening awkwardness when she fell ill and before she knew it died.   

 About the SSKI: saturated solution of potassium iodine, six drops in eight 

ounces of water, stirred and applied into the nostrils in order to break up mucus 

deposits.  

 He was bored. He’d made all the beds on the ward, had cleaned up the 

bedside lockers, glasses and wastebaskets, and had scrubbed out the bathroom. The 

nurse was very busy, and as he was wandering around, looking for something to 

do, she told him to take the tprs: temperature, pulse, and respiration. This pleased 

him greatly, and he took on the task, working through the dozen or so men on the 

ward with pleasure and almost a little efficiency, and when he was finished, feeling 

very much like a doctor, he noticed the sounds coming from the old man in the 

solarium, some coughing and wheezing  and a bit of gurgling, so he went to the 

foot of the man’s bed and lifted his chart and read the most recent notation. Sski it 

noted, six drops in each nostril, prn, and it did seem prn to him. He saw the bottle 

and the eyedropper on the cabinet, had not read the instructions, and proceeded to 

attempt the ministration undiluted. 

 The man, half conscious, turned his head away, and Robert’s first drop and 

the second landed on his cheek, sending a red trail down to his jaw. Not to be 

deterred, Robert climbed up on the bed and straddled the man, then held his head 
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in place and administered the drops. The old man’s head was shaking all over the 

place, but Robert got all the drops in there, and when he was finished, he looked 

into the man’s face and started to smile. The man’s eyes grew large and he jerked 

once, then gasped and died, and Robert leapt from the bed, tripped, and fell to the 

floor. He recovered awkwardly, then headed to the nurses station to report the 

calamity, but half way there, he stopped, went back to the dead man’s room, 

searched out the fallen eyedropper, returned it to the bottle and checked the room 

for any disturbances.  

 The nurse rushed to the man’s room, asking how Robert had discovered the 

death. “Oh,” he said, “the door was open. I was just passing by. He seemed a little 

too still to me.” She looked sharply at him, not really buying it, but then and in the 

following days, he stuck to his story. He didn’t quit his job right away, knowing 

that might seem suspicious. He waited awhile, then presented the doctor with his 

resignation. Too much to do, now that his wife was dead. “Her affairs, you know.” 

The doctor smiled at him, but there was a bit of suspicion in his eyes.  

 I met Robert at a tea dance, just weeks after his wife’s death. He had 

plunked himself down on a folding chair just hard enough to break the thing. He 

wobbled for a moment, then crashed down to the floor. I was close by and moved 

to him and helped him to his feet. Then we spoke for a little while, him telling me 

about the mansion he was trying to sell, me taking in his good looks and stature. 

He was tall and lean, attractively muscled, and his hair was especially nice, blond 

and full, with just a hint of grey at the temples.  

 And so we went out a few times, and once he’d sold the house and moved 

into the place he now inhabited, I moved in with him. I had no job and no 

prospects, and Robert was cute. It was a good move for me. I tried to keep the 

house in order, cleaning up broken plates and glasses, repairing damaged furniture, 
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and on the day in question, I entered the living room to find him sprawled in his 

easy chair, Montovani, and a tall Jameson and water, tilted slightly, in his hand.  

 “The girl,” he said. 

 “Again?” I said. “How long?” 

 “Hours, I guess.” 

 Then I went to the window and saw her there. 

 “It’s snowing,” I said. 

 And Robert rose and came to the window and stood beside me, looking out. 

A heavy snow was falling now, large flakes, distinct from one another, patterning 

the girl’s sweater. Her dress was soaked, and her hair was now a snow cap. I could 

see how the snow was slowly filling her footprints, obliterating the marked passage 

identifying where she had come from.  

 “Good God,” Robert said, then repaired to the blanket chest in the guest 

room and returned with a down comforter.  

 I watched from the window as he stepped carefully down the steps. He 

slipped once and almost fell, but righted himself, then continued to wobble down 

the stone walkway to where the girl stood under the old pine tree, now snow 

dressed as if ready for the application of Christmas lights. Good old Robert. He 

wrapped her in the comforter, then leaned down and spoke to her.  

 I can only imagine what happened next. I stood at the window and watched 

as the two walked, slipping and sliding, back in the direction from which the girl 

had come. Then they disappeared where the street bent off to the right. 

 She had said they needed a witness. 

 “A witness to what?” He asked. 

 “My mother’s recovery. She was very sick, and now, but the grace of That 

Holy Spirit, she’s better.” 
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 “What Holy Spirit?” 

 “That which the prophet CanMan demonstrated. His cans were runes or 

cards. That Holy Spirit has no other name.” 

 That’s a recitation, like in school, Robert thought. 

 “But why me?” he said.  

 “I don’t know,” she said. “The family sent me there.” 

 Robert tripped going up the steps to the old house, and small as she was, and 

wrapped awkwardly in his comforter, she was able to grab his arm in a tight grip 

until he could recover. Then she opened the door and led him in.  

 The house was warm, and a rich scent greeted him as he entered the foyer, a 

mix of burning wood and perhaps incense. He knew nothing about such things. He 

had expected some icons, paintings, but there was no religion, only winter coats on 

hooks, a little dresser, but no mirror above it.  

 She led him into the living room with its high ceilings and broad ornate 

molding. Two tall curtained windows facing the street let light in, and a log fire 

chuckled away in the large hearth that was placed prominently in what Robert 

thought was the north wall of the room, its marble mantle set with giant candle 

sticks and a gathering of curious nicknacks, small clay figures resembling mice or 

other rodents.  

 This is where her family waited, her father, two brothers, and old aunt, and 

her mother in a hospital bed far to the side of the couch on which sat the aunt and 

the two brothers, introduced as Barry and Philip. Her father, Constantine, was 

pacing, his hands alive, his face lifted to the ceiling. The girl’s name was Val for 

Valery, the aunt was Aunt Edna. 

 “You’ve come at last!” the father said. “Would you like a toddy, some 

nibblers?” His arms flew up around him. He gestured toward various places in the 
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room.  He was tall and somewhat stooped and gaunt, yet his face held the glow of a 

much younger man, under that thick mop of grey hair that fell down to his 

shoulders.   

 “Why yes,” Robert said, referring to the offer of food and drink. He’d had no 

lunch, and he was hungry. 

 “Philip, get them!” the father called out, and Philip rose and headed out of 

the room, pissed off it seemed at being ordered around in this way. He was gangly 

and awkward, and Robert was drawn to him when he tripped on the old tattered 

rug as he was leaving the room. There you go Philip, Robert said to himself.  

 “Who the dickens are you?” Aunt Edna said from her perch at the couch’s 

end. “Have you come for the rent?” She was thin, small, and tough looking, and 

her wizened face resembled a coconut shell inset with cruel eyes and a thin lipped 

slash for a mouth. Only her prominent hooked nose seemed human. Long blue 

painted fingernails, and she had tied up her thick, bluish hair and placed a knot of 

it, that rose up like a brain tumor, right in the middle of her head. A nod to some 

current fashion? Robert wondered. She seemed to puff up as she interrogated him. 

 “Now Auntie,” the father said. “We’ll have no more of that!” 

 “Says you,” Aunt Edna rejoined. 

 The other brother, Barry, seemed the favored son. He was of average height, 

buffed up, yet lean and handsome in a very conventional way. Philip’s good looks 

were delicate, even mysterious, and his awkwardness promised a sweet 

vulnerability. He was interesting.    

 “This is your wife?” Robert said, his head turning to indicate the pale 

women in the bed. 

 “That she is! That she is!” the father said. “ Look at her! She’s recovered!” 

 She looks like hell, Robert thought. 
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 “This is Belladonna! Bello! Donna! or Bellissimo! as we like to call her. 

Here! Come meet her!”  

 Robert went to the bed side, leaned over and greeted her wan wasted face 

with a warm hello. She attempted to answer, but was prevented by a thin stream of 

green vomit squirting from her mouth.  

 “Ah, the pea soup!” Constantine said. “No matter! No matter!” And he lifted 

a cloth from the metal hospital locker beside her bed and wiped the fluid away. 

 “I’m okay,” the mother finally managed to say in a week gurgle. 

 “‘Okay!’” You see! Recovery!” Constantine lifted his hands and eyes to the 

ceiling, gazing up at something Robert couldn’t see.  

 The mother  was tucked in tight, her head resting on a heavy pillow, and 

Robert thought she might be approaching death or coming back slowly from that 

promised travail. He thought of the old man and the sski, then swallowed that 

unpleasant memory when Philip returned to the room carrying a mug and a few 

crackers and nuts, some of which fell and plunked before he managed to settle the 

mug and the paper plate on the coffee table. 

 “No alcohol,” Barry said from his place on the couch next to Aunt Edna. 

“We don’t do alcohol.” 

 Too bad, Robert thought, as he lifted the mug and took a big swallow. The 

taste was vile, and it was all he could do to get it down.  

 “Pretty good, huh?” Aunt Edna said, and evil twinkle in her eye. 

 “Yes, yes!” the father said. “Top notch grog!” 

 The little girl had said nothing once they arrived. She stood off to the side, 

near her mother’s bed, her eyes alight with an inner glow, looking between Robert 

and her Mother, back and forth, as if she expected something. She had folded the 

comforter and placed it on a recliner that was aimed at the large television set 



 

 

9 

affixed to the wall above the couch.  

 “Down to business! Down to business!” the father said, and Robert 

wondered just what this business might be. 

 “Boo hockey,” Aunt Edna said. 

 “Now, now!” the father said. “This is about That Wholesome Spirit!” 

 “Not Wholesome. Its Holy. That Holy Spirit,” Barry said from the couch, 

sporting a satisfied smile. 

 Aunt Edna quietly farted. 

 “Right you are! my son. Right you are!” Constantine nodded his bushy head, 

grinning, a bit of spittle dangling from the corner of his mouth. 

 Philip rose and moved to a place in the room where he could see Robert, no 

structure or other person intervening. He slouched back against the mantel 

presenting his good side. The fire in the hearth caught a certain log and flared up, 

and Philip, feeling the sudden blast of heat on his buttock and legs, leaped away 

from the mantle, caught his foot on the leg of a nearby table, and fell gracefully to 

the floor. Then he climbed slowly to his feet, dusted himself off and started all over 

again, looking for another place to stand. 

 “So you see, mister,” it was Barry, speaking somberly from the couch. “The 

light of our dear spirit has returned to take up residency in my mother’s body. She 

has been very ill, but now she is in recovery.” 

 Doesn’t look like it to me, Robert thought. 

 “Let us pray!” the father said, and the two brothers moved to form a loose 

circle containing Robert and their father. Aunt Edna and the little girl stayed where 

they were. 

 “Dear spirit of old fashioned love and obeisance, he or she that loves way 

down even to any rodents (He glanced at the mousy figures on the mantle), and 
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who has provided us with the required witness, hear our prayer which will soon be 

coming   

 “And here it is! Oh, thou, That Holy Spirt, high up above the clouds...” 

 “Above the clouds,” The brothers chanted. 

 “...and your prophet, the  CanMan, also known as Kosta, which is short for 

my name, Constantine, that I am humbled to carry along with me and all of us, 

accept our joy at the recovery of Bello, your daughter, whom you have cured.  

 “So many months, well, weeks actually, have we labored over this sickness 

that we did not have but were infected by in Bello’s presence. Tinctures, herbs, and 

all sorts of medical business. She couldn’t eat, Father. She couldn’t hold her bodily 

functions in check, though in delirium she spoke incessantly, uttering all sorts of 

profanity. Nothing attacking you, Father, just mountains of gutter utterances that 

shocked us all.” 

 “Not me,” Aunt Edna spoke up, then farted again, this time in one explosive 

burst.   

 “Nevertheless. In all this have you stood behind us, or in front of us, putting 

your invisible hands on our hands, guiding us toward cure. And now, finally, we 

have a witness!, he who arrived a short time ago, guided here by the sweet young  

daughter Val, which is short for Valery.” 

 He gestured emphatically, waving his arms in Val’s direction, then Robert’s, 

beckoning both to join the circle, which they felt compelled to do, and did, Robert 

edging himself between the two brothers. He banged shoulders with Phillip, and 

both of them staggered slightly. Val was across from him, beside her father.  

 “And now that the witness is here...” 

 “The witness is here,” the brothers intoned. 

 “...let us move to the bedside of your daughter, my wife, the mother of these 
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three children, the niece by marriage on my side of the aunt.” 

 “What?” Aunt Edna said, adjusting her thin behind on the couch.  

 And so, as a group, they moved to surround the hospital bed in which 

Belladonna, Bello, Donna, or Bellissimo, whatever the heck, Robert thought, 

rested. Then, at Constantine’s unspoken, yet gestured direction, then all leaned 

forward and gazed into the bed wherein the mother lay, almost as if in state, Robert 

thought, though observed as no official, but mother and wife. Then Robert felt 

woozy and had to grip Phillip’s thin arm to stay erect, tears fell from his eyes for 

no apparent reason, and the room seemed to darken as he worked to isolate images 

of it in his head.  

 Was it the grog? Robert thought. But I had only one taste of the nasty stuff. 

Then he looked down at the figure of the mother that lay before him. Her face was 

aglow with health. She had cast the blanket that covered her aside, exposing herself 

in street clothes, form fitting black slacks, a grey cashmere sweater, patent leather 

low heeled shoes.  

 “Dressed for arising!” Constantine said. 

 “Is this the witness?” the mother asked, her voice as clear as a bell. 

 “I am,” Robert said, without thinking before he spoke. 

 “The witness,” the brothers said in unison, and Philip put his arm around 

Robert’s shoulder. 

 “Rise up now!” Constantine called out, a little too loudly, and the mother 

shrunk back into the mattress for a moment. Then the side rail was lowered, and 

she threw her shapely legs over the side, slipped down until her feet touched the 

floor, then stepped away from the bed and the gathering. 

 “I’m thirsty. I’m going to make tea,” she said over her shoulder as she 

crossed and left the room.  
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 Robert  had witnessed a miracle. He was sure of that, though he was still a 

little wobbly as the father and the two sons guided him to the couch where they all 

sat, pushing Aunt Edna to the side.  

 “Let us pray, again!” Constantine said. 

 “Quit pushing!” Aunt Edna exclaimed. 

 And they did pray. And Robert, not knowing the words, bowed his head and 

joined into the spirit of the thing. That Holy Spirit, he thought, and before long 

found the religion that he must have been seeking all along as much as he had been 

seeking the company of men without knowing it. He didn’t know the name, the 

scriptures, or the hierarchy, but he knew of the miracle, the evidence of which 

entered the room carrying a cup of tea and a plate of chocolate chip cookies, then 

plopped down in a chair close to the fire.  

 And the praying continued, and in a while Robert picked up on repeated 

phrases, and began to pray with them. His head cleared as all of them spoke, 

somberly now, of the one an only, That Holy Spirit, not some other, that one. 

Philip leaned in against him. He could smell the Hugo Boss perfume on his neck. 

Soon, he was at peace. 

 Ah, well, what can I say? I stood at the window again. The snow was heavy 

now, and the big pine was leaning under the white weight. Then I saw Robert 

coming, stumbling, kicking snow into the air as he struggled to move swiftly down 

the sidewalk. He seemed to be yelling, throwing his arms up and about, and when 

he reached the house, he stopped and began a joyful dance, unaware of the snow 

and the cold, even the shovel full of that fell from a pine branch, soaking into his 

head and shoulders.  

 I went to the front door then and opened it. The freezing air hit me hard in 

the face.  
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 “Robert!” I called out. “What’s up?” 

 “I’ve been saved!” he screamed, still dancing, throwing his arms around in 

the falling snow. “That Holy Spirit! I’ve found him!” 

 And found yourself? I wondered 

 

 The arrangement was that I’d look after the house. I’d live there, and he’d 

handle all the expenses. There was a trial of course, well after Robert went to the 

police station and confessed to the SSKI fiasco and what appeared to be the 

murder.     

 He got himself a good lawyer, one his wife had used at various times before 

she died. Still, there was his confession and the medical issue about some sort of 

malpractice or other.  

 The hospital was on the hook, and his dead wife’s reputation, especially as a 

hospital donor, was on the hook. They wanted him to take the fall, and he wanted 

that as well, something about forgiveness for his sins, though there was only the 

one in question.  

 Involuntary Manslaughter.  Five years, possible out in three for good 

behavior. 

 I went to the living room bar and built a scotch and soda. Philip was curled 

up awkwardly on the couch, his hand grasping the leather cushion in order to keep 

himself from falling to the floor,  and I fixed one for him as well.  Then I put on 

some quiet jazz, Miles Davis, In A Silent Way.  

 There was no snow anymore, spring was approaching, and before bed we 

spoke about Robert, wondering what his life was like in prison.  
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