    




The Funeral

I saw my first dead body at age three when my parents took me to my grandmother’s funeral. 


Granny Todd, a tall woman with a strong Roman nose and white hair in a severe bun at the nape of her neck, had always terrified me. I do not remember ever seeing a smile on her face. She always dressed in black, long-skirted dresses that hung almost to her ankles, and she looked, to me, like a wicked Disney witch without the pointy hat. 


My mother, her youngest daughter, had explained that Granny Todd was harmless: she was over eighty—very old; her memory was failing; her sight was so poor she couldn’t go anywhere on her own; her aching hips barely allowed a slow shuffle; she had a bad chest.  None of this had reassured me. When we visited, I still stood trembling at the door, hoping Granny Todd wouldn’t answer, that she had gone to the shops or was flying around somewhere on her broomstick scaring some other little girl. It seemed to take ages before she answered the door, but she always did. Sometimes she recognized me; other days, she peered at me as though I were an unknown and annoying midget. 


On the day of the funeral, all the family gathered in Granny Todd’s flat, a typical two-room-and-kitchen in the east end of Glasgow, built in the late 19th century. The layout of the flat was identical to all the others in the block. Two doors went off the hall to the left. One led into the bathroom, complete with claw-foot tub and a coal bunker in one corner. The other opened into a nondescript bedroom. Straight ahead lay the front room, never called the sitting room or the living room, only the front room, with precious ornaments on well-dusted tables and linen antimacassars on the sofas and chairs. 

Except on special occasions, no one ever entered the front room, and the fire, though set, always remained unlit. That day, definitely a special occasion, the coffin stood on top of trestles in the middle of the chill front room. The blinds were drawn, shutting out the winter sunlight and muffling the sound of tramcars clanking their way along the busy street three stories below.


On the right was the kitchen, the heart of the apartment where Grandma Todd had raised her nine children. As they waited for the hearse to arrive, the adults talked in muted voices, drank cups of tea, and took turns to pay their last respects to the deceased. The men, dressed in dark suits and ties, had black armbands on the upper part of their left sleeves, while the women wore somber dresses. 

A couple stood off to one side, ignored by the rest of the family. I asked Mother who they were.

“That’s your Uncle Jimmy and his wife,” she said, her mouth close to my ear. “He’s my wee brother.”

“Why is no one speaking to them?” My childish voice must have penetrated the room; a few glances came our way.

“Don’t speak so loud. I told you to be quiet today.”

“Are they bad? Is that why?” I whispered.

My mother took off my coat and lifted me onto the counter at one side of the sink. The window behind me overlooked the back court, a dank, enclosed yard housing the communal laundry shed and garbage cans. “You wouldn’t understand. I’ll tell you when you’re older.”

“Now,” I insisted.

Mother leaned forward to me. “All right, but you can’t ask any more questions.” She looked over her shoulder, then continued in a quiet voice. “Jimmy married a Catholic. None of

the family have spoken to him since. All the men apart from him are Masons, you know.”

“What’s a Mason?” 

“I told you. No more questions.” She handed me some soft cookies. “You can feed the birds,” she said and raised the kitchen window. “Don’t lean out. I won’t be long.” 

The next few minutes were the only bright interlude I can remember that day. As I crumbled the cookies, fat pigeons landed on the poop-stained ledge. They pecked out of my hand, tickling my palm and making me giggle.

After a few minutes, Mother returned from the front room. “Come and say goodbye to your grandmother,” she said, lifting me from my perch and taking my hand. 

The suggestion did not appeal to me. Fearful of a live Granny Todd, I had no idea what to expect from a dead one. I pulled my hand free and hid behind a chair.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. It’s the last time you’ll see her.” 

Mother pried my little hand loose from the chair leg, carried me down the hall into the dim front room and over to the coffin. Aunt Nan, the oldest daughter, stood on the other side of the casket. Periodically, she stroked her mother’s hair and face. I couldn’t identify the faint, unfamiliar odor that emanated from the corpse, but I didn’t like it.

Mother said how lovely Granny Todd looked, that she had always had lovely skin. I glanced down, then quickly buried my head in Mother’s shoulder. The body didn’t really look like Granny Todd. It didn’t look like anyone. It didn’t move or speak, just lay there in the narrow box. Was that what being dead was like?

“Do you want to give her a kiss?” 
The very idea struck terror in my heart. I stole another peek into the coffin. “I want to go,” I squeaked and squirmed until Mother put me down. I ran back to the kitchen, to the warmth

of the fire, the comfort of voices, and the aroma of bread rolls baking in the oven.

Following old Scottish tradition, only the men went to the graveyard, leaving the womenfolk in the flat to prepare the funeral meal. They mashed potatoes, put the final crimps in the pastry on top of steak pies, set the table with the best tablecloth and china, and saw there was plenty of whisky on the sideboard.

Their task complete, Grandma Todd laid to rest, the men returned from the cemetery and sat at the table for their food. Once they had had their fill, they rose and disappeared into the front room for a smoke, taking the whisky with them. 

Then the women began to eat. They had almost finished the main course when they heard angry voices from the other room. I could tell from the frown on Mother’s face she was upset. All the aunts round the table looked grim, too. As they muttered to one other, “will” was mentioned several times.

“What’s wrong, Mummy?”

“Nothing you need to worry about.”

 But the dissonant clamor made me apprehensive, and I wanted to go home to familiar things: my dollhouse, my crayons, my tiny desk where I pretended I was at school.

“Is it time to go now?”

“Not yet. Soon.” 

I saw the aunts exchange looks, and then they twitched their heads in the direction of the front room.

“Stay here and eat up,” my mother said.

Without waiting to finish their food, the women got up from the table and rushed out of the kitchen to see what was going on. I trailed after them. 

The air in the front room was thick with cigarette smoke, and the smell of whisky hung heavy in the gray clouds. The unhappy men stood in a circle round the eldest child, Uncle John, prodding his chest with angry fingers as they made their feelings clear at the news he had inherited everything. Loud voices spoke over one another in a babble of animosity.

I sidled up to my father and gripped his hand. He led me across to where Mother stood. I heard him say it was time to leave, no place for a child, nothing would be resolved. My parents helped me on with my coat. Then we left the flat. The argument still raged in the front room, and no one took any notice of our departure.

 Outside, we ran into Uncle Jimmy and his wife who had slipped away, too. He introduced his wife to my parents, and, for a few minutes, they made idle conversation. Nothing memorable, just how are you and where are you living now. No one addressed the lost years, the chasm that divided the family or the reason for it. I couldn’t understand why Mother didn’t hug him goodbye, as I did with my brother. It was the only occasion I ever met Uncle Jimmy.

As Dad started the car, I leaned across the center console and asked if we were going straight home. 

“Yes. You’ve been a very good girl today.”

I was tired. It had been a strange day: a dead body, new faces, people shouting, so much I didn’t understand. I lay down in the back seat and fell asleep.
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