Bridesmaid

Dead people look so different to living ones; in an instant the change is apparent.  It’s not just a matter of the animation, heat or exhalations of the living – it is nothing so ethereal as that.  The dead almost look as though they’ve been relieved of a great burden, their spirit a weight that’s become too heavy to bear.  Or so it seems to me, and I’ve seen my share of death. 

I don’t mean to talk forever of these things, dear – it’s just when you get to my age, so much that you knew has passed on.  Drink your tea, and have a piece of my special cake.  I made it just for you – I knew you were coming.

This big house once sheltered my parents, brothers, a sister, and the occasional cousin or friend.  Now they’re gone – all gone.  Only I remain to keep their memories alive, to sit on the big porch at night, listening to the owls, and awaiting my fate.  I’ve been here too many years now.  Surely my turn will soon come.

So many dead.  Some of my former family and acquaintances met their death quietly, with the remoteness and dignity that befits such an occasion.  Others struggled – their burden of life willingly borne, they protested, as they fought Death’s claim.  They met their maker anyhow – a little more battered and bruised, perhaps - but He got them in the end.  They really should have saved their breath, and passed in peace, as I shall someday do.

As the sole unmarried daughter, the task of caring for the ill and indisposed fell to me: so it was that I witnessed the final weeks, then moments of my father’s life.  

He was a fearsome man – fond of the bottle, the strap, and the Good Book.  A violent and abusive husband and father, he beat his wife and children, both when sober and when drunk, and on the Lord’s day as often as on any other.  

His illness, when it came, falsely promised us some respite.  His failing physical strength was at first an irritation to him, then a puzzlement – finally a huge betrayal.  His temper didn’t diminish as quickly as his health did – he was a pitiful creature right near the end, but still a vile one; a cruel man, who deserved to die cruelly. 

Long and drawn out was his end, the pain too much for him to tolerate.  He begged me for relief, for the priest, the doctor – finally for the shotgun.  I denied him these easy ways out, letting him wallow in his misery and excretions as long as possible before I would assist him. I spent as much time as possible out of his arm’s length, letting him beg me for contact, for forgiveness.  It was a pleasure to deny him both.  Seeing him expire in such a fitting manner made the efforts I expended on him seem worthwhile.  It also gave birth to my first true passion.  I offered myself as Death’s bridesmaid; and found myself accepted.

Mother was the next to die.  The void left by widowhood she filled with religion, with breast beating, with remonstrations and hate.  She became unbearable to live with.  I wanted her to go.  Father’s church welcomed us, I sang in their choir, and assumed this pious mask. I wear it well, don’t I?  

I can see you will find my story difficult to believe, but I will not lie.  There is no place for fiction at this end of life.  I have done what I have, and am at peace with my soul, and those which hover like moths in the porch light after dark.  Pardon me, dear – excuse the tears of a lonely old lady.  It is so nice of you to visit me like this.

Mother drowned unexpectedly one day, while washing her hair.  A seizure, they thought, a sudden loss of consciousness and then death in a pail of soapy water.  She had some bruises – no doubt caused by the flailing around while having the fit – her first.  Her death was not so easy.  She fought it initially, before meekly obeying, and breathing deeply of the cloudy wash water. Death smoothed her features, returned her to the woman who had once loved me.  I loved Him for it.

Of course, being the one who spent all of my life at home, I found her drowned body – a terrible shock - and had to seek further solace in the bosom of the church.  My hosannas never sounded so pure, so sweet, as they did winging their way after her soul.

All three brothers went to war, only one, Dougie, returned to be cared for.  The others met manly deaths, battlefield deaths.  Not Dougie; he was denied that.  He was a loner, and had been Mother’s favourite.  He had never married, but still knew all about the pleasures of the flesh.  After drunkenly seeking pleasure in mine one night, he disappeared, to be found in a streambed a few weeks later.  Very dead – stabbed a hundred times.  A man had obviously killed him – maybe a dispute over a paramour – as one of the knife wounds had almost removed his neck from his shoulders.  No woman could have such strength.

Now I was alone in the big house.  Too grief-stricken to attend the church, it came to me.  The ladies baked me cakes, and brought helpings of casseroles and other hot dishes, so I could put my time to healing the wounds all these bereavements had caused.  Only I knew that a sprained wrist and a few scratches were all I had suffered.  The rewards I had gained as the extinguisher of the unworthy far outweighed these minor irritations.

Of course there were others – a few of them.  I had to become careful though – much more annihilation of my nearest and dearest would no doubt make people wonder.  I took to travelling on the bus, spending my time visiting shut-ins, and buying tea and cake for the homeless whom I met on my travels.  These people welcomed all of my ministrations, succumbing - as they should - quietly, with a full belly and a smile on their newly still faces

How many, you ask?  Twenty, maybe twenty-five.  I once knew all their names, keeping a mental register for my Associate, to whom I’ve introduced them all.  

The funny thing is, He is ignoring me – it is many years past my time.  I think He’s toying with me.  Most unfair, dear, don’t you think?  After all I’ve done for Him?

Don’t look at me like that, dear.  They’ve told you I’m a bit weak in the head, haven’t they?  Of course I am, love, think of the life I’ve had.  Excuse my tears dear – these sniffles are quite common at my age.

Enjoy your cake, love.  Baked it myself this morning – an old family recipe.  No, I won’t have any – no good for my digestion these days.

What’s that?  Oh dear, you look ill.  Don’t struggle – that’s right.  Let me watch your face dear.  Relax – it won’t take long – it’s quick-acting.  I’ll be here with you until the end.  

I’ll be waiting here forever it seems – always the bridesmaid, never the bride…

