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Aunt Nellie never missed a chance to be the center of attention even if she
had to drop dead in the middle of dinner to get it. What had been an
ordinary Sunday dinner suddenly became Aunt Nellie’s last supper when,
fork halfway to her mouth, the old girl fell over stone cold dead, face down
in her mashed potatoes.

I’m not likely to ever forget that ill-fated dinner, but I have no recollec-
tion of what happened next. Years later when retelling the story, mother
remembered thinking this scene was no place for a child, so she took me
to Patti’s house, a neighbor who looked after me from time to time when
mother was busy or needed to get me out of the house for some reason.

I’m glad I wasn’t there to see my father and brother moving Aunt Nellie
out of her chair and into the living room, arranging her on the floor, covering
her with a blanket and waiting for the undertaker to take poor old Nellie’s
body away. The thought of death stretched out in the middle of the living
room floor gives me chills even now. Mother was right to get me out of the
house quickly that day.

Later that night, kneeling together at my bedside, I remember mother
trying her best to explain what had happened at dinner. “Aunt Nellie didn’t
get sick tonight Elizabeth, she passed away. She’s gone to heaven and won’t
be coming home again.” Then we prayed. We prayed for Aunt Nellie, hoping
her soul would rest in peace, asking God to take her up to heaven.

After our prayers, mother tucked me in, kissed me goodnight and turned
out the lights. As I lay in bed, waiting in the dim light for sleep to come,
my imagination whirled with first grade fairy tales of feathery winged angels
playing golden harps in heaven. As hard as I tried, I could not picture
wrinkled up old sourpuss Aunt Nellie as a rosy cheeked angel gone to heaven.
I fell asleep trying to put an angel face on Aunt Nellie because I couldn’t
imagine Aunt Nellie’s face on the body of an angel.
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Mother kept me home from school on the day of the viewing, the day
the undertaker would bring Aunt Nellie back and put her on display in our
living room. Dead bodies in the living room might sound strange but it’s
what people did in those days. Friends of the family, friends of the deceased
or both would come by to pay their last respects. People would bring food
and ask how they could help. More often than not, an Irish wake would turn
into a grand party with the dearly beloved as the silent guest of honor. Of
course I didn’t know the truth of this strange custom until later in life. All I
remember is that I wanted no parts of Aunt Nellie lying in her coffin in our
living room.

When the front door opened that afternoon and two of the biggest men I
had ever seen began pushing Aunt Nellie’s coffin through the door I turned,
and scared silly, ran up the stairs to my room. I sat on the window box
looking out the window, all thoughts of heaven and angels pushed aside. No
way was I going downstairs until that coffin was gone.

I had been sitting there for awhile when my sister came into the room,
sat down beside me and put her arm around me. She talked to me for a
long time, telling me not to worry. Aunt Nellie couldn’t hurt me now. I
was still too scared to go downstairs but when Mary said mother would be
disappointed if I stayed in my room I decided to come down. I couldn’t
disappoint mother.

I tiptoed into the living room and stopped, frozen to the spot. The room,
softly lit, curtains drawn, smelling of flowers, felt like church. The coffin,
lid raised, filling the alcove at the far end of the room, reminded me of an
altar. My feet just stood there afraid to move. I couldn’t, wouldn’t cross
that room because I knew Aunt Nellie was waiting inside the coffin, waiting
for me at the other end of the room.

“Don’t be frightened Elizabeth, we’ll walk over and say goodbye to Aunt
Nellie.” Mother took my hand and led me across the room to the coffin.

I never saw a dead person before. This one sure looked like Aunt Nellie.
She was wearing Aunt Nellie’s best dress and Aunt Nellie’s face, eyes closed
as if she was sleeping. I was terrified that any moment those eyes would
open, spearing me with that look of hers.

Grim faced old Aunt Nellie lay there in the coffin, lips so tight it’s a
wonder her face didn’t break. Aunt Nellie’s lips barely moved when she
talked and if she ever smiled, I never saw her do it. Maybe she smiled in
secret, in front of her mirror just for practice. I was afraid to touch her and
knew I couldn’t. I just stood there staring at Aunt Nellie for what seemed
like forever, until mother finally led me away.
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After eating an early supper, Mary and I went back upstairs to my room.
We used the back stairs so we didn’t have to go through the living room and
see that horrible casket again.

That day was the last time I ever saw Aunt Nellie. I went back to school
the next day, happy that I didn’t have to go to the funeral. When I got
home, all traces of Aunt Nellie were gone and except for some company come
after the funeral, our home felt right again.

Just when our household had gotten back to normal, when we thought
Nellie was safely in the ground, she showed up unexpectedly, intruding into
our lives again when the mailman brought the letter from the lawyer. I never
saw my father so upset as he was the day when the letter came. He sat in
his chair, clouds of smoke surrounding him as he puffed furiously on his pipe
and read the letter.

“This just isn’t right Francie. How could Nellie do such a thing leaving
everything to a stranger? What was she thinking, giving everything to a
second cousin in California, a person we never knew existed, after all you’ve
done for her? This just isn’t right.”

“Maybe so William, but this is the way it is. Nellie must have had her
reasons. We’ll simply pack up her things and send them off to her cousin.
Nothing else to be done.”

Nellie didn’t take her money to the grave but the end result was the
same. Everyone had expected mother to get something when Nellie died.
After all, Nellie’s money came from Uncle Harry after he died. Uncle Harry
and his sister Auntie Frances raised mother. Surely mother and Auntie were
entitled to something. Then again, things aren’t always what they seem.
Maybe Nellie left no will and because of empty promises, meaning to and
never doing, or simply an old woman’s forgetfulness, her distant cousin, as
her only living blood relative inherited everything.

Our dining room table was stacked with cartons filled with all of Aunt
Nellie’s personal possessions, waiting to be picked up by someone from the
lawyer’s office. Mother stood quietly, looking at the emerald ring she held
in her hand. I remembered that ring, the ring Aunt Nellie had promised to
mother. “Aunt Nellie said she was going to give you that ring mother. It’s
very pretty. Why don’t you keep it?”

“Good intentions never baked a pie Elizabeth. As many times as Aunt
Nellie said I ought to have that ring, as many times as she promised she
would give the ring to me, she never did. And now all of Aunt Nellie’s good
intentions don’t matter one bit. Her intentions are buried with her. She left
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all of her things, including the emerald ring, to her cousin in California. The
ring belongs to her. I could keep the ring and that woman would never know.
But I would know Elizabeth. I would always know the ring wasn’t really
mine.”

Mother turned and smiled. “I love that ring, but keeping it wouldn’t
be right Elizabeth. Keeping the ring for myself would be stealing.” Mother
slipped the lovely emerald ring back into the little casket of a box, closed
the lid, put the ring into the last open carton and walked out of the room.
That was the end of the emerald ring and Aunt Nellie. When mother closed
the box, she closed the final chapter and the ring was dead and buried along
with Nellie.
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