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The Wicked Witch Is Dead

The letter arrived without warning.

It was mid-April 2000. My husband, Peter, and I were working as houseman and housekeeper for a German industrialist – one of the kindest of all our many employers – in a beautiful mansion in London’s Belgravia. The letter was from my half-brother, Richard, someone I hadn’t seen for almost twenty years – the last occasion, in fact, that I’d also seen my mother. ‘Dear Sister,’ it began, ‘I write to tell you our mother died on April 11.’ He went on to give the details of where and when she was to be buried, and the time the funeral party would be leaving the house in Portsmouth.

I’d always said that, when my mother died, I wouldn’t go to her funeral. Reading the news of her death, I felt nothing, absolutely nothing. My mother was an evil, vicious woman who’d starved me of love throughout my childhood and beaten me mercilessly until, finally, I’d run away from home aged fifteen. When she must have known she was dying, she never got in touch with me, never felt the need to apologise for all the sadness and hurt, the neglect, that have affected me all my life. In the circumstances, perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised. What had I honestly expected?

But, for all that, there was something in me that made me feel I ought to attend her funeral. She’d carried me in her womb. The least I could do was to be there when she was put in the ground. I’m a decent human being, and I wanted some respect for myself. She may have behaved as she did, but I was her daughter and I needed to know I’d done the right thing by her.

I also thought that, as Richard had gone to the trouble to find out where I lived so he could give me the news, I should repay that decency. He’d been brought up by his grandparents in Sunderland so that we were virtual strangers to each other – he was nineteen the first time we met – but maybe he’d found out how badly I’d been treated by our mother. He himself had not known a mother’s love – perhaps that was why he understood. Attending her send-off would be my way of thanking him for acknowledging me and what I’d been through. Little did I know what lay ahead.

The night before the funeral, Pete and I drove down to Portsmouth and booked in at a little B&B. We called at the funeral parlour, then went round to the flat of my full sister, Gloria – but she wasn’t there. As she’d assured us she would be in, I almost knocked her front door down for fear she hadn’t heard us. Heaven knows where she was. But Gloria has always run by her own rules so we gave that up as a bad job. It was raining hard by then and we decided to call it a night.

Next morning Pete and I got to my mother’s house at nine o’clock, about fifteen minutes before the cortege was due to leave for the church. It was Richard who opened the door, although it had been so long that I didn’t immediately recognise him. He was friendly enough as we chatted in the hall. But as soon as we walked into the lounge the atmosphere became totally hostile. I recognised Robert, my eldest half-brother (or maybe my only full brother – no one knows), who was there with his own son, looking the spitting image of Robert at the same age. Then there was another half-brother, Neil, and my half-sisters Rosemary, Caroline and Janet. Pete and I found a couple of chairs and sat down. No one said a single word of greeting. No one offered us a cup of tea. It was chilling. What had our mother said about me behind my back? I could only guess.

There was also an old man there, someone I’d never seen before. He turned out to have been a scoutmaster the family had known for a long time, although only since I’d left home. He approached me.

‘Excuse me, love,’ he said. ‘But who are you?’

So I told him I was my mother’s second child. Not one member of the family spoke – they just shot me more filthy looks.

‘I’ve known the family for years,’ he said in obvious surprise, ‘and your mother never mentioned you.’

I repeated that I was Gloria’s younger sister.

‘I didn’t know she had one,’ he said.

After that, Pete and I sat in silence, entirely ignored by everyone.

When it was time to leave for the service, after the longest quarter of an hour of my life, Pete and I followed in our car. My mother’s coffin was waiting in the hearse when we got to the church. Gloria arrived at the same time with her daughter and two sons. Pete and I sat with them at the back of the church; all the half-brothers and -sisters sat at the front. Another half-sister, Penny, who’d been caught in traffic, had also gone straight to the church. There was no one else there – but then, my mother didn’t have any friends.

The coffin was carried in by my half-brothers Rob, Richard and Neil, and by Rob’s son. Richard then sat on his own at the front, sobbing silently, his face cupped in his hands. The rest of them remained dry-eyed. I was so upset at that stage by the way I’d been cold-shouldered that I find it hard now to remember every detail. I can’t even recall whether there were flowers in the church. So intent was I on getting through what lay ahead that I was half-blind to what was going on around me.

What I do recollect very clearly indeed is what was – and was not – said. The priest stood up at the front and explained why we were all there. ‘We are here to recall the life of Patricia Mary McGinley,’ he began. ‘She was christened Mary Patricia, but she didn’t like the name Mary so she always called herself Pat. On behalf of her children, Gloria, Robert, Richard, Neil, Penny, Rosemary, Caroline and Janet, as well as the daughter she lost, Rose … all of them wish to remember their mother.’

I hadn’t heard my name, and a feeling of deep, deep hurt ran through me. She couldn’t do that to me. She couldn’t. Who could disown their own child?

Pete turned to me and put his hand on mine. ‘Did you hear your name?’ he said.

I shook my head.

He asked if I wanted him to get up and say something.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Leave it.’ I felt completely numb.

Then my youngest half-sister, Janet, was walking to the front to say a few words – and once again I forced myself to concentrate on getting through this ordeal. ‘Our mother was not the most tolerant of people,’ I heard her saying. ‘Our mother was prone to very bad moods. But she was our mother.’ I could hardly believe my ears. Whatever I may have felt about my mother, every instinct told me that, if you can’t say something nice about a person on an occasion like this, you don’t say anything at all. Throughout my childhood I’d prayed and prayed for someone to rescue me from my mother and the grim, brutal life I was forced to live. For all that, though, Janet’s remarks were inappropriate at a funeral. To me, silence would have been preferable.

Janet was still talking. ‘The one thing our mother taught us girls,’ she said, ‘was to have smart hair and well-manicured nails.’ How sad. Smart hair? Nice nails? That’s some legacy, isn’t it? What she should have left her children was a legacy of love and respect, the memory of what a good mum she’d been. God help us! I thought.

Then Neil got to his feet. ‘Our mother was very volatile,’ he began. ‘She could be extremely fiery.’ And on it went. I looked round at them all and still not one of them, with the single exception of Richard, was shedding a tear. Nobody seemed to be feeling any sense of grief that she’d gone. They were all sitting bolt upright and from where I was sitting, it seemed that they were doing little more than going through the motions.

At the end of the service, the priest spoke for the last time. ‘Pat’s children are gathered here today to say goodbye to their mother,’ he said. And then came the final twist of the knife as he listed them again – and again of course, without mentioning me. It was as though I was a stranger on this earth, as though I didn’t exist. It felt like my birthright had been taken from me.

It’s clear to me now that this was my mother’s final spiteful act. She was disowning me from beyond the grave. Out of all of them, I was the only one who’d never been prepared to take my mother’s nonsense, who’d rebelled against her. And this was her ultimate act of revenge.

As we all filed out everyone continued to ignore me. I climbed into our car and finally – alone with Pete at last – I broke down.

‘Do you want to go to the burial?’ he asked.

But after what I’d just been through, I couldn’t face that. ‘I can’t do it, Pete,’ I replied.

‘Come on then, love,’ he said.

‘Let’s go home.’

I would have told you that, at fifty-eight years of age as I then was, I couldn’t have been hurt deeply any more. Now, I know different. It was as if all the years in between were wiped out. I was back in that terrible childhood – not living, merely surviving. Even now, all this time later, I can’t think of that dreadful day without tears welling in my eyes.

When it comes to my feelings about my siblings, the only possible exception is Gezzie; that’s my nickname for Gloria from the days when, as a small child, I couldn’t pronounce her real name. While she and I had never been particularly close, she was horrified by the omission of my name at our mother’s funeral. That said, she hadn’t told me that our mother was dying or informed me when she did finally die. The first I knew about it was when I received Richard’s letter.

My mother was seventy-seven when she died from a combination of septicaemia and pneumonia. I cannot erase from my mind my last sight of her. When I went to the funeral parlour the day before her burial, the lid wasn’t on the coffin – I had wanted to look at her one final time. I had no feeling of trepidation or anxiety as I approached the coffin. She was in a peach dress, quite respectable, with a V-neck – but the effect was spoilt by a pair of huge glass earrings each the size of an old penny. Her fingernails were long and, as was her custom, painted blood-red. Then I noticed that in her hand she was holding a newspaper cutting. I called the assistant over and asked her to remove it so I could see what it was about. It turned out to be a story concerning my Uncle Bob, my mother’s eldest brother, who’d died in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp. It told how, as a boy, he’d gone round collecting old coats to give to poor people. I think my mother’s younger sister, Teresa, must have organised the placing of the cutting in my mother’s coffin.

I asked the assistant to return it to her hand and stood looking down at the face of this woman who had made my childhood such a living hell. I’d never forgotten how peaceful her own mother, Grandma Mary, had looked in her coffin, with her hands folded neatly on her chest. Not my mother. They say you get the face you deserve, don’t they? Well, here was someone in torment. Her dyed hair was scraped back off her face, the white roots showing through at the scalp. Her skin was alabaster white, her lips an unnatural fiery red. She looked a real fright. It gives me no pleasure whatever to say this, but my mother looked exactly what she was: an ugly, wicked old witch.

And my overwhelming emotion? I was flooded with relief. My simple thought was, ‘Your wickedness has gone from this earth. It’s over. Thank God, it’s over. You can never harm anyone else ever again.’
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