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SALLY THOMAS
On Ash Wednesday

This afternoon’s grown long with hunger. Now
The sun lies down across the yellow grass.
Mass bells ring out. The people go

In winter coats and quietness

Beneath the darkening sky into the smell

Of molten candle wax. Sunday’s incense
Already is a memory of time

Before: another circumstance

Of being. Here again, the flame

Is shivering on the altar, and the bell

Lets go its hollow clangor. What remains

Are unaccustomed emptiness and ash—

On foreheads, fingers, swirled down drains

At bedtime, not too blessed to wash

Away. One day, though, there will come a knell

That speaks the final word: You too are dust.
Today you simply kneel and let the thought
Mark you again. Again you must
Remember it. You must be taught

Your brevity, if you would break its spell.
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KIERNAN O’CONNOR
The Wake Table

NE MORNING IN LATE spring, Bucky was busy doing not much of anything
when his mother hung up the telephone and came over to him.

“Get your shoes on,” she said. “Brian Doyle has a wake table.”

Doyle’s Antiques in Westville Village was one of many places of interest his
mother took him on her frequent excursions around New Haven: the paint store
on Whalley Avenue, Doris’ resale shop, even Birthright where his mother volun-
teered while he had free reign of a vacant gymnasium.

He sat on the stairs and watched her tie his laces. “What’s a wake table?”

“A table for waking people. You'll see.”

“What's waking people?”

“When you die, they lay you out on a table, and everyone comes to pay their
last respects and pray for the repose of your soul. The night before your funeral.”

“Why is it called a wake if you're dead?”

“It means to keep watch—to be wakeful—until you've buried the dead per-
son’s body, and the priest has commended their soul to God. Now come along.
I've a couple other errands to run. Here,” she said, handing him a nickel. “You
can treat yourself to a Coke at the paint store.”

Although he was five and a half, he hadn’t begun school yet, because he was
the youngest and, his mother explained, she was not ready to lose her companion.
This arrangement suited Bucky, because when the rest of his eight brothers and
sisters were home, he stood no chance of competing with them for his mother’s
attention.

Out in front of their house, he climbed into the back of their VW bus and
plopped on the floor, keeping his hands clear of the side door, which had a habit
of sliding shut of its own accord, once at the precise moment his hand had taken
hold of the door frame.

“Buckle up,” his mother said, and they laughed at this private joke. There
were no seatbelts, because there were no seats in the back, although at one point
there had been an old blanket. Riding in the back felt like being inside an enor-
mous tin can that a giant was smacking over and over on the ground. Stopping
brought relief for a few seconds until the smell of exhaust slithered up through
cracks in the floorboard. Bucky’s brother Peter referred to the bus with pride as a
“rusty deathtrap,” and the description heightened the sense of adventure.

Once when he and Philip sat in the parked bus in front of the house, to stare
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out the windshield and pretend they were driving a tank in Vietnam, the bus
began to roll toward a huge oak at the top of the drive. He and Philip ejected
themselves and left the bus to spar with the tree by itself. Then there was the occa-
sion when the hunk of faded blue and dingy white metal cast Philip into trafhc
as it sputtered up a steep ascent on Campbell Avenue. Bucky gazed in wonder at
his brother’s bony butt bouncing up and down in the right lane, and called out,
“Mom! Philip fell out the back.”

From the floor behind the passenger seat, he could stare up at his mother. He
wondered if the wake table would fit in the back and if he'd have to crawl beneath
it. He rubbed the outline of the nickel in his pocket. “We’re not going to Sage, are
we?” His mother also volunteered at a nursing home called Sage, and it was the
only place he objected to visiting. It had a smell that frightened him.

But she didnt hear him. She was pulling into traffic, which meant rocking
in her seat for leverage to move the stick that arose out of the floor into gear, and
whipping her head around to look for oncoming traffic. She kept up a steady
chatter as they drove to Doyle’s, a mix of encouragement, as in, “Come on now,
second. I know you're there,” and advocacy, as in, “Let’s go, buster. Move it.” This
to a fellow motorist too light on the gas, though the boy wasn’t sure. She shouted,
“Hold on!” before accelerating into an incline, a courtesy she developed after the
Campbell Avenue incident.

Mr. Doyle, a towering, implacable man, who was, the boy gathered, inex-
plicably both Irish and Jewish, greeted his mother and led her toward the back
to see the wake table. Bucky followed them with his ears but lingered behind.
There'd be time enough to see this wake table. His pleasure was in letting his eyes
wander about the cavernous space. Although most of Mr. Doyle’s wares consisted
of furniture and household goods, there were plenty of intriguing discoveries for
a boy—old radios, painted store signs, framed maps. A gold cigarette case with
engraved monogram caught his eye, then a gleaming sword hung on the wall. The
store was a dim and dusty collection of props for his imagination.

When he'd had his fill of gazing, he found his mother and Mr. Doyle
admiring a long, rectangular table fashioned from sturdy pinewood. His mother
brushed her fingertips along the surface, as if divining its story from the bumps
and ridges formed by the grain and knots.

“My goodness, I can't get over it. A wake table.”

“This would certainly do the job,” Mr. Doyle said.

“From County Clare.”

“The owner’s family came from Clare. She had it made in ‘48 and shipped
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over. You don’t see many of these in the U.S., I can tell you that.”

“Here, Thomas. What do you think, a genuine Irish wake table.”

His mother often got excited about things she found beautiful, like fur-
niture and paintings and the plants she tended in her garden. He tried to look
impressed, but he was imagining Mr. Doyle laid out dead, and mourners gath-
ered around to keep wake. It didn’t make sense. The table looked like something
that belonged in your kitchen, and the image of the dead antique dealer in his
kitchen unsettled him.

“I've been looking for one of these for years, Brian.”

“Me, too.” The boy spotted a slight crease in Mr. Doyle’s eyes as he said
this.

“It’s a fair price. We'll just have to see.” She inhaled sharply and shut her
eyes. She had a strong, handsome face, and thick, curly hair she kept short. Her
oversized glasses added a fashionable effect. She let her breath out and patted the
table. “God’s will be done.”

He thought to ask his mother why she wanted an Irish wake table, but
they were already jettisoning down Whalley Avenue to her paint store. The
paint store carried a brisk trade with his mother. He took his nickel to the Coke
machine. At home there was only ever powdered milk or frozen orange juice to
drink. He swigged his bottle with gusto and soon put the matter of the Irish wake
table from his mind.

A nice romp in the yard after lunch might've flushed out his sugar high,
but there was one more stop to make. They pulled into Sage Home for the Elderly.

“Mom, no. Please.”

“I'll be in and out. I promise.”

She directed him to a waiting area and disappeared. Across the hallway
from the waiting area was the dining hall. The boy’s eyes froze in horror. The
room appeared overflowing with shriveled, wrinkled faces jawing toothless gums
and slobbering over unsightly, quivering masses of food. Their hair and clothes
were unkempt. He heard moaning and crying, and bellowing, and saw some who
slapped the table, their heads, the attendants. The rank pestilence burned his nos-
trils and broiled his stomach. How long he waited he could not say. It may have
been a quarter hour, perhaps less, but the effect on his already jittery nerves made
it feel like hours.

Back inside the bus, his mother glanced back at him and sighed. “Prayers,
works, joys, and sufferings,” she said, and gunned the engine for home, where a
frazzled Bucky skipped his lunch and took a nap instead.
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That evening after dinner, Bucky wandered into the living room, lured by the
sound of his parents’ voices. His father sat in his chair with the paper folded
on his lap and a glass of Scotch on the table next to him. His mother stood in
the doorway and spoke of someone named Judy Hayes in terms so familiar the
boy got the impression he should know who she was. She was, it turned out, his
mother’s particular project that kept her returning to Sage.

“A hard case,” she said. He gleaned bits and pieces from snippets of con-
versation to fill out the picture. Judy Hayes was extremely old and frail, wildly
demented, abjectly poor, and more or less abandoned, having in all the world a
half-wit son and a niece his mother called “sad and pathetic.”

Judy Hayes was also filled with a fierce, indomitable, and wordless rage.
Sage was not up for her fight. “They won’t lift a finger for her,” his mother said.

“Sounds like theyd lose it if they tried,” his father said.

“Baloney. The poor soul hasn’t had a bath in three months. Can you
imagine?”

His father broke into a soft chuckle.

“It’s very serious, Charles. You know what I'm going to do? I'm going to
bring her here, give her a proper bath and dress her in something that isn’t rags.”

“Mary Alice—"

“Don’t Mary Alice me.” She waved her arms in disgust. “The whole lot of
them,” she said, to herself it seemed to the boy, and drifted off.

His father noticed him. “Don’t Mary Alice me,” he mouthed, and the
boy chuckled just like his dad. But they both knew Mary Alice would have the
last word.

Late the following afternoon, he and Philip were in their bedroom
minding their business when his mother brought Judy Hayes home. He could
hear the commotion in the rear bathroom, a narrow affair with doors on either
end at the rear of the second floor. Judy Hayes was getting bathed, and Judy
Hayes was not happy about it.

The racket piqued his curiosity. He crept down the hall to have a listen.

Amidst the sounds of an open faucet, sloshing water, and squeaking of
wet flesh against wet tile, his mother’s voice asserted itself, without fluster, or
doubt, or pleading, or even fear. He would not have recognized his mother oth-
erwise. “You're just fine, dear. No, no, don’t fret.”

Judy Hayes moaned in agony.

“Sheila, hand me that washcloth.” His sister Sheila was in middle school

The Windhover 7



and worked babysitting jobs. She called Bucky Brar and never got yelled at.
“Come on, now. I'm only going to dab you. Here, hold still.”

He heard plunging, then a faint shriek from Judy Hayes.

“You're fine! Sheila, let the water out for a minute. Judy. Judy, look at me.
Look at me. You're fine. I need to clean your hair now. Oh, you'll feel wonderful
when you're done. You'll be so happy.”

Light poured out of the bathroom through the half-opened door and
onto the carpet in the hall, carrying wisps of steam from the hot bath. The boy
discovered he had inched up to the doorway, on the edge of the shadow and the
light on the carpet.

“You take her arm there and we'll turn her around.”

He pictured Sheila bathing Judy Hayes. She would not have needed
much in the way of encouragement, Bucky thought, the way she loved acting
grown up. A force he could not identify drew him out of the shadow. He turned
his head and peeked through the door.

At that instant his mother and sister hoisted Judy Hayes by the arms,
halfway out of the tub, and fully exposed her nakedness to the boy. He gasped at
the shriveled and bony flesh, deflated remnants of breasts, and the glimpse of her
private area. Most shocking was her face, her mouth agape and her eyes fixed into
the space in front of his mother, frightened and teary.

He fled to his room and tried in vain to unsee what he had seen.

Sometime later he heard his mother on the phone. He knew it was his
father, away on business, from the way his mother spoke. “Sleeping like a baby,
thanks be to God...I gave her a nightgown and robe from Doris’...I threw those
rags in the trash...Sheila helped me. She’s an angel...When she wakes up, I'll take
her back... They promised theyd disinfect her room.”

An hour or so elapsed. He and Philip followed the Yankee game on their
clock radio. Ron Guidry—Louisiana Lightning—was on the mound. The boy
put Judy Hayes from his mind, like hed done with the Irish wake table. Soon,
however, murmuring and shuffling in the house grew noticeable, so that the pos-
sibility that events had taken an unexpected turn dawned on him. He cracked the
door to his room and peeked out. He spotted Sheila crossing the hall. “What's
happening?”

Without so much as a break in her stride, she said, “Judy Hayes
died.”

* ok %
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Judy Hayes, wrapped in a bed sheet and covered with a quilt, lay on the floor
of the VW bus. On either side of the quilt sat Bucky and Philip. These were his
mother’s instructions: “She can’t weigh more than eighty-five pounds. You two
stay put on top of that quilt, and she’ll be fine. We're only driving to the funeral
home.” Then she added, “It’s all downhill.”

Their mother had awarded them the privilege by process of elimination.
Sheila and Molly had already done so much. Andrew, she needed to ride up front
with her. And that left the boys. Besides, they were small and nimble and, truth
be told, almost too eager to take part.

His mother had apparently applied this same process of elimination to
more conventional means of transporting Judy Hayes. “Oh, that’s ridiculous,”
he'd heard her say earlier, while Judy was still on his parents’ bed. “I'm not going
to bother with all that silliness.” The silliness, she explained to his father on the
phone, was to either wait until morning for the funeral home to send someone,
or hope the morgue could send someone, “maybe by midnight.” Luckily, their
neighbor Bill Dowd’s law partner had married a Celentano of Celentano’s Funeral
Home, and his mother had received word to bring Judy down.

Later, he heard his mother on another call to the sad, pathetic niece.
“There won't be any problem. St. Vincent de Paul will arrange everything. They’ll
send a doctor over to sign the death certificate...Oh goodness, dear. Nobody
kidnapped your aunt...Well for crying out loud, if you had any sense, youd be
thanking me.” She hung up. “God save us.”

In the bus, she handed Andrew her rosary. “You lead.”

He and Philip stared at the corpse and each other. Streetlights flashed
over them in waves. The corpse shifted at every bump. Squeaky brakes sounded
like ghoulish moaning. The boys could barely contain themselves.

His mother parked at the curb in front of the funeral home, and said,
“You two stay here. We'll be right out with someone.”

“Should I stay here?” Andrew said.

“Goodness, no. I need you with me.” She didnt elaborate, but Bucky
suspected it was because Andrew, like Sheila, had a calming effect on her.

After his mother and Andrew left, he studied the pile in front of him. The
thought occurred to him that now that Judy Hayes was dead, she didn’t frighten
him. He wondered what to make of that. Perhaps he'd discovered a source of
bravery within himself. Then another thought popped into his head. “What if a
cop knocked on the window right now.”

Philip shook his head. “I'd run so fast they couldn’t catch me.”
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Two men in dark suits stopped outside the van, deep in conversation.

“Duck,” Philip said in a whisper.

They crouched low, close to Judy Hayes, and tried to make out what they
were saying.

“What if they’re gangsters?” Bucky said.

Philip didn't like the sound of that. “We’ll hide under the quilt.”

“No way. I'll kick them in the balls!”

They crouched even further at the thought and struggled to contain
giggles brimming up from their chests. It was useless. The whole scene over-
whelmed them with glee.

They were so enraptured that they failed to notice when the bus began
to roll backwards. Only the scraping of a hubcap against the curb alerted them
to their predicament. They bounced up in unison and assessed the situation. The
bus was headed straight for a parked hearse.

“We're gonna die!” Philip grabbed him by the arm.

“I'm getting out of here,” he said, already stepping over Judy Hayes. Like
old pros he and Philip ejected themselves in the nick of time. The sound was hor-
rendous, but the damage was superficial. The hearse proved a worthy adversary,
repelling the bus off its bumper so that a gap of two feet or so stood between the
two vehicles, the rear door of the bus ajar.

Judy Hayes™ legs stuck out the back, as if trying to bridge the gap. In
the streetlights, Bucky could make out her skin, swollen stiff and purplish. And

clean.

For more than a week after they laid Judy Hayes to rest, Bucky’s mother did not
take him on any excursions. She spent all her time gardening until Philip would
return from school, then she would leave by herself to go to adoration.

Then on Saturday morning over breakfast, his father shared the news
that his company was buying him a new car. But, he explained, his sedan still had
plenty of miles left in it, so he wondered if he should order a station wagon. “We
could even get one with seats in the back,” he said, winking at Bucky and Philip.

His mother was strangely silent. Even her face was silent. This was an odd
response to such good news. Had his father said something wrong? Bucky held a
spoonful of cereal in midair and waited for her to react.

“Oh, Charles,” she said finally. Her voice seemed to breathe life back into
her. She stood and walked past his father, patting him on the shoulder. “That’s
wonderful, Charles. Wonderful. Praise the Lord.” Then with nary a word more
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she gathered her keys and her purse and left. She didn’t even clear her place.

An hour later she returned and announced shed sold the VW bus to
Brian Doyle for the Irish wake table and six hundred dollars cash. A pair of men
built like brick ovens and speaking Polish followed her into the kitchen and took
away the old table. When they were finished bringing the wake table inside and
had driven off, the entire family stood in the kitchen and admired it.

His father and siblings drifted off, but his mother remained. She and
Bucky stood behind her place at the end of the table. At the other end of the
kitchen the windows above the sink let in the morning sun. They were open on
their hinges like doors, and through the screens came the sound of birds calling
to each other among the cluster of trees that descended the hill in their backyard.
The trees were oak trees and pine trees and a sycamore tree that Bucky had only
of late learned to climb.

In the warm light of the kitchen, the table seemed almost alive. He
studied the knots and the grain running lengthwise and brushed his fingertips
along the bumps and ridges as he had seen his mother do. Near the far end close
to his father’s place, the sunlight revealed a dark line curved in a crescent, as if
marking the place to rest Judy Hayes’ head. He imagined her laid on the table, a
parade of mourners traipsing through the kitchen, his mother proclaiming, “Isn’t
it glorious?” Now that he was experienced with corpses, he could no longer object
to the general idea. In fact, a part of him wished that it had indeed been so, and
he said as much to his mother.

“What’s that, dear?”

“I said, it would've been nice if wed had this when Judy Hayes died.
Then we could have had her wake here.”

Bucky considered the sentiment an ordinary one, but for some reason
his mother joined him at the other end of the table and sat in his father’s chair,
her face level with his. She took his chin in her hand. Her face wore a soft smile,
and her eyes squinted behind her glasses. She nodded gently and sighed. “Oh, my
dear child,” she said, and then she gathered him onto her lap and wrapped him
in her arms, kissing him on the head.

Bucky softened to his mother’s affection, reclining his head on her
shoulder and resting his hand around her arm. He could make no sense of her
need for him; he only knew that it filled him with a quiet and mysterious joy.
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D.S. MARTIN
Like the Sky

Like the sky

when I'm out on the prairies
the surging ocean

when I'm walking the beach
your ubiquitous presence is somehow
both easy & impossible to ignore

I draw close to your cliffedge descend
along the safest path to reach the shore

I keep my distance from the crashing waves
as my heels sink deep in soft sand

My sluggish progress lowers my gaze
toward the ground

Like the birdsound
in leafy trees
the yeasty smell of bread
from the kitchen
you share hints no one
could miss but me
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KATIE BOORD
All Souls Day, Kansas City

In paradisum deducant te angeli. ..

A whole acre of fading graves, but

It’s never quiet here. The cars hum past,

Every fifth one a white SUV. The blue jays laugh
Along with the kids at recess. My rosary

Is wood and paracord.

In tuo adventu suscipiant te martyres. ..
Parents gone in ripe old age, joined

Beside their baby daughter. They remember,
Even in forgotten death, her face.

They once stood here and felt her hands
Unfurled beneath the soil.

Et perducant te in civitatem sanctam Jerusalem. ..
The first hands to clear this land were
Outsiders, newcomers, strangers. From lands
Abroad like Germany and Kentucky, they came
Together with dreams painted gold

That they prepared to bury.

Chorus angelorum te suscipiat. ..

I know which stones are oldest. Limestone, carved
From rock beds down the road. Chiseled carefully
With steady hands. Moss and lichen do not know
Devotion from ancient seas. But I do.

What does that mean?

Et cum Lazaro quondam paupere. ..
Each one of you wanted something. I want
To see clearly. You have forgotten your old wants

But you remember the feeling of desire, of longing.

Is death the great uniter? Or is it something baser,
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The constant need to want?

Aeternam habeas requiem. ..

A relief, to rest at last, from a life of survival,

Of living for myself alone. Rest now, sleep

In peace. Know that you are soil and dust and water
And you are good. I will fix the wilted lilies

And wait to follow you.
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