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“Desire”

The Wake

Whenever Patrick felt the sudden urge to ram his car into a tree along the expressway, or to grab that $200 glass figurine in the mall, he would blame his ancestors. Horse thieving had forced the O’Keefe’s out of Ireland and into America, a fact which Pat felt blighted his soul and his prospects forever.


“That was two generations ago,” his mother would say, rolling her limpid brown eyes and lowing like a cow. Pat didn’t like the comparisons between bovines and his beloved matriarch, but even he had to admit there was a certain resemblance. She would wipe her hands off on her udders—apron, and shake her head. “You didn’t even know your great-grandpa Patrick.”


“But you named me after him,” he would say. “Doesn’t that imply a connection?”


Pat was nothing if not dramatic.


The urges weren’t constant, and they were usually easy enough to ignore. He would think of Dal, sitting in her office, starched blouse and severe coat, looking at the clock and ready to leave.


“Pat had better have dinner on the stove by the time I get home,” she would think. Or maybe, “He’d better have fixed the toilet,” or his personal favorite “if that damn priest is sitting on the couch when I get home, I’m packing up the clothes and heading out.”


Or maybe he would think about Matt and Mark, and how they would innocently hang onto his pant’s legs as he traipsed about the kitchen. No horse thieving for them. They still couldn’t tell the difference between a horse and a dog.


So he’d clutch tightly to that wheel, and keep the tires on slick pavement, or stick his hands deep in his pockets and walk past. And he figured, hell, if that was the worst temptation God could throw at him, then he’d be just fine. Just fine.


Then came the call from Dad, and he realized, belatedly, latedly, just thirty-two years and one court date too late, that his hell on earth wasn’t tempation, but loss. He shipped off the kids to day care, left a voicemail at Dal’s office, and hopped in their beat-up station wagon to head back west to the kitschy suburban land of Tinley Park, brought to you courtesy of renovated southern Chicago.


Dal called him within five miles of leaving home, the phone ringing steadily in his pocket, vibrations shooting up and down his leg. He looked down for a moment, noticed a mustard stain on his left leg, and figured that he’d better answer it.


“Yup,” he said, and before he’d pronounced that final bilabial stop, the screechy voice of his beloved spouse, to have and hold, was pounding away at his brain.


“You just left the boys with Aunt Jimba?” she asked in disbelief. “You know that she smokes pot, right?”


“It was an emergency,” he said. Why had he said that? He wondered. He knew what response that would bring. He fought the urge (keep hands on the wheel, wheel straight, tires on) to repeat Dal’s next words along with her.


“Emergencies are no excuse. I face emergencies every day. You don’t see me sending my babies off to some voodoo witch lady, do you?”


“No ma’am,” Pat said, and then, trying to decide whether to dare the Pennsylvania turnpike or not, decided to end the nonsense. “My mom died.”


That was the clincher in their relationship always. Dal’s dad, his mom, and by some unspoken agreement, neither was ever ridiculed. He never mentioned that Dal’s dad vaguely resembled Richard Nixon (acted like him, too, in Pat’s opinion) and the word heifer was never brought up in reference to Mrs. O’Keefe.


“Oh, baby, I’m so sorry,” Dal said, and Pat knew he’d avoided the lecture. “Don’t worry about the kids, you’re right, a few hours with Aunt Jimba won’t hurt them.” Of course it wouldn’t, Pat thought, and besides, after 24 hours a day, six days a week with the twins, didn’t he know what was good for them a bit better than their two-hour a day mother?


“I’ll take the day off work tomorrow,” Dal continued. “I have enough personal days. You take all the time you need.”


The sudden rush of gratitude surprised and scared Pat, and he clutched the wheel even tighter. Maybe, he thought, when that crystal swan was stowed safely away in his pocket, he’d take his wife with him on his fugitive run across the country.


Eight hours from D.C. to Chicago was quite a commitment, and he found himself wishing that he’d brought a CD. Instead he had to content himself with the various evangelist programs he could get on FM, as he passed from state to state. In Pennsylvania he learned that the “way, the truth, and the light” was equivalent to salvation. In Ohio he learned that the war in Iraq was a war against evil throughout the world, and as he passed into Indiana he was reminded that “we must rise up brothers, and go out as Jesus went out.”


The house looked the same as when he’d grown up, Pat thought. Except for the grass being overgrown, and the lack of Fisher Price toys littering the yard. And the tree out front was bigger, and the sidewalk was cracked. And oh, yeah, someone had taken down their basketball hoop, and the front door was swinging just a little off it’s hinges. And the paint was peeling and there were new windows and the mailbox had been painted and daisies now lined the front walk instead of pansies.


The doorbell still rang the same tune, though, that eerie rendition of “Happy Birthday” that sounded just a bit off-pitch and wholly spooky. Pat wondered for the 2 million and 28th time who had decided that was a good way to announce a guest.


He heard the creaking of his father’s footsteps long before he saw the cracked leather and faded denims. Strong arms pushed open the door, and encircled his body before he’d even gotten a glimpse at red-rimmed eyes and a week-old beard. But he smelled him immediately, that rank odor of forgotten baths and too close a friendship with Jack Daniels.


“It’s good to see you, son,” Mr. Allen O’Keefe drawled, and Pat couldn’t be sure whether the words were slurred or it was just his imagination.


“Have you been drinking, Dad?”


“Just sharing a pint with our Lord,” Mr. O’Keefe said, and Pat knew his words would never reach his father, just as they never had. For Mr. O’Keefe, the Irish traditions remained strong. He drank when someone died, always, always (“A pint for the road, and a fifth for heaven!”), he drank when the Bulls won and the Cubs lost, and he drank to the president, the pope, and the fifty-one United States (“because Canada might as well count.”). Mom had never said a word, she’d just lowed a little, and cooked the pot roast.


Pat lay awake all that night, the blaring sounds of the television coming from downstairs. He counted the indents in the ceiling where stucco had fallen off, his hands crossed beneath his head, his eyes almost crossed. There was a crucifix hanging on the wall just behind his head, and he could see the reflection in the mirror, if he just stared down the bridge of his nose. Jesus looked sad, he thought, and wasn’t it funny that the two figures of Jesus were that of an innocent babe and a tortured traitor.


He wondered what Judas thought, when he kissed the Lord that final night. Did he realize he was betraying God, or did he think he was saving the world?


The funeral wasn’t the following day, but it should have been. Pat still didn’t know how his mother had died, and he didn’t dare to ask. Mary Rita flew in from Connecticut, and Brian called to say that he’d reached Iowa. Dad wandered around the house in boxers and a stained T-shirt, reciting all his memories of Mom, and asking where the photos were. Pat knew that they were still locked up in the attic. He didn’t think that he would go up that dusty ladder to bring them down. He just sat on the tattered couch beside his dad, and handed him a new bottle when the old one had run out, listening to jumbled thoughts and watching Oprah.


Mary Rita took the situation in hand when she arrived. She got dad bathed, his hair cut, and set to cleaning up the kitchen while her husband started dinner. The smell of Italian cooking wafted through the house, and Pat wondered what Dal was cooking at home. Probably macaroni and cheese. It would be burnt, so Mark would be happy, and Matt would cry. He wondered what Aunt Jimba was doing, and then wondered why he cared.


“We’ve got to get him out of the house,” Mary Rita said that night, stopping just outside his bedroom door. “He’s got to learn to live again.”


“Funeral’s tomorrow,” Pat pointed out. “He’ll go to that.”


“And probably get wasted and shame the whole family,” Mary Rita said. Pat considered. They were already descended from horse thieves. Wasn’t alcoholism a step up from that? He didn’t say so, though. Such things were never said to Mary Rita. He just agreed with her mildly, she nodded her head briskly, and headed off to bed with her Mussolini.


Brian arrived at four that morning, and was the first one up when Mussolini started breakfast.


The funeral was a haze in Pat’s mind. Flashes of colors, songs (“On Eagle’s Wings,” always his mother’s favorite, was played entering and leaving the church) and he followed the casket to the cemetary with Mussolini. Mary Rita rode with Dad, and Brian drove Fr. Dan. Nobody threw dirt on the grave. Dad put down a daisy, and Mary Rita and Mussolini threw in roses, and Brian gave a smart salute, but there was no dirt. Just a crane slowly lowering the casket in.


“Why isn’t there dirt?” Pat asked.


“Because it’s dirty,” responded Mr. Harris, the funeral director. “But don’t worry. We’ll get professionals in to cover up the casket.”


But wasn’t dirt supposed to be dirty? Wasn’t death dirty? Wasn’t a two hundred pound woman in a yellow-print sundress, stretched out across green linoleum with an apoplectic red face and two large udders for breasts dirty? Patrick thought so. But apparently, in the 21st century, the actual grave, meant to be covered with soil and worms, was meant to be clean.


“Did you ever consider,” Brian said as they left the gravesite and headed through the maze of a cemetary, through the neighborhoods of tombs and crosses. Pat wondered whether the dead realized that they lived in a small city, whether Anne Byron, 1918-1976 ever wandered over to Alexander Johnston, 1899-1972 and asked for a cup of sugar. “That if there are a million other planets there must be other intelligent life?”


“Probably,” Pat agreed.


“Then here’s my question. If there’s intelligent life, do they sin?”


“Probably.”


“And if they sin, they need a Christ to save them, right?”


“Probably.”


“Then,” and here Brian got that triumphant look on his face, the one he always adopted when proving an atheist point. “Doesn’t that kind of negate the power of his sacrifice here? Dying on a cross isn’t such a big thing when you’ve done it a million times, is it?”


Pat considered for a moment. If he’d been dying, flashes of his life would have run through his brain, but as it was, all he saw was him and Brian, playing in the sandbox. Brian had his army men lined up, his toy spaceship ready to blast off. He had built a small house, with farm animals scattered outside. When Mom and Dad came out, Dad had clapped a meaty hand on Brian’s back and proclaimed him the genius of the family. Mom had picked up one of Pat’s cows and made it moo, sending him into a riot of giggles. When Brian’s army men blew up his farm, he wanted to cry, but then he saw that Mom’s cow was still standing, upright in the middle of the devastation, the piles of disrupted sand.


“Every time you get a paper cut it hurts just the same,” Pat said. “I suppose even if there were a hundred Christs, each death hurt just the same. Sacrifice is sacrifice.”


There was Dal, sitting at home with the kids, no idea how to play with them, preferring to be in a courtroom any day of the week, and Mary Rita and Mussolini, coaxing Dad into a suit and tie. Brian, driving from Colorado in a burping Mazda, and Mom standing at the stove, face red from the steam on the potatos, rosary beads poking out of her pocket and a crucifix around his neck. He stepped into the car, put his hands on the wheel, and wondered, once again, what it would be like to slam into one of the trees on his way to the wake. 


Instead he pulled smoothly onto the road, and began driving back home. 
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