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Good Intentions

Attacked by a priest — an Irish priest — in
broad daylight, in a pub in Berkeley. Jazz cowered in the back of a
taxi, his painter’s overalls were ripped, his face hurt and the
inside of his mouth stung and tasted of blood. The taxi was taking
him to San Francisco, trundling down San Pablo Avenue in the early
evening traffic. It was sunny, tee-shirt weather, but he was cold,
shivering, hunkered down in the middle of the back seat, glancing
at the doors to make sure they were locked. That priest could
pounce again. He should never have had anything to do with him.

His first impression was that the priest was a
basket case, or at least not the full shilling. That was the day
Jazz and his roommate Kirby came over to the Berkeley Flea market
from San Francisco. That was a few months ago, a sunny March
Sunday, warm as summer. Flowers bloomed everywhere and young women
smiled at them. Jazz even remarked that it was a special kind of a
day. As they walked across Ashby intersection, a vehicle hooted and
the driver waved. They saw ‘Church of the Sacred Heart’ emblazoned
on the door of the red minibus and Kirby said, “It's Father
Ned.”

The van pulled over and Kirby introduced Jazz to
a middle-aged Irish priest in a white t-shirt and black Ché beret,
which had a little silver cross instead of the star. An older
Irishman named Tiny Ford accompanied Fr. Ned. They all shook hands,
spoke about the glorious weather and Irish affairs. Jazz read ‘God
is Good!’ on Ned's t-shirt. Kirby admired the transporter and the
priest joked that the only way he could get his flock to
participate in parish affairs — from church to cemetery — was to
bus them there himself.

“The cattle truck I call it,” said Tiny, dabbing
sweat from his neck, “Christ lads, but 'tis very warm.”

“It's a full-time job,” said Father Ned,
adjusting his beret, “and I'm kind of rebuilding the parish up
again...I'm afraid my predecessor went overboard here and
there.”

“A terrible man,” muttered Tiny.

“Very sad,” Ned sighed, “he had a new church
almost finished and everything. Beautiful job, spectacular...and
then scandal broke. Funds dried up...so I'm trying to build things
from the ground again. But I'm afraid we lost a lot of good
people.”

“Altar boys,” whispered Tiny and the priest
muttered, “That’s enough Tiny.”

“So how's the church coming along?” Kirby asked,
changing the subject.

“Almost finished,” Tiny coughed.

“The Stations of the Cross is our next big job,”
Father Ned said, “I want them painted, a huge mural...sort of like
what you'd see in the middle ages...and that will appeal to the
Hispanics as well.”

“Mural?” Jazz said.

“That's right,” said the priest, “They'd be
spectacular. If you don't have a top-class venue today, you won't
be able to hold an audience...there's a lot of competition out
there for souls nowadays...televangelism is ruining everything.
It's a free market, especially here in California.”

“So you want to paint the Stations of the
Cross?” Jazz said, offering cigarettes. Tiny and Kirby accepted,
the Padre passed.

“They're lovely painted,” he said, “and they'd
be brilliant in the new place...”

“Beautiful place, you should see it,” coughed
Tiny.

“I'd be interested in a painting job like that,”
Jazz said.

“Really?” Father Ned said, looking closer at
him.

“Yeah, I'm an artist. A painter.”

“Is that so? And have you ever done anything
like this?”

“Religious work?” Jazz said and after a second
he remembered: “I did a Christmas card for the Shamrock's Football
Club.”

“Was it you who did that?” said Father Ned, eyes
softening, “God Almighty, that was a gorgeous depiction of the
Mother and Child.”

Jazz smiled. That little card was his first paid
art work in America. Inspiration came when he saw a young
Palestinian woman sip coffee in Café Nidal. He drew her as the
Madonna, gave her a veil and a dimple on the cheek, and then put an
infant at her breast. Kirby’s boss, O’Toole the builder, sponsored
the design and paid Jazz three hundred dollars for his labor. That
was four months ago and he hadn’t done much since then.

Jazz and Kirby rode in back of the red bus to
Father Ned's new church, located in the Berkeley foothills. Tiny
said the Hazeltons, an old moneyed Catholic family who made their
fortune from apple juice, had donated the site. He had often drank
it and it was powerful stuff. Organic, added Father Ned, wheeling
the bus up in front of the new church, a large round building with
a low mushroom roof and a carrot spire. Post-modern, explained
Father Ned, Von Traghad was the architect.

The doors were heavy, hammered brass and opened
into a marble-floored lobby with alcoves and narrow stained glass
windows. Two stone holy water fonts flanked the entrance to the
church proper, and Tiny opened the doors like a bellboy. It was the
oddest church Jazz was ever in and reminded him of a boxing
stadium. The altar wasn't at the head, as normal, but on a platform
in the center, surrounded by circles of banked seats. Tiny pointed
at the ceiling, a complicated web of timber beams and supports,
with a stained glass spiral that cast colored patches of light on
the altar.

“Awesome,” whispered Kirby.

“And the stations will go there,” Father Ned
said quietly, pointing to a tall band of smooth plaster that
circled the building, about twelve feet from the floor. He led Jazz
to the wall and they both stared in silence at the blank
ribbon.

“Can't you just see Jesus up there,” whispered
Father Ned, “the Crown of Thorns...Pilate...the heavy wooden
cross...warm humid day in Jerusalem...the jeering crowd...that
climb to Calvary.”

Jazz nodded, he could see it alright. The Padre
explained Von Traghad wanted the stations to begin at the door,
continue clockwise around the church in a complete circle. Jazz
frowned and had a flash of Michelangelo's anguished face gazing
upside down from a scaffold.

“What's the budget?” he asked.

“We were hoping to get it done for ten
thousand...that's what the architect estimated. That's about what
the Mexican lad would do it for. And he's good. Does loads of
murals in the Mission.”

“It's a lot of work. When do you want it
done?”

“Soon as possible...I was hoping to have the
church consecrated by Papal Nuncio Mahaffy when he comes to San
Francisco in May for the Bishop’s Convention.”

“But that's only a few months away...”

“I know,” said Father Ned, “but it would be a
great coup to have Mahaffy open the place... ...a lot of the big
boys will be around for the convention. We could get a lot of
mileage out of it and get our name out there in a positive way, for
a change.”

Jazz looked around the church. It was years
since he had done murals and he had never worked on such a large
scale before. He’d chance it. Twelve feet off the ground, he'd need
help with a platform and stuff.

“Tiny will look after that,” Father Ned said.
“You come up with a blueprint and estimate and we'll take it from
there.”

That’s how it started.

The cabby glanced at Jazz through the rear view
mirror. Their eyes met and they both looked away. The driver wore
some sort of olive turban or head-wrap. He listened to fast eastern
music, occasionally jabbering in a strange language to his
dispatcher now and again. He didn’t engage Jazz in conversation and
tapped on the steering wheel to the music when traffic halted.

“Mind if I smoke?” asked Jazz.

“Sorry, no smoke,” the cabby said, pointing to a
decal on the dashboard, “smoke bad, very bad.”

Several roads funneled into the Bay Bridge toll
plaza, and hundreds of cars jostled and zigzagged to get to the
gates. The cabby hooted, called drivers Honkys and Hamburgers as he
leapfrogged his way to the fastrack lane. He made Jazz nervous and
for a paranoid split-second, he thought maybe the Taliban were
kidnapping him. He peeped through the windows, hoping not to see a
red minibus, but knowing that the priest was on his tail. The holy
man would hound him. Jazz lowered into the seat as the cabby
accelerated over the bridge, his head thumped, and his mind was
gridlocked. He’d been cursed and damned by a priest, the ultimate
fear of the Irish.

Out of nowhere he remembered that today was his
birthday. Yesterday he’d thought it was very auspicious to be
finishing his first big job on his thirty-third year. He’d planned
to celebrate, go on the town, and hit North Beach. He burst into a
moaning laugh and the cabby looked at him in the mirror.

Traffic moved quickly and the weather changed
after the bridge passed Treasure Island. Now fog gauzed the sinking
sun and cut off the tops of Twin Peaks radio masts, temperature
dropped and San Francisco looked grey. The cabby sighed, that’s why
he wouldn’t live on this side of the Bay, the weather. And this was
summer.

“Whay in City you wanna go sir?” he asked.

“Hah?”

“Whay in City?”

“Oh…the Sunset, 20th and Ulloa.”

The cabby nodded and picked up speed.

Over the bridge and into a spaghetti tangle of
freeways, traffic slowed and the meter seemed to go faster. Jazz
glanced out the windows often, checked the doors. He put on shades
and the cabby sighed and turned up his music. He tapped time on the
steering wheel and looked for the 19th Avenue Exit.

The Sunset was damp, cold with fog and Jazz grew
anxious approaching home. The priest had brought him there a few
times so he knew where he lived. Bloody madman might be waiting for
him. He directed the cabby around the block twice, scanning for the
red minibus. The fare meter read $35.50 and Jazz peeled two $20
bills from a wad in his pocket, gave them to the driver, and then
leaped from the cab. He hurried up the steps of 1999, door key
ready like a lance.

Inside, loud thumping electronic music and the
smell of grilled bacon — his flat-mate Kirby was home from work.
Jazz turned down the stereo and flopped on an armchair. Kirby stuck
his unkempt wooly head out of the kitchen and said, “Christ! You’ve
a black eye! What happened to you?”

“Father Ned…fuckin’ attacked me in the
Bunratty…the fucker was berserk.”

“What?”

“I’d just finished the job…he’d paid me and
everything…and I was havin’ a drink with Tiny when the lunatic
burst into the bar and went for me.”

“Why?”

Jazz shook his head, lit a cigarette and gave
one to Kirby.

“He was screamin’ that I was a pagan, an
antichrist…that I’d ruined his church…”

That night the priest laid siege to the flat,
phoning, ringing the bell, banging on the door. Kirby said Jazz
wasn’t at home and Father Ned said he’d wait for him and that he
hoped Kirby wasn’t another Judas. He pounced every half-hour and
eventually they unplugged the phone and disconnected the doorbell.
It was well after midnight when he stopped harassing them.

The minibus was gone the following morning when
Kirby got up for work. The Papal Nuncio was consecrating the Church
of the Sacred Heart and Father Ned was taking care of business.
Jazz stayed in bed, sat up and smoked all day until he ran out of
cigarettes. He dressed himself when Kirby came home, but couldn’t
eat dinner.

“That fucker has affected my nerves,” he
complained.

Later that night Kirby saw the priest when he
went out for cigarettes. He was parked up the block and was looking
at their flat with binoculars. In a fit of rage Jazz thought to
call the cops and complain about the lunatic. But he couldn’t call
the law; he was an illegal immigrant and had to keep a low
profile.

“I wonder if the fucker would call Immigration
on me?” he asked Kirby.

“No way. He’d be finished if he did. Can you
imagine? A paddy priest dropping the dime on another paddy? They’d
string him up.”

After three nights of siege, Kirby was becoming
unhinged and Jazz was stressed out and claustrophobic. I have to
get out of here, he said, otherwise I’ll go crazy. At work Kirby
remembered that he knew a fella in the Mission who had a spare room
in his house, maybe Jazz could hole up there for a bit. Kirby then
would let Father Ned into the flat and be able to say: Look, he’s
not here. It would diffuse the situation.

“Tomorrow’s Sunday and Ned won’t be around in
the morning,” Kirby said, “we can get you out of here. Just
temporarily, until the nut calms down.”

For the flight from the Sunset, Kirby got a loan
of a pickup truck from O’Toole the builder. Jazz packed his clothes
in a few black refuse sacks, put paints, brushes and canvases in
another. He took a finished painting with him and left another to
Kirby — one of a Day-Glo mushroom growing on the seashore.

“You’ll have a bit of breathing space in the
Mission,” Kirby said, “you’ll be able to get your act together.
Once he thinks you’re gone, Father Ned will cool off.”

“I called the bank today, the fucker stopped the
last check he paid me. Lucky I’d gotten half up front for the job.
I wonder why the fuck he’s so mad at me?”

Kirby brought Jazz to 731 Treat Street. A narrow
Victorian house in the barrio of the Mission, it belonged to Guy
Walker, a cosmetic mortician who worked at a funeral parlor around
the block.

“Guy’s cool,” Kirby said, “and he likes the
Irish.”

“Ok, so what else should I know?”

“Well, I told you the rent is cheap —$50 a week,
Guy likes pills and plays the accordion badly…there’s one other guy
stayin’ in the place…some sorta writer.”

The house was a bare space, clean in the dim
light, with tall ceilings and wooden floors; a zigzag corridor went
from the front door to the back. It smelled of tobacco and old
newspapers and had artificial flowers in plastic vases here and
there. Upstairs, Jazz had the front room, which overlooked Treat
Street, and Kirby and himself loaded his gear against the wall.
There was nobody at home and Kirby boiled the kettle, made tea and
they smoked a few cigarettes in the kitchen.

“I’ll drop by in a day or so,” he told Jazz,
“and lie low. As they say, all this will pass.”

“Thanks Kirby, you’re a good one, man.”

Jazz had no furniture, just an airbed borrowed
from Kirby. A monk's cell he thought, staring at the high white
walls. He arranged his clothes in piles on the bookshelf under the
window. He inflated the mattress in the corner furthest from the
door, covered it with his sleeping bag and lay down. Outside,
sirens blared and a Mexican ice cream vendor jingled a bell as he
wheeled his trolley down Treat Street. Jazz fell asleep and went
out flat for hours.

Somewhere in dreamland, wandering around in
white painter's suit and cap, he encountered Father Ned and a band
of vampire clergymen. They squabbled, threw rotten eggs at Jazz and
chased him down narrow alleyways of medieval Dublin. Sheltering in
a desolate church, he saw a couple of women priests descend from
stained glass windows. Apart from white dog collars, they were
naked from the waist up and beckoned him to the altar, one lifting
her massive breasts in invitation. Kirby was playing the church
organ, dressed in white tuxedo and red turban. Jazz woke up to
accordion music being badly played somewhere in the house.

When he went downstairs later, he met Guy in the
kitchen, a big soft-faced man with an oval head and neat moustache.
With dark dyed hair combed to the side, Jazz thought he resembled a
benevolent Hitler. A little unsteady, Guy seemed half-bombed and
wore khaki cut-off shorts, white medical coat and blue flip-flops.
He explained he’d been working nights and his bio-clock was way out
of whack.

“Happy to have you in Treat Street where art is
a way of life,” he welcomed, “Mr. Kirby speaks very highly of
you.”

Guy stirred a saucepan on the gas stove and the
kitchen smelled of burning goulash. He invited Jazz to have dinner
and set the table for three. Then he opened the door and shouted,
“Grub up!”

Grumbles came from a room down the hall and Jack
Katz emerged. A cranky middle-aged Jewish writer with a red beret,
he was wizened and dressed in black. Guy introduced them and said,
“No need for grace before meals, just tuck in.”

The meal had too strong a tomato taste for Jazz,
but the meat was tender and he was hungry. They made him feel
welcome, gave him advice on the neighborhood, where to go and where
not to. Where to get the best coffee, the best burrito, best taco
and best breakfast. Guy did most of the talking and Katz generally
concurred with his tips, adding, “And remember that. This is good
gunk Guy.”

“And also,” champed Guy, “the Mission is the
only place in the City where it’s ok to wear shades after
midnight.”

“But remember,” said Katz, “there’s some bad
mudder-fuckers out there.”

Jazz settled in slowly and didn’t see much of
his housemates. He was often woken at night by the noise of cars
speeding past or homeboys partying on a neighbouring porch. And
when he was awake, he often heard Katz coughing and once he heard
an accordion being tortured as Guy attempted gypsy music. Sometimes
there were gunshots outside, followed a few minutes later by
sirens. The Mission was a planet away from the Sunset.

For his forays through the neighborhood, Jazz
wore a black hoodie and shades. A precautionary disguise in case he
somehow bumped in Father Ned. He fitted in. Nobody took any notice
of him; he was just another soul missing in the Mission. Sunniest
quarter of San Francisco, it was once the Irish stronghold. The
tallest buildings were Catholic churches, built by the Irish and
left for the Mexicans and other followers of Christ from south of
the border. Densely populated, family upon family in old
Victorians. Spanish was the lingua franca, taco and burrito the
take-away of choice. He thought the area was un-American and
unpredictable, and he wasn’t sure if he felt unsafe or just a bit
culture shocked. Around every corner there were screaming murals
and hot salsa music. On Mission Street, young Guatemalan girls sold
red roses and Jehovah Witnesses handed out free copies of the
Watchtower. This was the main drag, brash and dingy, a procession
of deals on wheels, low cruisers with tinted windows, booming bass,
and screeching tires. Everything was hot here — the sun, the Rolex
watches peddled by the men in LAPD baseball caps — the women in
tight shorts who hawked bootleg tapes from Mexico. Fugitives all,
he felt camaraderie with them.

Kirby occasionally came by after work and
brought some pot. They’d smoke a few joints and stroll up to a
local bar on 20th Street, an oddball spot, which was once, an Irish
pub called the Shamrock. It still had the green symbol over the
door but the name had changed to El Trebol. The trade was mainly
Hispanic and a few young bohemians who lived nearby. They were
shooting pool there one night when Kirby let it slip that Father
Ned was considering hiring a private eye to track down Jazz.

“What?”

“It’s just a rumor — you know how things get
exaggerated.”

“But fuck man this is serious. They’ll bring me
in like some outlaw…a fuckin’ latter-day Jesse James.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it…I mean he’ll cool
down after a bit…something else will catch his attention and he’ll
forget about you.”

“He’s taking a long while to forget about me. I
think it’s time to leave town, Kirby. I need to get a few hundred
bucks together and get out of here. What’s the job situation
like?”

“Slow. O’Toole has nothing yet that would suit
you.”

Kirby said he'd be on the look out for discreet
work for him. A day here and there shifting furniture, filling
builders' skips maybe. But it wasn’t easy to sell Jazz. Kirby had
called a few contractors to see if they had any openings and on
hearing his name they said, “Jazz Doherty? Where do I know that
name from?” The Church of the Sacred Heart fiasco had made him
notorious in the Irish community and though he was a relative
newcomer to the area, his name and face were in the public domain —
‘a fella of about thirty years old, with a head like Dennis the
Menace.’

Kirby felt it was an apt description. Jazz stood
out, he was different. He wondered if he should recommend he change
his name and hairstyle. Kirby knew a gay guy from Mayo who changed
his name twice. And he’d dated a Dublin lady himself who renamed
herself after an airport in the mid-west where she’d been stranded
overnight. Jazz could easily re-invent himself, San Francisco was
the ideal place to do it.

••• ••• •••

Wrong Turn

Jazz made a serious effort to get the job of
painting the Stations in Father Ned’s church. For two weeks he went
to the library down near the Civic Center every day to study up on
the ritual. He browsed over tomes of Catholic iconography and
religious art, got familiar with Caravaggio, Angelo and Veraccio.
Jazz made scores of sketches and drafts, wondered about Jesus and
Pilate, the Jews and the apostles. He lived the passion of Christ
day and night and between times he smoked marijuana and drank beer
to help him detach. At weekends Kirby and himself crawled through
the Irish pubs on Geary Boulevard, ending up in the clubs South of
Market and carousing till dawn.

“If I get this job,” Jazz told him, “you and me
are going on a right piss-up.”

Drawings complete, Jazz went over to Father
Ned's presbytery in Berkeley, an uptight grey building a few blocks
from College Avenue. Hair tussled, spectacles skew-ways, Ned was
just out of bed. Jazz followed him to the study, a small untidy
brown room at the rear of the house. Outside, he could see Tiny
pruning rose bushes in the back garden.

“God but it's another heavenly day,” the priest
said.

“Gorgeous,” agreed Jazz, laying his fourteen
pages on the desk. Father Ned settled his glasses and peered at
them. He nodded slowly, dwelling at each station, feeling the
connection, before moving to the next.

“And who's that lady?” Father Ned asked,
forefinger on an anguished woman.

“Mary Magdalene.”

“She's one of my favorites.”

“Mine too,” Jazz said and wondered if Father Ned
had ever heard the underground story that Jesus did not ascend into
Heaven but in fact married Mary Magdalene and moved to Marseilles
in the South of France.

“Beautiful work,” praised Father Ned,
“beautiful...only one thing...can you make Jesus a bit more upbeat
for the first few stations...lighten the color of his hair or
something...then build up the tragedy in his face.”

“Right,” said Jazz, scribbling notes, being
professional.

“And you’ll do the job for ten grand?”

“Yes, but I need five up-front, for materials
and stuff.”

The priest nodded, smacked his lips.

“And you can start next Monday?” he said.

“I can,” said Jazz, mouth watering as the priest
wrote out a check for five thousand dollars.

Kirby and himself celebrated for three nights.
They ate out, went clubbing after the pubs closed, bought dope,
brought home bottles of vodka and six packs of beer. It was a
non-stop bender and Jazz was still hung-over on Monday morning when
he woke up on the couch.

“Oh shit,” he cried, looking at his watch. It
was almost 8 o’clock and he called Kirby in panic.

“Take it handy, Jazz. Everything will be grand.
Count to ten…”

The plan was for Kirby to borrow a pickup truck
from O’Toole and take Jazz to a paint shop for supplies, then ferry
him across the Bay to work. But with all the partying, Kirby had
forgotten to arrange the truck so last minute calls had to be made.
Jazz chain-smoked, shunted around the flat in a circle.

“Make a pot of coffee,” Kirby said, “and sit
fuckin’ down, you’re making’ me nervous.”

“Oh Kirby, this is a bad start man…I told Father
Ned I’d be there at 8.”

“Ned will understand, he knows the road to hell
is paved with good intentions.”

The Sunset was cool at that time of the morning
and most of the businesses on Taraval were still closed. They got
the street car down to West Portal and hurried up to Vincente
Street where O’Toole was renovating a house for an Irish American
lawyer. Kirby got the keys to the truck and they headed to 19th
Avenue, fast as bandits. There was little talk until they got to
the Bay Bridge. Jazz said, “We’ll stop at Kelly Moore’s paint shop
on Broadway to get the gear.”

“Sound.”

Jazz took a crumpled list from his pocket and
read it. Scribbled on the paper, looked vacantly at the water and
said, “Do you happen to have any ganja on you?”

“Hah? Fuck sake Jazz, it’s 9 o’clock on a Monday
morning, you’re going working in a church and you’re looking for
pot…”

“Forget it, forget it.”

“I haven’t any anyway, I try and start the week
clean. Maybe you should ask Ned.”

“For fuck sake Kirby…”

“Well for what it’s worth, I heard that Ned
likes the occasional line of Charlie.”

“Jesus! I don’t buy that.”

Oakland was sunny and getting warm as they got
off the freeway. They pulled into the parking lot of Kelly Moore on
Broadway and Jazz went inside with his list. The shop was busy with
Monday morning painters picking up supplies for the week ahead. He
sweated while waiting, feeling stress on his shoulders and the
metallic taste of panic in his mouth. He looked through the door
and saw Kirby sitting in the truck with a cigarette and Styrofoam
cup of coffee. How come Kirby is always relaxed, he wondered.

“Yes Sir! Can I help you?” a middle-aged man in
a green shop-coat asked Jazz.

“Yeah, hi…I want 12 five gallon tubs of white
silk emulsion, 3 tubs of black, a tub of acrylic red, one of
blue…”

“Slow down son, slow down…show me your
list…”

Jazz handed his piece of paper to the man who
had the name Chuck embroidered on his breast pocket. Chuck put on
spectacles and frowned, “Hard to read your writing sonny…”

“Sorry…12 tubs of white, 3 of black and one each
of acrylic blue, red, yellow…”

“Ok, ok, I get it, I get it.”

Chuck called a floor hand and spoke to him in
paint code.

“And I want a dozen cans of spray paint,” Jazz
added.

“I don’t carry spray paint son, I don’t want
graffiti gangs hanging around my shop. Try Zed’s Auto Detail down
the block. Anything else?”

“Yeah, two rollers and six sleeves, four trays
and a painters overalls, two drip sheets and...”

“Slow down, slow down son, give me one item at a
time.”

Ten minutes later the floor hand followed Jazz
from the shop, wheeling a trolley of paint tubs and supplies. Jazz
examined the sales docket while Kirby and the helper loaded the
gear into the back of the truck.

“That shit cost me nearly six hundred bucks,”
Jazz complained, “we’ve to go down the block to get the spray cans.
And the fucker kept calling me sonny…”

In his ‘God is Good!’ t-shirt, Father Ned was
standing at the door of the Church of the Sacred Heart when Kirby
wheeled into the car park and docked the truck at the steps.

“Jazz!” shouted the priest, “what delayed you?
It’s ten o’clock. We were expecting you at 8. This is not good…time
is of the essence with this job!”

“I’m sorry, we had to go to a few places for the
paint…”

“You only got the paint this morning?”

“I couldn’t get the truck on Saturday,” said
Kirby, “otherwise the paint would have been here at 8.”

The priest shook his head. The boys unloaded the
truck and carried tubs inside. Father Ned looked at the box of
spray cans and frowned as he read the labels —Shadow Black,
Poltergeist Yellow, Devil Red, Vampire Violet…

“Jazz,” he said, “what’s the reason for these
spray cans? This is a church not a graffiti den.”

“I smell trouble,” Kirby whispered to the
painter.

“Ah…the spray paint is for highlights…for
emphasis,” explained Jazz, “if it’s needed, that is.”

“Hmm,” hummed Father Ned, noticing a spray can
of Madonna Blue and had a flash of the Virgin Mary smiling at
him.

“Are you ready to start?” he asked Jazz.

“I’ll leave ye to it,” said Kirby, smiling as he
departed in O’Toole’s truck.

An apprehensive employee of the Catholic Church,
Jazz changed into the virgin white painter's suit he bought at
Kelly Moore’s. Tiny was already at the church, maneuvering an
orange scissors lift around the temple for practice. He lowered the
cradle to the ground, climbed over the railing and said, “Well
Jazz, what’s the plan?”

“We’ll have to prime the surface first. Give it
a few coats of white emulsion.”

“What? What do you mean?” asked Father Ned,
“You’re not painting the stations today?”

“They can’t be painted on bare plaster — the
surface needs to be coated first.”

“Why didn’t you say that weeks ago? Tiny could
have all that done…”

“It won’t take long,” Jazz said quietly and the
priest left the church muttering.

Painting the band of plaster that circled the
church was a slow, tiring job. An endless wall, over 300 feet long,
Jazz had only made it half way that evening at five o’clock. His
arms ached and his hands were caked in paint.

“I’m calling it a day,” he said to Tiny, who
nodded and lowered the platform to the floor.

It took the rest of the week to put three coats
of paint on the wall in preparation for the Stations. Father Ned
came and went, muttering and fuming, complaining about the drips on
the marble floor and the pace of the work. Jazz ignored him.

The real work began the following Monday when
Jazz arrived with a ring binder that had each Station detailed on a
separate page. On the ground, he measured the exact length of the
plaster band and then set out the Stations. Notebook in one hand,
tape in the other, he gauged, marked, jotted down figures. Next
came the mathematics, pencil and paper stuff, best done in the sun
over a cigarette, Jazz said. Measure twice, cut once, the painter
thought, adding columns of figures. He checked the calculations
three times to be doubly sure. Tiny went to the store for a few
bottles of cold soda and Jazz took a joint from his overall pocket,
cracked a match and stretched back on the sun-warm steps of the
Church of the Sacred Heart.

Setting out the stations from the cradle was a
tedious job and took two days; two more days on full-scale chalk
sketches of the scenes. It was over two weeks before Father Ned saw
the first completed station and though the pace was snail-slow, he
thought the work was good. He liked the way Jazz depicted Jesus, a
young fair-haired man with a serene look. Tiny toggled switches and
levers until the scissors lift whined and lowered them to the
ground.

“It'll be plain sailin' from now on,” assured
Jazz, stepping out of the lift cradle, “the priming' is the most
tedious.”

“If the surface isn't well prepared,” Tiny said,
“the end result can't be good...”

“Preparation is everything,” agreed Father
Ned.

Cradled each day with Tiny, Jazz heard that he
was thirty years in America and never once wrote home. He'd had ups
and downs, marriage, divorce and two failed businesses. Nowadays he
just did odd jobs for Father Ned, called the bingo numbers and
lived in a cabin on the presbytery grounds. Tiny was a wiry little
man with sharp eyes, grey curly head and blue nose and the pallor
of a hard drinker. Being a Ford he referred to himself in
automotive terms and told grim tales of going home on nights with
faulty tires or bad brakes and crashing into lamp posts and street
corners, making shit of the fender (his chin) or denting the bonnet
(his forehead). One morning, sober as a judge, he skidded going
down to the Dovre Club and broke an axle (leg), which confined him
to the body shop (hospital) for six weeks.

“I'm a fucking crock,” he burped, “but it's too
late to stop now.”

“You’re not a crock, you’re a vintage model,”
said Jazz.

They were at the third station when Tiny got
ill. He was coughing a lot, tears streamed down his cheeks and he
rubbed his chest.

“Are you alright?” Jazz asked.

“Too much drink,” he wheezed, “Bingo last night,
I was calling the numbers...Gloria Hammer won the jackpot and we
all went back to the Bunratty...”

The platform jerked forward and a can of paint
splattered on the floor. Jazz clutched the railing and Tiny doubled
over coughing. They heard the red bus pull outside and Father Ned
marched into the church shrieking,

“Good God lads! Are ye still at the Third
Station? What's up with ye?”

“Well we had to spend more time than expected on
prep work...” Jazz explained.

“But Jazz…I mean you're at the Third Station for
nearly two days now! And what’s this paint doing on the floor?”

“An accident,” the painter said.

Tiny crouched low, his face turned blue, then
vellum, and blue again. Then he recoiled like a spring and vomited
over the side of the cradle, feet away from the priest. Father Ned
screamed. “You told me you were giving up the drink! How dare you
desecrate my church!” Tiny was too ill to argue and Jazz lowered
the lift and helped him outside. Father Ned ranted until Jazz said,
“Look Ned, he’s sick. He needs to go home to bed.”

To make up time, Jazz worked over the weekend
and Kirby came over and stood in for Tiny. Kirby was very impressed
by the job and he rolled joints on the cradle. He brought a boom
box over and played the Rolling Stones while Jazz went to Jerusalem
and stepped back into Good Friday. He could hear the crowds jeering
and hissing, feel the tyrant sun and smell the rabble. Gypsies were
there, putting on sideshows, selling cups of tea that had come all
the way from China. Fortunetellers and beggars, slave drivers and
slingers, they were all in Jerusalem that Good Friday.

Tiny returned on Monday, repentant and
determined to stick the pace. He was brisk and efficient as they
began fifth station, Simon of Cyrene Helps Jesus Carry the Cross.
The church got noisy that day as the finishing trades came for the
final fixing. Hammering, shouting, scream of drills and electric
saws.

“It’s getting heavy around here,” Jazz said and
quit early.

They flew through the sixth station and Jazz
worked well, a man on top of his game, in the flow with his Muse.
Tiny raised the lift to the seventh stop — Jesus falls the second
time.

“The one thing I miss about Ireland is Dublin,”
muttered Tiny, “I love Dublin, the best pint in the world is to be
got in Dublin...Jesus Christ but I had great times there.”

“Hold it Tiny...down a shade...” directed
Jazz.

He got his paints together and frowned at the
rabble jeering Jesus. Decided to give one of them a black eye
patch. Tiny rattled on, smoking a cigarette, leaning over the
rails, staring blankly down at the hammering carpenters. They
blurred in his headlights and he was back on a Dublin building site
where he worked as a tea boy. Great job, he inhaled, best job I
ever had. Lasted nearly three years with McCauley Construction,
learning to drink and bet on horses. And the dogs too. Great
Thursday night outings to the greyhound races, a bunch of navies
away on the beer, growing more reckless with each bottle. Never won
much. Lost a lot, but it was all good fun. Harmless times, God love
us, Tiny sighed.

The carpenters finished at five and shouted
good-byes and invitations to pubs. Jazz and Tiny worked on,
breaking at six for coffee and pizza. They were back on the
platform when Father Ned came into the church with a well-heeled
elderly couple.

“He's a great artist,” the priest whispered to
Molly and Patrick Maguffin, “he specializes in religious work.”

Tiny bent down and futtered with rags and
brushes, keeping an eye on them through the cradle railing. They
nodded respectfully and Father Ned's conversation swirled around
the sacred walls of the church like hot air. Tiny winked.

“It would be a beautiful piece to have
dedicated,” Molly said.

“Spectacular,” affirmed Father Ned.

They stared in silence at the Stations in
progress and then Patrick Maguffin asked, “Who did you say the
artist is?”

“James Doherty.”

“James Doherty,” echoed Molly.

“And how much did you say the piece will cost?”
Patrick asked quietly, cleaning the fragile lenses of his horn
rimmed spectacles.

“Ten thousand dollars,” Father Ned replied.

“Well I guess if it entices people to pray and
get in touch with the Almighty, well then I guess it's worth it,
Father Ned and why, the work is being executed by a famous Irish
artist and why, we're Irish too and want to help the people from
the old country.”

Jazz stretched out on the platform. That Father
Ned is some fucking cowboy, he whispered to Tiny. The old guy has
the checkbook out, updated Tiny, he's writing a check on the altar.
They're shaking hands.

Father Ned escorted the Maguffins from the
church and bounced back inside clapping his hands and shouting, “Ah
lads come on! Ye're only at the ninth Station and we're running out
of time!”

“Don’t you know God made plenty time!” returned
Jazz, “we’ll never run out of time.”

From then on, Molly and Patrick Maguffin came
daily to the Church of the Sacred Heart to view the religious art
they were financing. Arm-in-arm, they stood at the altar, stiff as
statues, staring at curved walls. Twice they brought friends or
relatives, elderly couples who looked around the church with
approving nods. Jazz painted intensely and Tiny made life easier by
bringing a thermos flask of coffee every morning. Three stations in
five days? It would be tight, Jazz said to his helper. Don't let it
affect your nerves, Tiny warned, giving him a cigarette.

Next morning Tiny woke in a sweat, under a heavy
duvet. The room smelled of disinfectant and medicine and he
wondered if he was in hospital. Then he noticed a blue permed head
on the pillow beside him and sweated more. He wormed from under the
covers and looked around like a groundhog. Whose fucking room is
this? He jolted on seeing a collection of crutches, walking aids,
corsets and braces against a wardrobe. There was a tequila bottle
on the floor beside the bed, an upturned ashtray, and his
underwear. Sweet Jesus, whimpered Tiny. Jesus reminded him of Jazz
and the Stations and he leaped out of bed with a thud that woke his
partner, the Widow Roberts. Seeing her face, realizing his
transgression, Tiny felt ill and was forced to sit on the floor,
right hand massaging his chest.

“You gotta quit smoking',” the Widow ordered,
“You got no wind no more. And you can't get it up. You were
miserable last night Tiny, a complete failure.”

The Widow drove Tiny to work in her cream and
red Buick convertible. Scarf and shades made her look thirty years
younger and workmen who were laying tarmac in the car park cheered
Tiny as he leaped from the cruiser. Jazz was already on the
platform when he entered the church.

“I'm here,” Tiny called shakily.

“Get me a coffee,” Jazz said without taking his
brush from the wall.

When he returned with the java, Jazz was sitting
on the steps of the church, smoking. Tiny had the shakes,
suspension trouble, and strain on the axle. He handed the painter
the cup and offered him a doughnut, which was waved away.

“We'll make it,” Jazz said, “it just happened. I
got a great boost this morning after talking to the Maguffins.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. They're interested in having a look at
some of my work...I'll take them a few pieces next week.”

“Christ that's great news Jazz.”



Workmen put the final touches to the Church and
Father Ned buzzed around with a notebook. Jazz painted on. The last
lap, destination station, Jesus in the tomb, being mourned by his
mother Mary and Mary Magdalene. Down below, Father Ned rehearsed
altar boys to the swell of an organ and a choir of angels. Jazz
stopped painting and gazed down on the pageantry, Father Ned, one
foot in heaven, pious as a pope. Altar boys jangling bells in a fog
of incense. Jazz turned around and slowly painted a tear trickling
down Mary Magdalene's cheek. He signed his name to the piece and
Tiny clapped him on the back.

Slow as a funeral the lift lowered to the floor.
Father Ned was there to greet it and hugged the painter and his
helper.

“It's brilliant, Jazz,” he muttered through
happy tears, “Mahaffy and the boys will love it.”

He handed Jazz a check for the final payment,
they shook hands, walked to the altar and stared in silence at the
Stations of The Cross until the church door opened and the
Maguffins and another couple arrived, carrying large bouquets of
flowers. Father Ned went to greet them and the Maguffins shook
hands with Jazz and introduced him to Tranny and Carl, old friends
in from Dallas for the consecration of the Church. After a few
words, Jazz politely excused himself and Father Ned clapped him on
the back and wished him the best of luck with life.

First stop was the bank on College Avenue. Check
lodged and out in a flash, Jazz pressed two hundred dollars into
Tiny's palm.

“Bonus,” said the painter, stuffing a fat wad
into his own pants pocket.

Tiny protested and Jazz told him to shut up and
have a bit of sense. One hand washes the other, he said, wouldn't
have got through the job without you Tiny. The helper lit a
cigarette and sniffled, “Jesus Jazz, but you're a proper
gentleman.”

It was the Maguffin's friend, Carl Connors, who
discovered something was awry with the Stations of the Cross. He
was praying to them and jolted, as it he'd driven over a pothole.
It occurred at the tenth station — he expected Jesus to striped of
his Garments, but instead, the Lord was being nailed to the Cross.
Carl was shaken and retraced his stations, counted them and found
that instead of fourteen stops, there were only thirteen. The tenth
was missing, Jesus Striped of his Garments. Carl brought the matter
to Mr. Maguffin's attention and he gasped and had an asthma
attack.

Tiny was on his fourth whiskey, perched on a
high stool in the Bunratty Bar on College Avenue, an old
Irish-American neighborhood bar, dimly lit and decorated with
flashing shamrocks since the previous St. Patrick’s Day. Jazz
sipped a brandy, waves of relief peeling from his body. Don't know
if I could paint under that kind of pressure again, he told Tiny,
fries your nerves. Shouldn't put deadlines on creativity. Then
Father Ned burst into the bar, wild as a bull.

“You fucking eegit!” he screamed at Jazz, “You
stupid fucking bogman!”

Hands flaying, he attacked the painter, knocking
Tiny to the floor as well. Bar stools toppled, glasses crashed and
the priest grappled with Jazz, banging him against the counter.
Tommy the barman shouted, old timers scrambled and two Hells Angels
stopped playing pool and stared at the scuffle. Jazz broke away,
one strap torn from his overalls. Punch-drunk he panted in the
corner, while Tommy the barman and Tiny restrained Father Ned.

“You perverted fucking pagan!” roared the
priest, “you ruined my church...you fucking vandal...by God but
you'll have no luck for this, you...you...fucking Anti-Christ! And
I know what I'm talking about...”

“Shut up for fuck's sake!” shouted Tiny.

“Father Ned! Father Ned!” pleaded Tommy.

The priest cursed Jazz so vehemently that he
doubled up in the corner and vomited green bile. Next he knew, two
burly Hells Angels were helping him into a taxi. Somewhere in the
background Father Ned was screaming, “I’ll get you excommunicated,
you bloody bowsie! I’ll get you excommunicated if it’s the last
thing I ever do!”

••• ••• •••

Missing in the Mission

The night Kirby told Jazz that he’d left out a
Station on the Via Dolorosa at Father Ned’s church, the artist
thought he was joking at first. When he realized Kirby was serious,
his face twisted and his lips beat speechlessly. They were sitting
at the bar in El Trebol and both of them were fairly oiled. Kirby
had kept the information from him for a few weeks and the bombshell
slipped out with drink. It was almost closing time and there were
only a handful of patrons on the premises, mostly young bohos
hanging by the jukebox.



“That’s why he’s so mad at you,” Kirby said.

“You’re fuckin’ kiddin’ me.”

He asked Kirby to go to the church and check the
work, but Kirby said there was no need. O’Toole the builder had
gone there out of curiosity and confirmed the painter had dropped a
monumental clanger in an otherwise masterful piece of work.

“You left it out alright,” confirmed Kirby.

“I couldn’t have, Kirby…I just couldn’t have
left it out.”

Kirby shrugged and said, “Well it’s not
there.”

The blunder shook Jazz and for days afterwards,
he went through the job in his head, panel by panel. He couldn’t
figure how he missed the station, he could have sworn that he
painted it, could see the scene in his head. It was a terrible
blow, a public gaffe. He blushed with humiliation and felt he was
the laughing stock of the Bay Area. He’d disgraced himself, screwed
up big time.

Next time he met Kirby, Jazz heard that Father
Ned wasn't cooling down, he was still on the blood hunt, turning up
at sessions in the Plough and Stars, a Saw Doctors gig at Slims and
Sunday Irish breakfast in Molly Malone’s pub.

“But I guess the good news is he’s not hiring a
private dick,” he joked, “he’s doin’ it himself.”

“That’s fuckin’ sick, Kirby. I'm seriously
thinkin’ of getting to hell out of here now...goin’ to Los Angeles
or somewhere...I'll never have a bit of peace here with that lulu
on my case.”

The days were long and hot in the Mission. There
was no work and he stayed in his room a lot, brooding on the
airbed, smoking and wondering what to do next. He couldn’t even
think of painting, and covered canvases and paints with and old
curtain he found in a kitchen cupboard. Over the weeks he
established a routine to quell the boredom. In late morning he went
to Cafe Largo for coffee and doughnuts or if he was hungry, he had
huevos rancheros at La Victoria on the corner Alabama and 21st
street. He picked up a few Spanish words: gracias, buenos dias,
buenos noches, agua, leche, pan. He lived on a shoestring, seldom
bought groceries and regularly scrounged food from his
housemates.

On Independence Day, hungry and moody, Jazz
scratched his head and looked into the fridge in Treat Street. His
designated shelf was empty and there was only a bunch of wilting
cilantro on Jack's shelf. Jazz wondered if Guy would miss another
egg, he already owed him a week’s rent, three eggs, four slices of
bacon and six pills. There was a loaf of sourdough in the bread bin
and so he made toast and topped it with a fried egg. Down the hall
Katz typed doggedly, stopping every so often and reading aloud,
occasionally swearing. George told him Katz had a trust fund. The
family actually pays him to stay away, George said. Now Katz was
raging in his room, swearing and damning his typewriter, thumping
his desk.

Jazz left the house for a walk. It was very
warm, but quiet, except for the racket coming from the dark bars on
Mission Street. He slouched down to the Bank of America at the
corner of 21st and withdrew $20 from the ATM. The docket said he
had a balance of $43.17, with $40 available for withdrawal. That
was his net worth. And he owed Kirby $250. It was time for making
serious plans.

He headed up towards 16th St. where coffee was
cheap and the vibe was edgy. A seedy world suspended between
McDonalds and Hell, streets and alleys were littered with
half-eaten burgers...beer cans...addicts, alcos and sex fiends. At
street corners, Hispanic youths in shorts and black parkas rapped
to ghetto blasters. Twitching beside parking meters, young women
with massive bosoms and pumpkin faces chewed gum and waited for
their fix. The stench of beer and urine stained the pavement black;
worn out hookers, weirdoes and winos clattered in and out through
dingy doors of residential hotels. Talking to themselves, speed
freaks zigzagged around Jazz as he crossed the BART Plaza and
walked up 16th Street. He turned the corner into Valencia, got a
coffee in Cafe Che and sat outside in the sun to plan his
get-away.

Jazz made a list of possible destinations on a
paper napkin, arrows pointing to the initials of people he knew in
each of them. A few hundred dollars would get him away from San
Francisco and started somewhere else. He lit a cigarette and looked
down the street at a young black preacher, white three-piece suit
and tennis shoes, reading the bible aloud outside a sex-toy
shop.

A pedestrian stopped and smiled at Jazz. Henry
Hogan recognized him behind the shades and said, “Fair play to you
for fucking up that Church man, that was a brilliant stroke for the
revolution.”

Jazz was taken aback. He didn't know Henry very
well, had bumped into him at a Dylan concert in Oakland once, met
him at a few parties last Christmas. A Dublin man, he lived over
the Golden Gate Bridge in Marin County, and had been in California
since the Sixties. Chubby, with shoulder-length hair and neat
beard, he resembled Jesus in granny glasses. Looking at him, it
occurred to Jazz that the Jesus on the Stations was very like a
younger Henry.

“How did you hear about it Henry?”

“Ah man, it’s all over the place. You’re famous
man. That Father Ned is a weirdo. You know, he tried to put the
hammer on my wife at a party one night…”

“Yeah?”

“Swear to god…Ned likes his piece of nudie,
that’s why he was transferred from Tahoe.”

They smoked a few cigarettes, had more coffee.
Henry lamented the old days of Peace and Love, easy riders and
spiked Kool Aid. Jazz said he’d love to do a road trip, see a bit
of the country, and do the Kerouac thing. Henry said, “If you're
interested I've got a great wagon for the road, a Rambler.”

“Yeah? Funds are tight Henry, only for that I’d
be interested.”

“I'd trade it for help with a few jobs.”

“Yeah?”

“I've a garden shed of sorts that I need
varnished and I need some help with a hot tub. I know it's not
artistic work. But.”

Parked down the street, Henry brought Jazz to
the Rambler. Mottled green and weather beaten, the station wagon
had little paisley curtains on the side windows and a small Indian
dream catcher hanging from the rearview mirror. It had Montana
registration plates with a line that read ‘Big Sky Country’, and on
the tailgate, a Grateful Dead decal of a skull split by a lightning
bolt. Henry said it had belonged to a friend of his and was clean —
it just had to be registered in California.

“Great engine, terrific engine,” he praised like
a an auto dealer, “The Rambler was one of the best touring cars
ever made in America.”

Jazz checked the inside. It was rough, but a
square of carpet on the floor and a few strips of duct tape on the
seats would take the edge off. The thing had character and he liked
it, felt it had the personality of a stray dog looking for a home.
It might be a faithful friend.

“Start her up,” encouraged Henry, “you can drive
back to my place and take a look at the work.”

Jazz fastened seat belt, turned the ignition,
checked gauges and cautiously wheeled out of the parking space. He
was nervous and snaked through the Mission with care. When he
crossed the Golden Gate Bridge and got on the freeway, boldness
came over him and he put the pedal to the floor. The car clocked
seventy and something in the back began to rattle. Take it handy,
advised Henry and he slowed down with a nod. A car. Freedom...good
for making a move...and gas is cheap. Positive thoughts changed his
mood. All he'd need was money for gas. And then fuck Father Ned and
the ass he rode in on. The car filled with sunshine and Henry
slipped a Grateful Dead tape into the player and cranked the
volume.

Henry lived in a discreet single-story house at
the end of a cul-de-sac in San Anselmo. Wind chimes, bird feeders,
Tibetan prayer flags and the subtle scent of jasmine. Volvo and
Volkswagen country. Sunny and sleepy, a dozen or so modest houses
with lots of free-range plants on porches and front gardens rampant
with wild flowers.

“Jessie is working,” said Henry, opening the
door.

They went through the living room and into the
kitchen. Henry filled the kettle and put it on the burner. Through
the window he pointed out an odd shaped wood cabin with mushroom
vents on the roof.

“What the heck is that, Henry?”

“That’s the shed...well I grow a bit of pot,
right? You know, just for my own use and a few friends.”

“Fair play to you Henry,” Jazz said, rubbing his
hands.

“Right...well...with the Law and everything
now...the right wing and all that type of shit, I thought I'd grow
it indoors...you know, the fuckers have helicopters with cameras
and everything flying over backyards now.”

“So you're thinking to grow it in the shed?”

“Right! And it means Jessie isn't freaking every
time she hears a plane or a chopper...but keep this to yourself,
OK?”

“Jesus I wouldn't tell anyone about this
Henry.”

Henry built the shed from pieces he'd picked up
at the recycling depot. The best of cedar, he said, that someone
had no use for. He opened the door and Jazz got dazzled from the
glaring grow lights and the reflective foil on the walls. Bursting
from black plastic sacks on the floor were two dozen or more
marijuana plants, a foot tall and bushy as furze. Incubator warm,
Henry said he had insulated the walls with three inches of mattress
foam.

“They have it down to a science now,” he
explained, “lights are on a timer, automatic irrigation system,
plants grow in a special organic mixture developed for high-yield
tomatoes...see, the shit comes in a sack and all you do is cut a
slit in it, put in the seedling and bingo.”

“Brilliant, Henry.”

“Yeah, and the thing is, it grows all year round
with the lights...a guy told me there's whole warehouses of plants
around San Francisco. I mean, I'd varnish the shed myself if it
wasn't for the lungs.”

Jazz said he'd gladly take the job and they
shook hands and had a smoke over a pot of tea. He suggested
starting the following week, and Henry gave him the papers for the
Rambler and explained how to register it without disclosing too
much about himself or the vehicle.

“And here’s a bit of smoke for you, man,” smiled
Henry, giving him a sandwich bag of grass.

Back at Treat Street, Jazz parked carefully
outside the digs. Turning the key in the door, he could hear Guy
play gypsy music on the accordion and knew the landlord was bombed.
From the kitchen wafted the heavy smell of Slavic stew. Katz pecked
out poetry on his typewriter and every now and then he stopped,
read aloud and then began pecking again. Jazz rolled a joint and
searched the bookshelf in the sitting room for a map of
America.

The Rambler gave him a sense of security and a
plan began to form: he'd do the few jobs for Henry and whatever
else came his way. Henry said he could pick up handy work in Marin,
under the radar. Then once he paid off Kirby’s debt and had five
hundred dollars in his pocket, he'd hit the road. Seattle beckoned
and he probably could get work of some kind there. Kirby was
surprised by the all the news.

“You got a car? From Henry Hogan?”

“Yeah, well it’s only a banger, but it’s wheels,
man.”

“Jesus that’s brilliant!”

“I'll be out of that mad priest’s way in a few
weeks,” Jazz said, “I'm goin' to look for a job on the boats
fishing out of Seattle. As a cook.”

“Where the hell did you come up with that
idea?”

“There was a fella talking about it on the
radio. Great money and there's a load of Irish guys on the
boats.”

One morning, screaming and crying in the hall
downstairs woke Jazz. It was Katz, in an emotional state, weeping
and laughing, half-singing. Jazz rolled off the airbed and went to
see if he was all right. Jack was in the kitchen pouring a glass of
red wine and pointed to a letter on the table.

“My poems…three of my poems have been accepted
for publication by the Oakland Scribe…”

“Jesus Jack! Congrats…”

“At long fuckin’ last, someone with a head on
their shoulders has deemed that Katz has talent. Would you like a
glass of wine, brother?”

“It’s a bit early for me…”

“What about a blast of pot? A hit of speed? I’m
fuckin’ celebrating man…this is my big day. I’ve waited a long time
for this letter.”

Katz rolled a joint and Jazz made tea. The poet
went on the phone and called his friends with the news, smoking and
sobbing between peals of laughter. He invited everyone to a party
that night at 721 Treat Street, adding Guy’s tag, ‘Where Art is a
way of Life.’

“Can you help me with the celebrations?” he
asked Jazz.

“Sure. What you want me to do?”

“We need to get beer, wine…everything that makes
people feel good. Jesus man, I’ve been down so long, up’s gonna be
a shock to my system…we need grub…chips and salsa…that kinda
shit…maybe cheese…what else do people eat at parties?”

They set off in the Rambler and Katz recited his
poetry as they wound around the Mission, picking up a party tray of
finger food in Bell Market, crate of wine and few dozen beers from
Trader Joe. Smoke and toke from a friend near San Francisco General
Hospital.

“Dang!” said Katz, “I should have picked up
something for Guy…I need to call Guy when we get back. Remind me,
will you?”

People began to arrive around six that evening
and Katz greeted them at the door. Showered and shaved, he was
dressed in white shirt with red bow tie and grey chinos. He wore a
New York Yankee’s baseball cap and was hugged and kissed and gifted
with joints and bindles, whispers and whiskey. Jazz and Guy offered
guests food and drink and quickly Treat Street amped into a noisy
gaggle of bohemians shrouded in smoke and poetry. Jazz was
introduced as an Irish artist and nearly everyone told him they had
Irish blood somewhere in their veins. A craggy middle-aged man in
black beret and grey beard peered at him with beady eyes asked,
“Are you a friend of Kirby’s?”

“Yes, we were at college together in Ireland.
How d’you know Kirby.”

“Met him with Guy a few times in the Zulu café.
He used hang out there a lot. Is he gay?”

“What!?”

“Kirby, is he gay?”

“No…no, not at all. What makes you think
that?”

“I always thought there was something different
about him. I bet he’s in the IRA.”

The comment unnerved Jazz and he took a sudden
dislike to the man in the beret called Trigger. He wanted to move
away, but Trigger cornered him between the fridge and the table. He
asked Jazz questions about Ireland, about Kirby, about the Catholic
Church and the Guinness family. While he waited for an answer,
Trigger nibbled on finger food and then he said, “What the hell’s
up with you man? I ask you questions and you won’t answer.”

“Excuse me,” said Jazz, “I need fresh air.”

Jazz smelled marijuana when Henry opened the
front door. Come in, he grinned, just packing some crop. A mound of
grass buds covered half the kitchen table and beside it were
plastic bags, a digital weighing scale and a yellow jotter. A
cardboard box on the floor had piles of weighed bud in bags. Henry
boiled the kettle and they had tea and a smoke in the garden.

“This is a brilliant part of the country all the
same,” Jazz said, after a puff.

Henry nodded, “Best I've found anyway.”

They had another pot of tea, then Henry got the
varnish and spray machine for the paint job. Jazz stepped into
protective gear, which made him look a combination of beekeeper and
astronaut. He started at the back of the shed and sprayed away
while Henry packed grass in the kitchen. It was easy work and he
lapsed into a daze watching the wood change color as the varnish
seeped into its skin.

Jazz gave the shed three coats over a week,
journeying in and out from San Francisco in the Rambler. He liked
the drive, the thrill of crossing the rust red Golden Gate Bridge.
Life on the ledge, death a quake away. And the difference from one
side of the bay to the other. The city skyscrapers could be cloaked
in fog, and once he crossed the bridge and into Marin through
Rainbow Tunnel, there was sunshine and a different frequency on the
vibrometer. The traffic bounced along, looked down on snooty
Sausalito and her thicket of yacht masts. Cars with sailboards
passed him; convertibles with lone women overtook as he used the
slow lane to climb the hills. Hippies hooted in solidarity and
twice he spotted vehicles with Ireland stickers.

Quoting Dylan, Timothy Leary, Neal Cassidy,
Gerry Garcia and John F. Kennedy, Henry gave Jazz his own unique
takes on America. Work often stopped for tea and Henry issued
valuable advice on how to survive in the New World. The bottom line
was to hitch a ride on Capitalism.

“And never pass the chance to make a buck,” he
preached, “because every little bit counts.”

After the shed was varnished, Henry turned Jazz
on to a job, which he said, was ideal for the Rambler: a neighbor
wanted an apartment cleared out in San Rafael. It's a handy few
hundred bucks, Henry said, giving him the client’s phone number and
instructions on how to tackle and price the job.

As arranged, Jazz went to meet Mrs. Brundi at
nine in the morning, and sat on the bonnet of the Rambler, outside
a bleak apartment building, a block from the Highway 101. It was a
somber neighborhood, dulled by swooshes and rumbles of traffic, and
he waited for her to arrive on a bicycle like she said. Here she
comes, a thin woman in a flaming red cycling suit and white
helmet.

“Hi...Jazz? Good you came...well...well, lets go
inside...shall we?”

She took off the helmet and tossed her grey
hair, then styled it into a mushroom crown with her fingers. A
short woman, it was hard to guess her age — anywhere from fifty to
sixty. Jazz thought she was a bit anguished.

“My friend died here,” Mrs. Brundi said quietly,
“I came every day and spent hours with her, cooking and keeping her
company...the family never came near...she asked me to take
anything I wanted and dump the rest or give it to charity. Henry
would do the job if he hadn't that lung condition.”

When the apartment door opened, a belch of heavy
air escaped and Jazz flinched. Mrs. Brundi flicked on the lights
and said with a sweep of her thin hands, “So I want everything out
of here.”

“Everything?”

“Everything.”

Jazz looked around the living room. Heavy blue
curtains blocked out the sun and the yellow carpet was badly
stained. Large dark gothic furniture brooded against the walls and
an exercise bicycle faced into a corner. Everything out, Mrs.
Brundi said ushering him around the house. Each room had its own
peculiar scent: the small kitchen reeked of phantom garbage and the
bathroom stank of mildew. The bedroom where Mrs. Bolldorf died
smelled of medication and stale cigarette smoke; the bed was
unmade, blankets on the ground. Side table and dressing table were
littered with alarm clocks, baby dolls, little painted tin boxes
and empty cigarette packets.

“How much will it cost to do the job, do you
think?” Mrs. Brundi asked.

Jazz rubbed his chin, trying to calculate how
much time it would take to gut the place and dispose of the crap.
Three days, he reckoned and muttered, “Five hundred dollars.”

Then remembering a tip from Henry he added, “And
of course dump site charges are extra...”

“So we're talking five hundred and fifty dollars
at least...that's a lot of money...to get rid of junk.”

“I'd love to do it for less,” he said
apologetically, “considering the circumstances, but I need the
money right now, considering my own circumstances.”

“Well there are maybe some things here that
you'd like...in lieu of some of your costs...”

“I don't think so.”

Silence.

“Well let’s put it this way. How about I pay you
two hundred and fifty dollars to take the stuff out to the yard for
starters. Hmm?”

“That's sound,” said Jazz.

“And rather than dumping what I don't want,
maybe I should call Goodwill and they might come and take
everything...”

Jazz began work next morning and by evening he
realized he had seriously underestimated the job. Three days
followed of never-ending lifting, carrying, and dragging furniture
and junk from the dismal apartment, piling it in two heaps in the
yard. One heap for Mrs. Brundi and the other for Goodwill. She had
a supply of cardboard boxes and filled them with all sorts of stuff
from canned chicken broth to true romance novels. Everything must
go, she chanted, regular as a cuckoo clock, between stories about
the deceased Mrs. Bolldorf and her unchristian relatives.

In a lull Jazz asked, “You’re not a relative of
Mrs. Bolldorf’s?”

“No, we were close friends. We met while I was
researching a book. She was a source. From that our friendship
grew.”

“What kind of a book was it?”

Mrs. Brundi left down a heavy saucepan and
sighed, “It was about sex change.”

“Christ!” blurted Jazz, stopping work, “that's
an odd one.”

Mrs. Brundi nodded and said shakily, “Mrs.
Bolldorf was an invaluable resource. You see, the poor lady started
out in life as a man, got married, had a family and then in
mid-life discovered there was a woman inside, raging to come out.
So she quietly had a sex change and moved to California to live in
peace as the woman she always wanted to be.”

“And did she get married or what?” he asked.

“She wanted to, but never met the right person.
She pretended she was a widow and in many ways she was, the poor
dear.”

Jazz looked around the living room and
everything suddenly seemed crazier. He got a flash that Mrs.
Bolldorf was a boozer.

“She took her own life,” Mrs. Brundi sighed,
“sleeping pills...she called to say goodnight and the next day I
received her final instructions in the mail...she had it all
planned...loneliness killed her...she wanted to see her children
again but none of the family would come visit...I loved her...I
loved her like the sister I never had.”

He worked late to finish the job and get to hell
out of the apartment. Mrs. Brundi paid him in cash and he thanked
her with a bow and a handshake.

It was dark when he got back to San Francisco,
and the Mission was straining under a Friday night full moon.
Overhead electricity wires glinted in the blue light and lonely
Victorian houses crept back from the pavement and into the shadows.
Car alarms shattered back street silence. Young men in parkas and
hoodies hung outside corner stores; making deals, filling jails,
under red neon signs that flashed ‘Liquor, Liquor.’ From shop-front
churches, guitars and drums beat out Spanish hymns for Jesus.
Heaven and Hell a half-block apart. A hooker flashes her thighs at
Jazz while he idled at a red light. He looked at her, wondering
where she took the wrong turn. Opening lines of a barroom poem
crawled into his mind, The road downhill was an easy one, and
that's the one we took. Traffic lights turned green and Jazz moved
on.

Cala supermarket on South Van Ness and 23rd was
quiet and he parked near the door, got a trolley. There's money to
be made in America, he winked at a security mirror. And money
always put him on a spree. Rummaging in the meat department, he
picked up a small roast of pork and popped it in the trolley, then
a pound of ruby red ground beef. He’d surprise the boys and cook a
few dinners for them, stock up the larder as well. They were good
to him and he’d spread the good fortune around. He’d have Kirby
over and make a night of it. He trawled the aisles, tossing food
into the cart: cans of beans, rice, eggs, bread, frozen apple pie,
ice cream, curry powder, can of coconut milk, can of crab meat,
shortcake from Scotland, smoked trout from Idaho, bagels from New
York, mayonnaise, Mango Chutney, Coleman's Mustard, two bottles of
sparkling apple juice, a dozen Guinness and two bottles of white
wine. Toothpaste, Epson salts, bubble bath, deodorant...Jazz was on
a binge, first major shopping for months. Eighty-four dollars and
thirty-three cents, the gum chewing lady cashier said and he gave a
large bill and a wink that was ignored.

Treat Street dined well for the next few days
and the dinners segued into boozing sessions that ended up in El
Trebol. Kirby stayed over after a dinner one night and was late for
work the following day. He was glad and relieved that Jazz was
moving on from the Church incident. His mood was good and seemed to
be worry-free. The frown was gone and his eyes had life in them.
And best of all he was painting again. He showed Kirby his latest
work, Mrs. Bolldorf playing a red guitar in bed, an upturned
television beside her. Mrs. Brundi is a newscaster on the
screen.

“Jesus Christ Jazz!” he said, producing
cigarettes and smiling, “that’s fucking mental. Brilliant stuff,
man.”

•• •• ••

Henry shook his head sympathetically when Jazz
told him about Mrs. Brundi and Mrs. Bolldorf.

“Anything goes in California,” he said, “all the
freaks gravitate here. Poor Brundi is special...I told you that.
And she paid you, right?”

“Right. So that’s a couple of bucks for the road
fund,” Jazz said passing the joint, “and the job got me painting
again.”

“Win-win,” said Henry, “that’s what I like to
hear.”

They went to the garden and Henry explained his
plan for the hot tub.

“It's going to by a split level affair. Right?
Kinda like a Japanese job...it’ll balance the shed and I'm gonna
plant small shrubs and stuff around it...and the tub will be in the
corner where one of the decks forms a bench...do you get me?”

Jazz nodded with a grin, “Jesus it'll be a
mighty spot, Henry.”

“Right. Imagine being stretched out there in the
tub, smoking a spliff, looking up at the stars.”

“Heaven, pure heaven.”

The weather was warm and the ground was hard, so
foundations took three days to dig and pour, stops every hour or so
for tea and a smoke. Next they tackled the plumbing. Pipes were
carried from the basement and Jazz held them while Henry marked and
cut. Joints were fixed, pipes were secured, everything according to
plan.

Sipping tea and dunking whole-wheat chocolate
cookies one afternoon, Henry said, “Jessie and myself are thinking
about going to Mexico for a while...you know, sort of extended
vacation.”

“Jesus Henry, you've a great life.”

“Right, but it's to get that great air down
there...you know, with the lungs and everything...but I was
wondering if you'd be interested in looking after the ganja plants
while I'm gone...you know, just keep an eye on them...if you're in
no hurry to get on the road.”

“Well I'm not quite ready for the road...I’m
still putting the fund together. Is there much to it...of course I
will...only I hope I wouldn't make a balls of things.”

“Nothing to it Jazz...everything is on
automatic. It's just to keep an eye on things to make sure...say if
there was a power outage or something like that.”

“Yeah, I'm sure I could manage it Henry.”

“Great! And another thing...like, we'll be gone
for a few months so if you wanted, you could stay here...have a bit
more room...we'd like to have someone house-sit, you know? Someone
cool who we can trust.”

“Jesus Henry! That would be great! Sorry to put
it bluntly, but when are you off?”

“In a couple of weeks...see, Jessie got these
cheap flights online and we've a friend who has a place near Carmen
del Playa down in the Yucatan…and he's off to Europe to see family
and stuff so we can have his pad.”

“Fuck sake Henry!”

“We'll be gone until the end of September...so
the crop will be just ready to harvest when we get back.”

Guy was in the kitchen when Jazz came home and
he was surprised to hear the artist was leaving at the end of the
month. He recovered quickly when Jazz gave him a sandwich bag of
elephant marijuana.

“And you can have that Bolldorf picture that you
like,” he said.

“Really?! That’s very generous of you. Thank you
Jazz. I’ll hang it in the hall…Oh! I almost forgot, we've a
visitor...my girlfriend is here...”

“Your girlfriend?”

“Cindy, you'll like her,” he said quietly.

He went to the stairs and called, “Cindy! I want
you to meet someone...”

“I’ll be right there, honey.”

Jazz smiled as a small Buddha shaped woman with
a bee-hive of grey hair, rose tinted granny glasses and tie-dyed
gown, offered her hand to him. He shook it and Cindy withdrew it
slowly and said, “Guy says you’re a very good painter.”

“Tea, Jazz?” asked Guy, lighting the stove and
plonking down the kettle.

“Of course he'll have tea. And sit. Please, I
love talking to artists.”

“Sit down Jazz,” invited Guy, moving a chair for
him, adding that Cindy would be staying for a bit. She smiled and
Jazz said, “That's good.”

Cindy said she was a healer, she did bodywork,
acupressure and massage. She also reads the Tarot and does
astrology, Guy added, lighting a joint. Great, muttered Jazz,
taking a hit of the weed and passing it to Cindy. I would have been
burned at the stake in the olden days, she said, coughing a cloud
of smoke, probably was. Sometimes I have visions of being in the
middle of a bonfire. It was in France, she coughed, passing the
joint to Guy. Jazz nodded and said, “So you'd be labeled a class of
a witch in the old days.”

“In some places yes,” Cindy agreed.

“Not in Ireland, though,” Jazz said.

“France, England, America...” puffed Guy,
launching into a detailed monologue about a documentary of famous
witchcraft trials he had seen on public television. Jazz wondered
how the pair had met up, if there was some macabre connection
between the funeral parlor cosmetologist and the tie-dye witch. A
bond with departed spirits? Or would Guy be a supplier of body
parts for rituals and ceremonies? Jazz remembered how the landlord
relished slicing and boning meat, when he was on a cooking binge.
Did you know, Guy asked them, that the poorer the family, the more
they spend on funerals. They shook their heads and he explained,
“It doesn’t matter to me, I get paid the same one way or another.
Each face is an unformed sculpture to me...there's so much I can do
to beautify...to make death seem gentle and kind...a better
environment than this life...”

“You're a saint, Guy,” Cindy whispered, basking
him in light.

The smoke was tilting Jazz and he yawned, “I'm
shagged...I'm going to crash.”

Sleep came easy and Jazz drifted away, back to
the days of Tiny, painting the Stations. Father Ned turned the
dream into a nightmare and he was awake again, tossing and turning
on the airbed. Back to dark sleep and a shadowy walk by salt
marshes where small white sea birds led him into a maze of islands.
The islands turned into rabbits. A young nun hailed him from a boat
and he was wading towards her when a sudden bang on the wall
between Guy’s bedroom and his woke him.

“Are you alright honey?” Cindy called
breathlessly.

“Yeah,” panted Guy, “Yeah...I'm fine...how about
you?”

“I'm fine too honey...”

•• •• ••

On Saturday afternoon, Kirby came over and
rubbed his hands gleefully when he heard Jazz's life had taken
another upswing. He could see long lazy weekends in sunny Marin,
lounging in the hot tub and lots of beer in the fridge.

“And it's a move from San Francisco and further
away from Father fuckin’ Ned,” Jazz said.

Kirby nodded. Rather than burst the bubble, he
didn’t mention that Father Ned had recently slated the artist in a
local Irish newspaper. Instead he said, “There’s a rave on tonight
down in Folsom Street — Mr. Floppy is organizing it. I was thinkin’
we should go, what d’you think?”

“Fuck! That’s a great idea. A Mr. Floppy gig
should not be missed.”

After a few joints, they rambled up the street
to El Trebol and played pool with two young lesbians from Glasgow.
Between shots, Kirby made a few calls and contacted a Dublin guy to
buy a few tabs of E.

“It’s all go,” he muttered to Jazz as he leaned
over the pool table and potted the black.

Later they went down to The Hideout on Harrison
Street, a dark bar favored by leather clad gay men with tattoos and
chains. Jazz was uneasy but Kirby told him to chill out, that
everyone assumed they were a couple. They had three pints of beer
each before Dano the dealer arrived, a small, suave sweet talking
guy who doled out several packets to the leather jackets before
joining them at the bar. Kirby passed him thirty bucks and Deco
gave him a packet with two hits.

“I don’t like that guy, he looks too much like
an accountant or something,” Jazz muttered when he left.

“I don’t like him either but he always has great
gear. By the way, I got two candy flips instead of the regular
E.”

“What the fuck are candyflips, Kirby?”

“It’s E dipped with LSD.”

“Oh fuck! Come on, let’s split.”

On the way to Mr. Floppy’s rave they stopped at
the Claddagh Shawl and dropped the tabs. An Irish band lashed out
rebel songs to an indifferent crowd, some Irish, some bohos, some
slackers, hackers and crackers. Everyone seemed turned on, loaded
on something other than beer, lots of smiling and hugging, everyone
making their way to Floppy’s rave on Folsom Street.

The tab hit Jazz while he was ordering a drink
from the barmaid. He saw her face light up in shocking pink and a
surge of love engulfed him. He grinned at her but couldn’t remember
what he was going to order and when he turned around to ask Kirby
for help, he saw a halo over his friend’s head. Saint Kirby, a
blessed angel if ever there was one. When he turned back to the
counter the barmaid was gone but her shadow stood there like a
cardboard cut out.

“Jesus Christ Kirby,” he said, “that’s good
shit.”

“I told you, Deco’s the Man.”

Like the way birds of a feather flock together,
all the ravers upped and left the Claddagh Shawl together, as if a
signal had been given. A jovial, loving crew, motley as you’d find
in San Francisco, they clapped their way down to Folsom singing,
“All we are saying, is give Peace a chance… All we are saying, is
give Peace a chance.”

All on autopilot, as they came close to their
destination the electronic beats from the rave entered their space
and they danced the rest of the way, wheeling and reeling, boogying
and mooging. Jazz floated like a feather in the wind, Kirby lit a
joint and got lost in a plume of smoke.

The warehouse was in an alley just off Folsom
Street and there was a small queue forming when Jazz and Kirby and
the crowd from the Claddagh Shawl got there. Laughter and giggling
bounced around the alley as they shuffled to the door. Jazz paid
his $20 at the box office booth and someone stamped the back of his
hand with a Bank of America logo. He moved along with the flow of
people, went through a draped opening into the entertainment. On a
church pulpit just inside, a small figure dressed like Napoleon,
with a large green plastic parrot on his right shoulder, sprinkled
scented water on the arrivals, like a priest blessing his flock.
The parrot’s red eyes lit up as he squawked ‘Shit! Shit!’

“Mr. Floppy! Mr. Floppy!” the ravers
cheered.

“Welcome home everybody! Welcome home!” Napoleon
Floppy greeted over the pounding techno music.

Jazz had a flash that he’d been here before,
like a blink of a dream, scarlet begonias and a touch of the blues.
He couldn’t see Kirby, he felt as if he’d boarded a ship where the
sky was yellow and the sun was blue. Floppy’s world. Strobes and
racing laser lights danced like dervishes and he couldn’t
distinguish walls from ceiling. On huge screens movies ran
backwards. Music came from everywhere, the floor shook with bass
thuds, his body wriggled to the beat. He was lost in a tidal wave
of humans and he floated along, happy as a saint going to heaven.
Women in exotic costumes grooved by, queens and harlots, belly
dancers, a semi naked nun in bikini and veil. Clowns and lion
tamers, carpenters and mailmen, someone in a bear costume, surfer
dudes in shirts and shorts. He looked around to try and get a sense
of where he was, try and see Kirby. A neon sign ahead of him
flashed ‘Body and Soul Area’ and beyond it he noticed stalls,
tents, tepees, hammocks, sofas, and beanbags. The chill-out
zone.

Attracted to a table of flashing lights,
blinking do-das and glow sticks, Jazz stood by the stall. The
amount of gear entranced him — necklaces, earrings, baby pacifiers,
lollipops, packets of candy, badges, bracelets, whistles, kazoos
and other paraphernalia he couldn’t identify. Other stalls sold
bottled water, bongs, rolling papers, small flash lights, baby
Buddhas, day glow scarves, t-shirts, head bands. He stood there
smiling while ravers bought gear. A woman spoke to him and he
nodded. She kept talking and it took a minute or more before he
realized she was quoting Bob Dylan. Then he said, “Don’t follow
leaders, watch for parking meters.”

“Are you rolling?” she asked.

“Like a stone and sooner or later one of us must
know…”

“That I really did try to get through to
you?”

She introduced herself as Tornado and he took
her hand and kissed it.

“You can call me Jazz,” he said and she kissed
him on the cheek.

Tornado wore a leopard skin coat, open to show a
sequined halter-top and shorts. Long legs and long blonde hair, she
led him to a sofa, near where an Asian woman gave neck massages.
They sat down and she took a bottle of water from her coat and
offered him a drink. Jazz had a sup, Tornado finished the bottle
she continued speaking in Dylan lines. He rolled a joint while she
recited ‘Desolation Row’, only halting to have a smoke.

“I shouldn’t be bombing on E,” she puffed,

“It’s Saturday night, you can do anything you
like.”

“You’re fresh, I like you. What you say your
name was?”

“Jazz.”

“Sweet.”

The spliff polaxed them both and they sat
holding hands on the sofa while the world whirled by. Jazz felt he
was at the movies, staring at the big screen of rave life, his mind
expanding, body elevating from the seat. Tornado was babbling
Dylan, Jazz was smiling. A guy in shorts and Mickey Mouse mask
approached them wheeling a large canister and waving a gasmask. He
had a sign that read ‘N2O, $10 4 5 min’.

“Let’s do some hippie crack,” Tornado
suggested.

“I’m parched,” said Jazz, “I’m gonna get some
water.”

“I’ll wait here for you.”

She put on the gas mask and Jazz went towards
the stalls.

On his feet, he entered another world. The music
took hold of him and he grooved to the beat. It was louder now,
techno sounds that pulled him to the dance floor where thousands of
ravers wriggled and wraggled, sweating and panting. He became one
of them and danced in a trance to a mega set by DJ Hoppy. It went
on and on and on and Jazz pumped sweat, eyes closed, mind gone. He
was picking cherries to the beat, punching fists in the air,
lurching around with a vacuum cleaner, flying an aeroplane, doing
chin-ups, rowing a boat…

When the music stopped he staggered to a halt
and applauded loudly. Disorientated, he remembered he was thirsty.
He remembered Tornado and wondered where he’d left her. For the
rest of the night he searched for the leggy blonde in the leopard
skin coat. He carried around a large bottle of water as he wandered
through rows of stalls, peeping into tents and tepees in the body
and soul area, bumping around the dance floor. At some hour he
found the couch where he thought he’d left her and sat down. The
candy flip was wearing off and his teeth grinded and his arms
twitched. The movie lost its charm and he felt low. The music
annoyed him now and he was tired of the prancing ravers. He
wondered where Kirby was, wondered what he was doing sitting on a
badly sprung couch.

It was breaking day as Jazz walked out of the
rave and made his way up Folsom Street. A patrol car slowed down
and the cop checked him out but kept going. He flagged taxis and
eventually one stopped and took him back to Treat Street. It was an
effort to climb the stairs and he flopped on the airbed uttering a
loud ‘fuck!’

Sleep didn’t come easy and when it did, it was a
rocky, speedy narcosis, peopled with ravers and drums. In his
dreams he met Tornado and Bob Dylan who told him, ‘She’s your lover
now.’ Jazz shook his head but Dylan said, ‘Wake up man, it’s
alright.‘ He struggled awake. Someone was talking. He opened his
eyes and Guy and Cindy were staring down at him.

“Are you alright Jazz?” Guy asked, “you were
shouting…like you were having a really bad nightmare…”

“Yeah…Bob Dylan was giving me a hard time…”

“Bob can do that,” Cindy said softly, “I should
burn some juniper.”

••• ••• •••

Marin

Henry Hogan would not dabble with electricity,
so he asked a handyman friend, Colin Cooper, to wire up the hot
tub. English born of Irish parents, Cooper was around fifty and had
a distinguished grey balding head. He was tall and corpulent,
smelled of eau de cologne and wore bright blue overalls with a ring
of small tools hanging from his waist. Interested to hear Jazz came
from the West of Ireland, he stopped stripping cable and said in a
grave BBC accent, “My mother was from Mayo, a beautiful little
village called Cooltalla...she left there when she was only
seventeen, poor girl. Went to London and worked as a maid...met my
dad, who was from Dublin, and shortly after that, I was born. I
grew up in Coventry but spent my summers in Cooltalla. What do you
do, Jazz?”

“I'm an artist.

“Tough business,” Cooper sighed.

He put on wire-framed spectacles and bent down
to examine pump and heater. Tools clinked. He swore, complained
about the CIA, praised Castro and damned Bush. Eventually he
straightened, stood up and announced, “All right, let's test this
sucker.”

Henry opened valves and clicked a switch. Water
gurgled inside pipes, circulated through the pump and finally
spurted into the tub. Cooper nodded silently and watched the
cascade for a while, then bent down and listened to the pump, felt
the casing on the heater.

“Looks like everything's hunky-dory,” he said,
“better let it run for a while to test it.”

“What about a cuppa tea now?” Henry said, giving
him a grateful clap on the back.

While the kettle boiled, Henry rolled a couple
of joints at the kitchen table. Cooper reminisced about childhood
summers in the West of Ireland, paddling on the sea shore, hauling
hay home with horse and carts, going to cattle fairs in Westport
with his uncle Micho. He spoke non-stop and Henry chuckled, “You
know Jazz, they called him the Cardinal in Mayo.”

“That's true,” confirmed Cooper, “When I was
young, I had a fanatical interest in religion and read everything I
could get my hands on about the church. I wanted to be a priest,
thought it was the surest way to heaven. So, my uncle in Cooltalla
would have me rattle off prayers and religious tidbits for his
friends at night...they must have thought I was a freak...called me
the Cardinal and somehow the name stuck. I’m used to it now.”

Mention of prayer and priesthood made Jazz
paranoid and he wanted to leave but felt too wasted to move. Henry
poured cups of tea and put a platter of scones on the table. The
Cardinal lapsed into a melancholic trip about his former wife and
after that, Henry lit a stick of incense and opened the door to let
a bit of fresh air circulate through the smoke-baked kitchen.

•• •• ••

Cindy was making an altar in the sitting room,
when Jazz got back to Treat Street.

“I’m going to treat clients here,” she said
quietly, “everyone needs an energy adjustment from time to
time.”

Jazz nodded.

“Of course I’ll treat Guy’s friends for free. In
fact, I never charge artists.”

“That’s good to know.”

“I’ve time now if you’d like a session,” she
offered, “It will help your creativity.”

Half-stoned, he agreed and surrounded by
candles, incense and crystals, he sat on the tiger skin draped
armchair. Cindy instructed him to close his eyes and breathe
deeply, down to the toes. She crept around him reciting mumbo
jumbo, shaking rattlers, chanting to the goddess Shisba.

“Shisba, Shisba, Shisba,” she called, “Shisba
hibenoto, lapasono.”

This is complete fucking madness, Jazz thought,
biting his lips to stop imploding with laughter. The chanting
continued and his head got light, floating from his shoulders until
the neck strained. Cindy was expunging demons, calling them by
name, dark spirits like Mulder, Slumo, Kaka, and Plundor. Out! she
screamed, Out! from this young man's being. She puffed into his
ears, furiously waved her hands around him.

The session exhausted her, and with a groan, she
staggered away and flopped on the couch. Jazz sat still, head
floating around the light bulbs, hearing tiny 'pings' and feeling a
vest of sweat. Cindy said wearily that she'd banished many demons
but he'd need a few more sessions before his psychic space was
clean.

“Also, there were big holes in your psychic
armor...which I patched up.”

“Thanks,” said Jazz.

“You really needed work on your charkas,” Cindy
told him, “they were very badly blocked...”

Unsteady, he went to his room and lay on the
airbed. His head was still breezy and little lights sparkled and
floated around the space like tiny bubbles. He felt cleansed, rid
of something that had been clinging to him. Father Ned? The padre
didn’t seem such an ogre now, more of a pest, a mosquito. Maybe
Cindy neutralized the priest’s hex, put the curse back on the
curser, like the old people said Kitty the Hare used do. Jazz shook
himself. No doubt about it, he felt different, almost joyous. He
got to his feet and exercised his limbs in a sorta free-form dance.
He yelped, sang a snatch of a song, recited a few lines of poetry.
Heard Bob Dylan in his head, Lay Lady Lay, Lay across my brass bed.
He remembered Tornado…needed a woman. It was as simple as that. A
female, someone to hold, kiss, be close to. He wondered what ever
happened to Tornado. Whatever colors you have in your mind. Colors.
Paint. I'll show them to you and you'll see them shine. Lay Lady
Lay. That was it, he needed female company, female energy. He put a
canvas on the easel and listened to Dylan in his head. Colors of
the mind shone through, sky and sea of blue, orange sun and golden
beach, a naked lady with a bunch of bananas paddled on the
shore.

The first time Jazz met Henry’s wife Jessie, was
the night before the couple went to Mexico. Jazz was staying over
with them and taking them to the airport the next morning for an
8am flight. He thought her a cool woman, long fair hair, medium
height and full body. She was American, a few years younger than
Henry and dressed in hippie style — long dress and cheesecloth
blouse. She walked barefoot around the house and made tea and
sandwiches while Henry went through lists of things to do and not
to do with Jazz. They went over the marijuana handbook and Jazz
highlighted sections that Henry pointed out.

“You’ll have no bother with it,” he said, “I
mean, it’s a weed. It just grows.”

They left Marin before dawn to avoid early
morning traffic. The journey was smooth and Henry shortened it with
stories about adventures he’d had in California — like the time he
was hitchhiking to Los Angeles and got a ride from Hunter S.
Thompson.

“We were out of it for days,” Henry chuckled, “I
mean it was totally cool, except for all the guns Hunter had…”

After goodbye hugs and kisses, Jazz waved them
bon voyage and they disappeared through security. He hadn’t been
out this early in years, and was vibrant that a new life was
unfolding for him. He went for breakfast at the Runway Restaurant,
a lowbrow aviation themed eating room in Terminal 2. Half the
tables were occupied and as he made his way to a place in the back
he heard French, German, Spanish, English and American accents.
Everyone’s on the move, he thought. He felt flashes of freedom in
his Jesus sandals, four days of stubble, Indian beads and
reflective shades. He ordered bacon and eggs with hash browns and
wheat toast. A couple eased into the booth beside him. Middle-aged
Americans in casual wear, she wore a Yellow Submarine tee shirt and
he had a baseball cap that said Beatles. As the waiter served them
coffee, a Beatle song came over the music system — Baby You Can
Drive My Car and they got up and jived in the aisle. I love
California, Jazz thought.

Over the following days he moved his gear over
to Henry's: a few black refuse sacks of clothes, easel and boxes of
paints, unfinished frames, works in progress and the Lady’s
Bananas. He had a parting glass of wine with Guy, Cindy and Katz
and they all said they'd miss him.

“And please, do come and visit,” Cindy said,
smiling to hold back a tear.

“I will. Definitely.”

Birds were singing night songs when he got to
Marin and the air was soft and balmy, sweetened by scents of
jasmine and magnolia. Much quieter than the city, Jazz could even
see the stars. A neighbor was playing the The Boss; another was
practicing the recorder. Peace on earth, crickets were chirping on
Venus Avenue.

“Perfect,” Jazz muttered, “perfect.”

He could be anyone here, take on a new identity
if he wanted to. He unloaded his stuff from the Rambler and piled
everything in the living room. Scanned Henry's CD collection put
two discs in the machine and pressed play. The Rolling Stones:
Satisfaction. He judged the sound: gave it a little more bass,
raised the volume a half notch. Then he stretched out on a tie-dyed
beanbag and closed his eyes in gratitude: he felt miles away from
trouble. Father Ned would never find him here.

For a few days, he sussed the neighborhood. Hung
around the coffee shops in San Anselmo, sipping cappuccinos in
reflective shades and tie-dye tee shirt. Streets teemed with Mercs,
Porches and Saabs and everybody looked like they were on holidays.
Henry had said Marin had more millionaires per capita than anywhere
else in the world and Jazz tried to spot them. Laid back,
well-heeled, fanatically fit, spiritually tuned and green as grass.
He felt safe and almost playful. Incredible change of fortune to
have a rent free house, and in such sweet part of the world. Sweet
Marin, glorious sunshine and no cares. Father Ned could go to Hell.
Thanks for the break Henry, he thought.

First thing every morning, he tended the plants
in the shed. He checked the soil and temperature, and examined the
leaves for pests, just as Henry had shown him. He kept a six-pack
of Corona in the fridge and in the afternoon, sunned himself in the
garden with a beer and a joint. He was on holidays. On his first
weekend there, Kirby came over from the city and they got twisted
and fired up the hot tub. Next night they went to a blues club in
Mill Valley and came home at four in the morning and drank until
dawn brightened the kitchen.

“You’re as lucky as a cut cat,” Kirby told
him.

“You know what I was thinking’ during the week?
When my time is up here, when Henry and Jessie come back, I was
thinkin’ that we should do a road trip. You know, do the Kerouac
thing.”

“And I suppose I’ll be Cassidy,” Kirby said,
lighting a cigarette.

“You can be anyone you want, this is
America.”

One Sunday morning, Kirby took Jazz to Sally
McMahon’s Bar in San Rafael, to treat him to an Irish breakfast. It
was terrible: sour sausages, hard pudding, two leathery rashers and
a bare breast egg on a slick of oil. Later they fell into company
with two Irish women that Kirby knew slightly: Dido Spellman and
Jan Dorphy. Jazz introduced himself as James and Dido warmed to
him. Small and perky like a sparrow, she had big breasts and
dancing eyes. Hearing he lived in San Anselmo, she was
impressed.

“It is a beautiful area,” she said, “are you a
renter?”

“No, just house-sitting for a friend for a few
months...then I'm going on a road trip…transcontinental.” He knew
he was saying too much but the few beers had made him loose.

“Wow, so you have a whole house. What part of
San Anselmo?”

“Venus Avenue.”

“Great neighborhood. And what do you do?”

Jazz felt his forehead tightening as the words
squeezed out of him.

“I'm in...I'm in graphics,
graphics...imagery...that sort of thing.”

“Interesting,” said Dido, “do you have a
business card?”

Jazz shook his head, had a drink of beer. Dido
wanted his phone number and he cautiously gave her Henry's.

“I may want some graphic design done,” she said,
“I’ve a small business.”

“This is your man,” grinned Kirby.

Jan Dorphy, a thin woman with short mousy hair
and a worried look, took an instant dislike to Jazz. She thought
him slightly retarded: his miles-away stare, delay in speech. Or
maybe he was stoned. His type made her uncomfortable, the new
illegal Irish, an opinionated bunch here to party and flaunt their
Irishness. After fifteen years in the States she was completely
Americanized with no hint of a brogue. Straight as a saint, her
social life revolved around work and Sierra Club outings, and
though she combed through the personal ads for romance, it eluded
her. It bothered her that Dido was paying so much attention to this
waif. They were close friends, bonded by secrets: Jan was in
therapy; Dido had a sister with nerve problems; Jan occasionally
wondered if she was bi; Dido once considered joining the nuns.

Dido phoned Jazz a few days later and wondered
if he'd design a new business card for her. It was morning and he
was groggy and unfocused, she elicited Henry's address from him and
was at the door before he had boiled the kettle. Her hair was
different— more rust colored than auburn and she wore a bright
green flying suit. They had coffee together and Dido admired the
house and wondered how much it was worth.

“I'm house hunting,” she smiled, “looking for a
nice place in a good area. I like Marin, it's very civilized. I
rent in Albany at the moment.”

Jazz nodded, sipped coffee. He heard Dido had
two crews of house cleaners on the road, all good and fit Irish
girls, handy with the vacuum and the dust-buster.

“Have you anything in mind for the business
card,” he asked.

“I want a nice logo...something that indicates
quality and trust...and Irish as well. And by the way, what will it
cost?”

Jazz frowned, looked at a blank sheet of
paper.

“I'll do it for seventy bucks,” he said.

“God, you're expensive. The wee Korean man on my
block does business cards for thirty. And they're beautiful. I'll
give you fifty because you're Irish.”

“Jesus Dido...you get nothing for fifty
bucks.”

But he agreed because he reckoned it was only a
half-hours work and he needed the money. Dido smiled and said, “And
Kirby said you've a hot tub. God but you have the life of
Reilly.”

“There's something wrong with it,” he fudged,
“It’s not workin’ right.”

After she left he went to the shed, opened the
lock and slipped inside. Lush growth, plants all looked fine and
healthy. He tested the soil in the gro-bags: moist, just like Henry
wanted. Jazz thumbed through the marijuana manual left in the shed
until he got to the section on sexing the plants. He studied the
pictures, examined the weeds for tell-tales signs of maleness. Two
were suspect and he culled them from the rest. Henry had advised
such weeds be hung upside down in the basement until cured.
Low-grade grass, he'd said, but ideal for baking space cakes.

On Valencia Street, San Francisco, Dido sat on a
couch near the back of Cafe Rumba and addressed a postcard to Aunt
Benny: her mother's spinster sister, Benedicta. She couldn't think
of what to write and looked across the room for inspiration. Two
tattooed ladies played checkers at a round rattan table; an elderly
Rasta shared a milk shake with a blonde business lady; a wide-eyed
bald man with a beard talked loudly to himself. A nerdy young man
stared at a laptop screen. Dido wrote: It's strange how like the
movies California is. Then remembering Benny's religious bent she
continued: Like Ireland, there's lots of places here called after
saints—and gave a list of San this and Santa that. She went on to
say she was doing well, the weather was great and signed off with
three kisses.

Waiting for Jan Dorphy, she fell into a green
tea daydream. That morning she’d done a job in snooty Pacific
Heights and it was the strangest one Celtic Cleaners had ever done.
Mrs. Ringrose’s secretary (or whoever the woman was who rang her)
was evasive on the phone. A delicate job, cleaning ornaments, she
said and Dido quoted $40 an hours, minimum of $150. Payment on
completion, she said, and it was agreed. Maura Boyle being out
sick, Dido went to do the work herself. A snazzy mansion guarded by
two stone eagles, the house stank of old money. She trotted up the
porticoed steps, white plastic bucket of supplies in her right
hand. After two ding-dongs, a thin skeletal man in white shirt and
black suit opened the door and towered over her as she explained
who she was.

“Ah. The cleaning lady. Come in.”

He spoke non-stop, leading her around the house,
a maze of empty oak paneled rooms and corridors with panoramic
views of sea and city, Persian rugs on wooden floors, Americana art
on the walls. She frowned, following him in and out of rooms, as he
pointed what Mrs. Ringrose wanted cleaned. The eggcups, nothing but
the eggcups. All shades of the rainbow, they were everywhere; in
the bathroom, in the hall, the kitchen, the bedrooms, dining room
and parlor. They sat on every shelf, window ledge, nook and cranny
and were from all over the world, he said, cups for all occasions,
cups for all kinds of egg from crocodile to wren.

“I would advise you to begin in the hall and
work your way around the house as I have shown you...only enter
rooms which are open...and remember, each egg cup has its own place
and that's where Mrs. Ringrose wants it.”

“Right.”

Dido began with gusto, cleaning the contents of
the whole hall in fifteen minutes. Lulled by the work, she hummed a
Van Morrison number until the butler marched into the drawing room
and shut her up. Mrs. Ringrose is resting, he rasped. He's an
obnoxious dickhead, she fumed and noted to tell him so when she was
leaving.

A house full of eggcups. She cursed them and
swore never to look at an egg again. Eggs. Mating. For a minute or
so she stared vacantly out a window towards the bay and wondered
about the facts of life. In the throes of puberty, when her mother
tried to explain about the road ahead, Dido would bolt from the
fireside chair and run down the lane. Books were left in her
bedroom but she didn't look at them. Period came and she thought
she was dying. Even then she refused to listen and picked up her
knowledge of birds and bees on the school bus grinding home in the
evening. Eggs, she shivered, always had trouble with them. Then she
recalled the time she put two eggs on the boil and dashed to the
shop for bread; on her way back she met Tommy Lyons and they went
for a cup of coffee that lasted an hour or more. By the time she
got back home the pot had boiled dry and the eggs had exploded and
spattered her walls with white and yellow shrapnel.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/14731
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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