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CHAPTER ONE

Jackson has a Rough Night




WHEN JACKSON REILLY opened his eyes, he was sitting down. His head lay flat on something – something hard underneath, but with a fuzzy texture on top. His arms hung at his sides. A needle of light pierced his left eye and made him blink. A pulsing throb that was deep and loud did a cross-rhythm with the aching throb inside his skull.

Without lifting his head, through lids still half-gummed-shut, he scanned the space in front of him. A soft pink shape was swaying rhythmically under an explosion of flashing, rotating light. It moved in time with the blaring racket surrounding him, which he finally recognized as over-amplified rock music.

Something shook his left shoulder. Jackson lifted his head blearily. It was Donnie, a gap-toothed grin behind his wispy blond beard.

“Hey, man!” Donnie yelled above the pounding of the music and the whooping of the crowd. “You pissed already? You’re missin’ the best part!”

Jackson shook himself awake, pushed himself upright, and gazed around him. The bar was packed. The stripper, Sherry, undulated around a silver pole on a stage under a thousand spinning points of white light. Men shouted stupidly, pounding their glasses on tables and hammering on the arms of chairs. Donnie climbed up on his chair, cupped his hands around his mouth, and yelled:

“Show us your tits!”

Jackson stared down at the shallow impression and dark patch of drool on the bar table where his head had rested. Suddenly he knew he was about to throw up. Sherry, down to her panties now, rubbed her crotch lewdly against the pole. The bar rocked with laughter and ear-splitting wolf-whistles.

The room spun as Jackson staggered to his feet and tried to remember where they’d put the door. He finally spotted the red exit sign and lurched toward it, bumping past tables and tipping beer glasses as he moved. Almost there, he glanced up and saw his reflection in the mirrored wall, his hair flattened to one side, his right cheek textured with the imprint of the fuzzy table cover. His fly was open. He tried to zip it, couldn’t make it work and finally gave up.

In the back of his mind he felt, rather than thought, there was something he needed to remember – something bad. He turned and glanced behind him at the stage. Donnie was standing on it with a five dollar bill in his hand, stuffing it into Sherry’s G-string. Jackson stumbled out the door, bashing into two bikers on their way in.

“Asshole!” He heard one of them snarl – he didn’t care. He crossed the parking lot, fighting to stay upright. About halfway he finally bent double and puked on the open pavement.

He staggered over to his bike and nearly fell off trying to kick-start it to life, then fishtailed out of the lot, just missing a pickup driving in. The driver laid on the horn and gave him the finger – he didn’t care.

The next thing he remembered he was home, puking again as he stumbled up the walk to his door. He opened it, tripped on the sill, and fell face first onto the hallway floor. He crawled a few feet, kicked the door shut behind him, and collapsed where he lay. Just before he passed out it occurred to him what it was he’d been trying to remember.

Oh Yeah… he thought. My mother’s dead.

[image: motorbike]

He woke the next morning still lying where he’d fallen. Something cold and wet was slurping his cheek, and a he almost gagged at the putrid breath wafting over his face. He opened his eyes. The nose of Rambo, his two year-old brindle pit-bull, hovered an inch away. A filament of drool trembled at the corner of Rambo’s mouth.

Jackson couldn’t believe it was possible to feel as bad as he felt right now and not be dead. He pushed the dog away and hauled himself to his knees, fighting to control the spinning of the room and the sledgehammer clobbering the inside of his skull. A dried puddle of vomit lay on the floor where his head had been. Seeing it, and smelling the stench of it, he almost lost what little was left in his stomach.

He staggered to his feet just as the final chorus from ACDC’s ‘Highway to Hell’ blasted from a table by the couch. His phone. Battling the nausea, he stumbled toward it, trying to decide which would be worse: putting up with the brain-curdling ring-tone, or dealing with whoever was at the other end of the line. Before he could choose, the answering machine finally kicked in:




“Jackson”, said a quavering voice, like a ghost from his past, “this is your Auntie Jo speaking. I’m so sorry to hear about your mother. If you need any help with the arrangements, or you’d just like to talk, come and see me. I’m home almost every day.”




How the hell did she get my number? He thought, as he lurched toward the bathroom to empty his gut once and for all.








CHAPTER TWO

Auntie Jo


AUNTIE JO'S HOUSE looked a lot like he remembered, only smaller and more beaten up. The place reeked of age, its chipped wooden siding, moss-specked roof, and tiny wood-framed windows out of step with the modern world. Jackson felt a rush of embarrassment as he realized he hadn't visited her since he was a teenager.

He passed through the wrought-iron gate into the front yard. Carved stone animals lurked behind the flowers lining the concrete path to her door. A brightly colored pinwheel turned slowly on a thin shaft stuck in the soil. He climbed three cracked cement steps to a door sheltered by a quaint wooden lintel and guarded by a pair of concrete rabbits. Under his feet a mat said 'Welcome to our Home'.

He didn’t know why he’d come. He’d barely spent any time with his own mother in the past five years – he hadn’t even seen Auntie Jo in a lot longer than that. Then again, his mother, and her links to his past, were gone now; Auntie Jo was his only living relative. He hadn’t figured out yet why that mattered but…he was here.

He turned the little metal do-dad that mechanically generated a ringing sound. Apparently Auntie Jo still hadn't entered the electric age. There was a faint shuffling somewhere inside and he counted to fifty waiting for the door to open.

If I get to a hundred, he thought, I’m outta here.

At eighty-five he heard a latch release, and the door handle slowly turned. Against all his expectations, he felt butterflies in his stomach.

Like the house, Auntie Jo was like he remembered, only smaller and older. Her wispy gray hair was pulled tightly back in a short pony tail. Her thin, mournful face was drawn and wrinkled with age. The slacks and ‘University of Victoria’ sweatshirt she wore looked several sizes too big for her rail-thin body. She scowled at him from behind wire-rimmed glasses.

“Who are you and what do you want?” she said indignantly. Her expression changed as she recognized him and smiled.

“Jackson!” she said. “Is that you?”

At first he thought she’d lost it. Then he remembered that the last time she’d seen him he’d been thirteen years old and no taller than she was.

“What the hell have they been feeding you?” she said, scanning slowly up. The top of her head barely reached his shoulders. “How tall are you anyway?”

“Six-three Auntie,” he said smiling.

“And the earrings and all the tattoos. I heard you were some kind of biker. Did you come here on your hog?”

“Out front,” he said, tilting his head toward the Norton. She leaned out and inspected the bike, her eyes squinting.

She turned back. "I'm so sorry about your mother," she said, her voice breaking. 

She pulled him weakly against her frail body. He was surprised to find tears in his own eyes.

"Strokes run in our family,” she said. “She was still so young. But she was happy. And you were always a good son.”

His gut tightened and he felt a rush of warmth on his cheeks.

She released him and patted him on the elbow, smiling. “Come in and have some tea.”

He pictured a vortex of strained social contact opening up before him. “Can’t stay,” he said, “I just…”

He scoured his suddenly paralyzed brain for an excuse to get away. Before he could think of anything she turned and started inside. Still at a loss, he followed.

“I like the goatee,” she said as they mounted the creaking stairs. “Makes you look distinguished.”

They reached the top and entered the kitchen.

“Turn around,” she said.

He turned and she studied the shiny black pigtail that reached half-way down his back.

“Like the Chinese,” she said. “You can’t do that yourself…”

“I get one of the girls to do it,” he smiled.

“Oh yes,” she said. “The strippers – at the club.”

He cringed. For some reason it hadn’t occurred to him that Auntie Jo would have heard about his exploits at the bar from his mother. If she was shocked it didn’t show.

They drank the tea and talked about the funeral arrangements. He gulped it down and was about to stand up when she said:

“I have something for you.”

“I’m in kind of a hurry,” he said, “Gotta get ready for work. Maybe I can pick it up some other time.”

“It will only take a minute. It’s a photo of your mother I found just the other day.” She led him down the narrow staircase to the basement. “I thought you might like to have it.”

He ducked his head just in time to miss a low wooden beam near the bottom of the stairs. He knew this place, the suffocating clutter, the walls plastered with mementos and photographs, the musty smell of age. It had seemed old even back then, so long ago. Shelves crowding the walls were crammed with photographs, knickknacks, musical awards, and trophies.

He remembered the photos from when he was a kid, but he’d never paid much attention to them. Most he still didn’t recognize, but a few caught his eye and surprised him. There were pictures of Auntie Jo, and occasionally his Uncle Ben, with some of the cream of the jazz world from the fifties – Count Basie, Oscar Peterson, Dizzy Gillespie. One or two of the pictures included his mother.

He stopped by a shelf and picked up a small framed photograph showing a twenty-something Auntie Jo standing beside a piano with Duke Ellington.

“Hey, you were pretty hot way back when Auntie.”

“Don’t be cheeky.”

"So you worked with all these guys?" He asked, running his thumb over the metal filigree of the picture frame.

"Some of them,” she answered. “Some I just knew, or knew people that knew them. It was a fantastic life
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