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“Fix reason firmly in her seat, and call to

her tribunal every fact, every opinion.

Question with boldness even the existence

of God; because if there be one, he must

more approve of the homage of reason,

than that of blindfolded fear.”

Thomas Jefferson

“God is an invention of Man. So the nature

of God is only a shallow mystery. The deep

mystery is the nature of Man.”

Nanrei Kobori

“Ain’t no heaven, ain’t no burning hell.

When I die where I go, ain’t nobody can

tell. Ain’t nobody can tell.”

Robert Johnson

•
[image: ]


How to

Kill Your Idols

S.C. Hayden

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter

[image: ]


ONE

Congratulations! You are the owner of an authentic Idol from The American Idol Company. This Idol was made for the sole purpose of worship and reverence in exchange for blessings and protection. To use this Idol in any other way could result in damage, injury, and/or the cancellation of warranty. We at The American Idol Company wish you success and satisfaction in your spiritual journey. 

You already know the story. Hell, you follow the news as much as the next guy, right? A couple obscure businessmen start a multimillion-dollar company massproducing Idols. A new religious craze—or very old, depending on how you look at it—rocks the nation, then the world. It’s not as though you could have missed it, unless, of course, you really just weren’t paying attention. 

Well here’s the story you don’t know, the story behind the story, so to speak. It all started, as so many great adventures do, one night in a bar . . .

“Here’s why God’s a woman,” Desmond Abernathy was saying, his words only slightly slurred by this point. “The need for constant reassurance. You can’t just let her know that you appreciate her once in a while, you’re supposed to pray every day. You have to go to church, you have to jump up and down about it, you have to sing and dance. How Goddamn insecure is she anyway? The jealousy, no strange Gods before me. I mean, it’s like you can’t even look at another God. And vindictive too, just like a woman, always with the smiting and getting pissed off and the overreactions. She’s inconsistent, she has major mood swings. One minute it’s all about mercy and forgiveness and unconditional love, the next she’s turning people into salt and shooting fire out of her eyes. Only women go bipolar on you like that. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying it’s their fault or anything, it’s because of the hormones or something.”

“You really are a knuckle head, did you know that?” That was Mary Alison Abernathy, Desmond’s younger sister. They were exactly nine months apart.

“I don’t know if God’s a woman or not, but the Devil is for certain.” That of course, was Augustus Owen Dean; the legendary partner in what would become The American Idol Company. 

None of them knew it at the time, but the aimless wonder of their conversation would soon stumble upon an idea that would change the course of their lives and ultimately, the entire country. We however, have the advantage of hindsight. We’re with the ghost of Christmas past, so let’s sit back and listen to history in the making.

“Whip me up one of your specials, Bill,” Gus said to the bartender. “I’m feeling faint from lack of protein.”

“No, no way. The Board of Health will shut me down.”

“The Board of Health will never know, and if I drop dead from salmonella, or more likely a clogged artery, our secret dies with me.” 

The wide-shouldered barman shrugged and pulled a glass from beneath the dusky mahogany bar. 

“Bill’s a fucking genius,” Gus said, as the bartender mixed his drink. “One shot of Wild Turkey, the same of heavy cream, and one raw egg. It’s fucking magical.”

“I got him to drink one once on a dare.” Bill slid the glass across the bar to Gus. “Now I can’t get him to stop.”

Gus held the glass up to the light and jiggled it once for effect before knocking it back. The eggyolk bobbed in the milky liquid like a horrid jaundiced eye.

“My fucking God,” Mary Alison said, shuddering.

“Bill here is a scholar of the classic cocktail,” Gus said, “a master of mixology, an alcoholic alchemist. He knows all the lost recipes.”

“What’s in a Ramos Gin Fizz?” Mary Alison arched an eyebrow.

“Two ounces of gin, a half ounce of freshly squeezed lemon juice, two tablespoons of confectioner’s sugar, two ounces of light cream, and two drops of orange flower water. Shake with ice and strain.”

“How about an Absinthe Suissesse?” Desmond asked.

“One and one half ounces Absinthe, that’s real fucking Absinthe mind you, not fucking Anisette, a half ounce Orgeat syrup, one egg white, a half ounce single cream, and four ounces shaved ice. Some cunts would put it in a blender. I whip it by hand.”

“What did I tell you?” Gus winked.

“It’s a lost art.” The big bartender sighed, “There was a time when a barman was an herbalist, an artist, a doctor, and magician, all rolled into one. A goddamn pillar of the community. These kids today, they don’t know their history. Every time someone orders a Sex on the Beach, something inside of me dies.”

“What do you think, Bill,” Desmond asked. “Is God a man or a woman?” 

“A woman, definitely a woman,” Bill said without hesitation, “and a mean bitch too.”

“What about the ‘God is dead’ argument?” Mary Alison said.

“If she’s dead,” Desmond said, a little too loud, “then she was alive before, so now she’s a spirit, which is what she was supposed to be in the first place.”

“Well who could argue with logic like that?” Mary Alison smiled and sipped her Whisky Sour. “But I think what Nietzsche meant was that the Judeo-Christian concept of God had become untenable in an age of and science and reason. That religion had been killed by modernity.”

“Maybe so,” said Desmond, “but we should never listen to crazy Germans with syphilis. That’s the first thing they teach you in kindergarten.” 

“God being a woman makes sense to me,” Gus said. “Mother Earth, Mother Nature, all that. The mood swings, the irrationality; the Great Flood might have been nothing more than God on the rag.”

“The lunar cycle matches the menstrual cycle,” Mary Alison said. “There are fertility Goddesses; the idea that human beings are God’s children, God as mother, plus, women are a lot smarter than men, and we look better naked.”

“That’s the truth.” Bill said. 

“The problem is,” Gus said, “everyone has their own ideas about God. Even people in the same religion can’t agree on what God wants and doesn’t want. If everyone had his or her own personal, individual God, then there wouldn’t be anything to argue about. I could say, ‘Sure, your God doesn’t like premarital sex and gambling, but mine thinks it’s a-okay,’ and that would be that.”

“I think we had that once, it was called Idolatry, and it didn’t work out too well,” Mary Alison said 

“That’s what we need to do,” Desmond slapped the bar, “go back to Idolatry. That’s where it all went wrong, when Abraham fucked everything up with his one God theory. There everybody was, minding their own business, worshipping their Idols, when along comes this asshole, hearing voices, seeing angels, crazy as a loon, telling people they have to stop what they’re doing and worship the one true God, his God. And what about the sacrificial son thing? How crazy is that?”

“But weren’t people being sacrificed to Idols all the time, virgins and such? Wasn’t that the point of the Abraham story, that God wanted to end human sacrifice?”

“Maybe the point is that we shouldn’t listen to syphilitic Germans or schizo’s who hear voices telling them to murder their children. Anyway, who knows if people were being sacrificed or not. It was over 4,000 years ago. If people were making sacrifices to their Idols, it’s because they wanted to, it was the times. The Idols never told them to do anything, they were just lumps of stone after all.”

Gus signaled the bartender and ordered three shots of Johnny Walker Black.

“To Idolatry, the one true religion,” he said, raising his glass.

“To God,” Desmond said. “May she one day get over her inferiority complex.”

“And to women,” said Mary Alison. “Smarter, sexier, and made in the Lord’s image.”

“Amen.” 

“Cheers.” 

“Shazam,” they said in succession and drained their glasses.

The three companions stumbled out of the barroom’s warm maternal embrace, and into Boston’s cold December night. They said their final farewells and headed off in different directions. Desmond and Mary Alison walked down Harrison Avenue to a string of meters where Mary Alison’s 1994 Honda Civic waited, rusting silently beneath a light powder of freshly fallen snow. Gus, after turning down Fay Street, cut through an alleyway behind the bar, turned left, and walked slowly over the icy pavement in the shadow of a row of buildings invisible from the main street. His car, a cherry red 1974 Ford Mustang Fastback was parked next to a dumpster just a few yards ahead, but as he approached it an uneasy sensation settled in his belly.

He’d always had good instincts when it came to predicting when things were about to go south. Those instincts had made him immensely successful in business. Not so much a sixth sense as a primitive gut level survival beacon that he’d learned to trust over the years. He stopped and looked about himself before removing the Mustang’s keys from his pocket. As he twisted the key in the lock, someone stepped up behind him seemingly from nowhere and grabbed him by the back of his neck. Gus spun around swinging wildly, the uneasiness in his belly now a pulsing rush of adrenaline but his assailant, wiry, agile, weasel like, stepped to the side, swung a knife upwards and sliced open the palm of Gus’s right hand.

“Gimme your wallet or I’ll cut your neck.” The man held the blood-streaked blade out between them. “I mean it, man, I’ll stick ya!”

“Just take it,” Gus hissed through clenched teeth, reaching into his coat with his injured hand and handing over the wallet. Gus had plenty of money and wasn’t about to risk his life over a few hundred bucks. But as soon as the wallet was taken from his palm, a wild streak of anger rushed through him. Gus’s hand shot out, as though beyond his control and closed itself around the wallet in a bloody fist. His thumb slipped down inside the half open wallet and his fingers closed around the would-be thief’s hand. He tried to wrench the wallet away but the wiry little bastard held tight. 

Ah fuck it, Gus thought, and succumbed to blind rage. He pushed forward, throwing all his weight at his opponent, trying to knock him over, forgetting entirely about the knife, but his agile assailant twisted easily to the side and sprinted off down the alley, wallet in hand.

Gus bent over panting in the frigid air. The sweat he’d accumulated during the altercation felt like ice water on his skin. Years of cigarette smoking hadn’t aided his struggle. He placed his hands on his knees and waited for his breath to return. Warm blood gushed from his open right palm and soaked through his trouser leg.

The assailant’s name isn’t important. The truth is he won’t appear in this story again, but that doesn’t matter because he’s already done his job. He’s set things in motion. He didn’t know it at the time but he was a catalyst for events much larger than himself. You might say this was his one brush with destiny. If we followed him for a while as he made his way down Treamont Street toward Kneeland, we would see him remove four hundred and forty-four dollars and three credit cards from Augustus Owen Dean’s wallet before dropping it in a trashcan. We would see him grin from ear to filthy ear in sheer joy over the amount. We could, if we wanted, follow him for the remainder of the evening. We could watch as he bought a twenty-dollar bag of heroine. We could watch him mix the smack with spit and cook it in a rusty spoon with a Bic lighter, while tiny flakes of brilliant white snow settled on his hunched and trembling shoulders. Later, we could watch him inject the brew and slump down into silent slumber behind the glass door of a 24-hour ATM booth only to have the three credit cards and the remaining four hundred and twenty-four dollars stolen from him while he slept. We could watch his respiratory rate slow from twelve breaths per minute, to six, to four, to one. Watch as a drunken college student calls 9-1-1 after finding him dead in a pool of vomit on the floor of the ATM booth. But, as I have already told you, we aren’t interested in him. 

Augustus Owen Dean’s wallet, liberated of all but a driver’s license, was discarded in a trashcan atop a slowly freezing urine-soaked newspaper. When the blood stained wallet entered the trashcan’s hollow inner chamber, the can became an unwitting vector of fate. Already a receptacle of the world’s refuse, it now contained a highly toxic omen. A harbinger of individual doom. We’ll come back to the trashcan later, but for now, let’s get back to Desmond and Mary Alison Abernathy.

Mary Alison turned her key in the Honda’s ignition only for the engine to click feebly a few times before falling silent. She tried again, and again there was nothing but a series of clicks. 

“Fuck,” she said, banging the steering wheel with her fist. 

“Don’t worry,” Desmond said. He opened the passenger side door and jumped out. It was actually colder in the car than it was outside. Desmond walked to the front of the Honda, nearly slipped on a patch of ice, regained his balance, then leaned over the hood and brushed the snow from the windshield with his hand. He smiled at Mary Alison through the glass before rubbing his hands together and blowing into his cupped palms. “Pop the hood,” he said. “I’ll get this bitch going.” He lifted the hood and peered into the darkness beneath. The starter wires were hanging loose. He tightened the connections with his fingers, pausing several times to rub his hands together. 

Mary Alison watched her brother drop the hood into place and give her a cheerful thumbs up, before walking gingerly back to the passenger side door. Mary Alison loved her brother to the point of helpless desperation. It was a heavy draining love. A love like a lead weight that lived in her chest. Desmond could be so funny, so charming, so kind, so lively and spontaneous. But he was insecure and self-destructive. He never seemed to be able to keep a job for more than a few months or a girlfriend more than a few weeks. He was always talking about one project or another that Mary Alison knew would never get started. Whenever he had more than a couple hundred bucks in his pocket, he inevitably ended up at the track. He always lost. 

Mary was terrified that one day, he would do something stupid and get himself into real trouble. She couldn’t count how many times Gus had bailed him out or paid his debts. She wanted to throttle him at times, to grab him by the neck and shake some sense into him, to slap him in the face and shout: “Wake up, you idiot. Wake up before you get yourself killed. You’re not a goddamn kid anymore!” 

But, when she watched him slam the hood shut, smiling widely at his success with the engine, flashing the thumbs up at her through the icy windshield, she loved him to the point of exhaustion.

Desmond and Mary Alison, born nine months apart, grew up in the third floor apartment of a three-family home in Dorchester, Massachusetts. Their father, a city bus driver, lost his job two years after Mary Alison was born and died fourteen years after that, still unemployed. When Mr. Abernathy, may God rest his soul, had finally succeeded in drinking himself to death, and his bloated sclerotic body was at last committed to the earth, Mrs. Abernathy was relieved. She was relieved because Mr. Abernathy had become nearly impossible to live with. Never moving from the apartment’s small kitchen, except to go to the bathroom, where he bellowed and cursed, trying to pass urine through his engorged prostate, or to hobble to the kitchen window and yell obscenities down to the street outside, whenever he heard the city’s noisy diesel bus pull up to the curb in front of the house. Day in and day out, Mr. Abernathy sat at the kitchen table chain-smoking cigarettes and drinking scotch, while Mrs. Abernathy dragged herself to the hospital to work double shift after double shift so that her children wouldn’t go without.

But, her relief soon turned to guilt. What kind of woman, she asked herself, took solace in her own husband’s death? What kind of woman felt relief when she should feel bereavement? What kind of woman saw another’s misfortune as her own gain? Not a decent Christian woman, that much was certain. The truth was both Desmond and Mary Alison knew, that after their father’s death, their poor mother simply cracked up. Never having been a religious person, she suddenly began to worry over the fate of her immortal soul. Night after night, she sat in her departed husband’s abandoned kitchen chair and prayed the rosary. Over and over again, she rocked back and forth, muttering to herself as the tiny black beads passed one by one through her callused fingertips. By night she prayed and by day she worked. The children were never sure if she slept at all.

The small Honda pulled away from the icy curb and accelerated down Harrison Avenue. Desmond looked silently out of the side window, watching the buildings roll past. Mary Alison wondered what her brother was thinking, unaware that what Desmond was thinking, would ultimately change both of their lives forever. Just one year ago, Desmond and Mary Alison Abernathy stood shoulder to shoulder and watched as their mother’s coffin, God rest her soul, was lowered into the ground. That, Mary Alison thought, was when Desmond really started to lose it. Maybe that was why she worried about him so much. Perhaps if something were to happen to Desmond, she would crack up just like their mother cracked up when their father died, just like Desmond cracked up when their mother died. Maybe he was her last tether. 

After wrapping his shirt around his hand and driving back to his Beacon Hill condominium, Gus paced back and forth in his kitchen, reliving the struggle for the wallet over and over again in his mind. He held his hand under the kitchen faucet and watched the drying blood emulsify and run rust colored down the drain, his hand throbbing, and wished more than anything that he could go back in time and have one more shot at that son of a bitch. When Augustus Dean finally went to bed that Sunday night in December, he had two thoughts in his head. The first was that he wanted to change everything. Change his job, change his life, even change his identity. The second was that he was not afraid to die.

Sleep was slow in coming, and when it did come, it was shallow and fitful. Finally, at some point toward the early morning hours, he fell into a dream. He found himself in downtown Boston, walking through the office building where he worked. The building was closed for the night and all of the lights were out. He couldn’t tell what floor he was on because it was nearly pitch black and everything looked the same. The doors to the offices were all locked, and when he tried to read the names on the doorplates, the lettering twisted and slithered before his eyes. Gus’s footsteps echoed eerily around him. He turned down empty hallway after empty hallway, reaching in the dark, feeling along the linoleum floor with his hands, groping for his lost wallet. The hallways seemed to go on and on forever. They snaked and curved, branching off in different directions. At some point he dropped to his hands and knees, frantically sweeping the floor in front of him with his hands as he crawled along. If he could only find his goddamn wallet, he thought, all of this would make sense. 

Suddenly, Gus felt that peculiar sensation churning in his belly. The sensation that told him when something was wrong. The same sensation he’d felt before that skinny little bastard jumped him in the alley. But there was something else, something roaming through the hallways in the darkness. Something slithering silently, searching for chemical scent trails with a flickering forked tongue. Gus began to panic, afraid he would spend the rest of his life crawling on his hands and knees, searching blindly in the darkness, hunted and vulnerable, when at last he saw a light. 

A brilliant orange red glow seeped from the floor and walls ahead, as though just out of sight, the hallway flowed with molten rock. The air grew warmer as he crawled toward the fiery liquid light. His knees were bleeding but he didn’t care. He wanted only to reach the source of that terrific light. A light he was sure could protect him from the shadow snakes who hunted in the hallways. As Gus crawled closer to the source of the liquid light, he heard an odd and beautiful sound. It was the sound of millions of tiny silver sleigh bells jingling. Or was it more like crickets chirping? The truth was that it sounded like nothing he had ever heard before. The sound washed over him and filled him with a sense of peace and tranquility. The feeling was so powerful, he soon found himself weeping. Whatever was at the source of the light, Gus knew, loved him unconditionally. 

At last, when Gus reached the end of the hallway, he saw a burning bush sprouting up from the lino-tiles. He watched in wonder, as the little shrub twisted and turned under rolling flames yet somehow remained untouched. He wanted to ask the bush if it knew where his wallet was but he was unable to speak. Light throbbed from the bush in a radiant sunburst, sending tendrils of flame spiraling through the air past his face. It was like a warm breeze on a spring day, fragrant and pure. 

That wonderful sound, like crickets chirping or a million tiny bells ringing but not quite, began to lilt and waver. There were whispers in the singsong sound and Gus realized that the bush was speaking. He waited; tear-streaked face turned up toward the light.

“Prophet,” the bush said. The word burst in the base of his skull like a sonic boom; the hallway shook and rumbled.

Gus Dean woke with a start. His sheets were soaked in sweat.  

Area Director of Summit Strategies Incorporated. Six healthy figures and change, stock options up the ass. One might expect Gus to be rather pleased with his position in life. He wasn’t. 

As he sat in his office the following Monday morning, hand bandaged, head still reeling from last night’s dream, he gazed glassy-eyed over the top of his computer monitor out his office window. The view was incredible. Augustus commanded a corner office suite overlooking the Back Bay and the Charles River. Despite the office’s ample size, Gus felt like he was suffocating every time he stepped inside. He loosened his tie with his good hand and stared at the ceiling. “What the fuck am I doing with my life?” he asked the white tiles and fluorescent lights. 

What Gus actually did in that office was the subject of a great deal of speculation for Desmond Abernathy. Something to do with computers was the ultimate conclusion. 

“I sell marketing research,” Gus would say when asked.

“And what exactly does that mean?” Desmond would demand in exasperation, “Do you conduct the research?”

“Nope.”

“Then, how can you sell it?”

“I don’t sell the research, as such, well actually I do. I sell strategies.”

“So what do you do in front of the computer all day?”

“Liaison, interface, you know.”

“No, actually I have no idea.”

“Well, it’s all pretty boring.”

The truth, Desmond Abernathy felt certain was that the world is full of people who make their living doing things with computers no one quite understands. Forget about the computer programmers or the tech support people. I’m talking about the guys with titles like Data Editing Analyst or Data Analysis Editor. How about System Analysis Processor? Or System Processing Analyst? Does anyone know what these people actually do besides surf the web, play virtual reality games, and read their email? What if, Desmond wondered, they don’t actually do anything at all? Maybe the joke is on us. Maybe computer people spend their time rearranging the system, so that no one can get anything done without them, the way lawyers convolute, pervert, and distort the legal system until the rest of us become so muddled, we rely on them to interpret it for us.

Anyway, on that fateful Monday, as Augustus Dean gazed from window to ceiling to monitor to window again, his telephone rang.  

“Summit Strategies, Augustus Dean.”

“Gus, it’s me,” Desmond said. Panting into the telephone, he sounded as though he’d just run the Boston Marathon. “What are you doing right now?”

“Not much, Desmond, just surfing the web, checking some email. What’s up with you?”

“What’s up with me? I don’t know where to start. I was thinking about your idea the other night in the bar. The idea about bringing back Idolatry.”

“That was your idea, but what about it?”

“I’m going to do it. Actually, we’re going to do it, you and me,” Desmond said, still out of breath.

“What are you talking about?” 

“I know it sounds crazy, but it makes sense, I’m talking about you and me starting a business. I’m talking about getting rich.”

“Wait a minute,” Gus sat up in his chair, “where are you calling from? Shouldn’t you be at work? It’s a Monday.”

“I’m at O’Malley’s Pub on 4th street—I quit my job.”

“You what?”

“It’s not important anymore. I need time to get this thing together, and I need your help too.”

“Help with what, man? What are you talking about? Did you really quit your job? Your sister is going to be pissed.”

“Listen, I’ll explain everything later. I need you to meet me here at the bar? Bring an open mind and a pair of balls and we’ll both be rolling in dough. Get here as soon as you can. In fact, leave right now.”

“I can’t leave now, I’m working.”

“You’re the fucking boss, you can do whatever you want to do, now get your ass down here. This is important!”

“All right, all right. Stay there. I’m on my way. I can’t wait to hear this.”

This was by no means the first time Desmond had quit his job in pursuit of a pipe dream. In fact, chasing pipe dreams was Desmond Abernathy’s forte. It was a pattern that defined his life.

When Desmond and Gus were in their first year of high school, they both worked at the same Quickie Mart. Right away the two became friends. They discovered that they were both from the same Dorchester neighborhood across from Savon Hill, both had mothers who worked as nurses at the City Hospital, and both had fathers who were useless drunks. There were differences between them, however. Augustus was an only child, while Desmond had a sister. Augustus excelled in school while Desmond struggled. Augustus was shy and introverted, awkward in groups and had a generally bleak outlook on life, while Desmond was loud and outspoken, made friends easily, and talked about how they had to “grab the world by the balls and get out of this shit hole.” 

One Saturday afternoon, many years earlier, a much younger Desmond and Gus stood discussing the mysteries of existence behind the laminated particleboard countertop of the Center and South Huntington Street Quickie Mart when their conversation was halted by the appearance of a woman of near mythological beauty. She stepped inside the store and walked down the juice aisle as though she were just an ordinary person. She would have looked more natural being carried in on a litter by servants, or walking on a red carpet, having rose petals strewn about her feet by devoted worshipers, followed by the paparazzi. She picked up bottles of juice and squinted at the labels, lost in thought. Augustus watched her traverse the aisle, and thought that everything he had ever done, everything he had ever said or believed would be meaningless if he didn’t marry this woman, but even as the thought gained cognizance, he realized that she was utterly unobtainable. For one thing, she was about ten years older than he was. Also, she was a beautiful black woman with glowing brown sugar skin and impossible green eyes, clip-clopping down the juice aisle in high heels and a tight red dress, and he was a skinny white kid with pimples and a peach fuzz mustache, wearing ripped Chuck Taylors and an orange apron, standing dumbly behind a particleboard countertop. 

But, Gus thought, what if somehow none of that mattered? What if this woman had entered the Quickie Mart by providence? What if she was his a’ la destiny? Ah, destiny, destiny the cruelest of all mistresses. Finally, she selected a bottle of diet peach Snapple, took it to the counter and set it down. Gus watched her hand dip into her purse and remove a single dollar bill. It was like watching Olympic figure skating. He rang up her purchase on autopilot, his eyes darting back and forth between her eyes, her lips, her breasts, never once looking at the cash register. When her lips moved, he froze. Would she speak? Could someone like her utter common words? Surly flowers would fall from her lips if she tried. “Thank you,” she said and walked out of the store.  

Several minutes passed. Neither Gus nor Desmond spoke a word, then without warning, Desmond pulled off his apron and vaulted over the counter top. 

“I’m going after her.”

“What do you mean you’re going after her?” Gus stammered.

“I mean I’m going after her. I want to talk to her.”

“What about the job? Gary will be here to count the register any minute.”

“Fuck the job,” Desmond said, “and fuck Gary. This is about destiny.”

Gus watched his friend run out the door, take off down the sidewalk, and disappear from view. That’s the difference between us, Gus thought. I sit on my ass waiting for destiny to find me. Desmond leaps over the counter and chases it down the street. 

Gus stepped into O’Malley’s Pub and saw his best friend bellied up to the bar. Right away, Gus could see that Desmond had been drinking steadily all day. There were cocktail napkins covered in messy sketches and scribbled words, strewn across the bar in front of him. Desmond was busy writing something on one of the napkins when Gus sat down on the stool next to him, clasped a hand on his shoulder and said, “All right, man, I’m ready for it. I want to hear the whole thing, lock stock and barrel, but first, let me get a drink.” Desmond looked up, glassy eyed, and smiled. 

“What happened to your hand?”

“Forget it, it’s nothing.”

Gus ordered two glasses of draft and listened to the story that would change his life forever. It took Desmond a few minutes of rambling to get the thing off the ground, but when it was out, the gist of it, as far as Gus could gather, was that they would make a fortune designing and selling religious Idols.

“You’re a fucking lunatic, Desmond, but that’s why I love you.” Gus said.  

“I’m not a lunatic, I’m a pragmatist, like you.”

“A pragmatist? You just quit your job and now you’re shitfaced on a Monday afternoon.”

“It was a fucking Starbucks, Gus, it wasn’t a job. Besides, nobody gets rich working.”

“That may be true, but plenty of people go broke not working.”

If Augustus Dean sounded sanctimonious, it was an act. In truth Gus envied his friend’s ability to throw everything away in pursuit of a dream. Gus was sick and tired of playing it safe. All his life he had played it safe. What Gus truly wanted was to find something into which he could pour his heart and soul, pour all of his creative energy. He wanted to feel passionate about something. He wanted to pull his head out of the ass of Summit Strategies and do something completely different. He wanted to play the game, to challenge the system, to pit his intellect and his intuition against the world and see what would happen, and after the incident with the wallet, he wanted those things all the more acutely.

If Augustus Dean were to take an IQ test, he would score somewhere between 160 and 165, depending on how his day was going. Having never taken one, he is unaware of this fact and certainly doesn’t consider himself a genius. If you know anything about Intelligence Quotient testing, you know those are some impressive numbers. But what does an IQ test really tell us? For that matter, what does any test really tell us? Thomas Edison was thrown out of school when he was twelve years old because he was thought too dumb. No one wanted to teach him. They decided it was a waste of time. He had a dismal comprehension of words and speech and was terrible in mathematics, failing to pass even the simplest arithmetic exams. Today of course, Edison’s name is synonymous with genius. Albert Einstein is the classic example of a brilliant abstract mind who struggled through the mundane rigmarole of primary school, so much so that he was thought stupid. Wernher Von Braun, one time Nazi rocket scientist, creator of the United States’ ballistic missile program, failed high school mathematics. And what about the so-called geniuses who score brilliantly on every standardized test, but are unable to think their way out of a paper bag in day-to-day life? On the other hand, what about the young Mumbai richshaw-walla, who has never been to school, but has the entire sprawling network of Mumbai streets etched into his memory, can speak 13 languages, and knows the exchange rates for US, Euro, Canadian, and Australian dollars, Pounds Sterling, Yen, Dutch guilders, and Swiss franks, on any given day. How would he do on a standardized test? It is difficult to quantify personality, drive, ambition, or creativity, and when we throw in more nebulous concepts, such as inspiration, muse, and destiny, the picture becomes more muddled still. At best, an IQ test measures potential intelligence. One thing Gus was sure of was that he was living far below his potential. The question was, the potential to do what?

“. . .Listen, I have an idea, just hear me out, okay,” Desmond continued, emptying his glass
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