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To the memory of my good friend and boyhood bandmate: Darryl Cotton



Horatio


My first memory: at the callow and impressionable-as-warm-wax age of three, I’m sitting on the floor of my parents’ bedroom gazing at my mother as she dolls herself up on what must have been a Sunday morning. I’m vaguely aware that her destination is a place she calls “church,” but I’m too young to comprehend the judgmental, exclusionary, and ironically un-Christlike aspects of her particular tribe of Christians. So I’m enjoying watching her play dress-up.

Strange and beautiful birds I later recognize as doves hoot plaintively just outside the window while she tricks herself out for Jesus. Translucent nylon hose crackle and sizzle with static electricity as they are drawn up over still-firm thighs. Her “good” dress seems to dance with her as she shimmies into it. She applies wine-red lipstick with stunning skill (I can’t even keep my crayons inside the lines yet) and layers row upon row of faux pearls deftly around her slender throat—a throat I will eventually want to wrap my hands around and squeeze until her bouffant explodes, which I’ll resist doing only with the utmost self-restraint. She sings beguiling hymns while she primps, as my toy robots and I watch openmouthed and spellbound from the floor.

My little soul is pining for the day when I am “a big boy” and she will allow me to accompany her to “God’s house.” I’m thinking it must be a pretty sweet place to make her whip out her party dress. It probably has a pool. With a slide.

So this as-yet-unsullied goddess becomes my earliest paragon of sexuality and organized religion. I’m still years away from understanding the scope of its hold on me, and I don’t realize I could go to Hades-for-ankle-biters just for having amorphous, erotic notions about my own mother as she ardently tarts herself up for the Lord. But it’s no surprise that this powerful memory is the first one my baby brain grabs hold of. It’s clearly a keeper.

The scorching intersection of sex and religion will remain a potent one for me—a mash-up that will drive me to my inevitable destiny in the years ahead . . . possibly. Did God set me up? Or did I arrive at my ultimate future under my own steam? Free will or fated? It’s a tough one to call. All I can say is that at this stage of my currently imploding adult life, the last person I ever expected to have a direct line to was mom’s superhero, Big “G,” little “o,” “d,” who, until recently, has seemed content to sit out the duration of my life, ignoring my occasional eleventh-hour invocations and foxhole prayers—almost daring me to become an atheist. But one dark, lonely night, that is exactly who I find myself calling. Literally. On my cell phone.
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And so it is written:

1-800-Call God



Bobby

(Beep, beep, beep, beep, blippity, beep, blip, beep, blippity, blip, beep!)

“Hello?. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Helloooooooo!”

“Uh . . . yeah. . . . God?”

“Yepper.”

“Oh, great—God says ‘yepper’? What is this? An 800 number that sells salvation for five easy payments of nine ninety-five?”

“Ixnay on the amscay.”

“ ‘Yepper’ and Pig Latin? You sound like a geek. I’m betting there’s a bad haircut and a Star Trek T-shirt on your end of the line, yes?”

“You lost me.”

“Ditto. So I’m supposed to believe this is God’s personal line?”

“Probably not. But there isn’t very much you believe in at this point in your life, is there?”

“That’s a pretty large claim, considering you don’t even know who I am.”

“I know who you are.”

“Well, that just sounds creepy. Like you’ve been spying on me or something.”

“Trust me, you walking to the corner Starbucks every night to buy a ham-and-Swiss panini and a grande chai latte is hardly surveillance-worthy.”

“The fuck . . . ?!”

“And that barista is married, dude. You don’t stand a chance.”

“Wha—Who the hell is this?”

“You should know. You called me.”

“How do you . . . ?”

“How do I . . . ?”

“Is this somebody I know?”

“I like to think so. Shall we move on?”

“How . . . okay . . . so, God, what’s up?”

“Certainly not your prospects. Hence the call.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“What can I do ya for?”

“Wait a second . . . Doug?”

“It’s not Doug.”

“That’s totally the kind of thing Doug would say.”

“Yeah, it is.”

“And how would you know that?”

“I’m omniscient.”

“This is Doug?”

“Not Doug.”

“Who the hell is this?”

“You’ve already asked me that. Do you want something?”

“Yes, I want to know who this is. If I’m actually talking to God, prove it.”

“Look, you called me, and you’ve just wasted a minute-eighteen of your time and mine. Do you have an actual question?”

“Yes. Prove to me you’re really God.”

“That’s not a question. It’s more like a command.”

“What is this? What’s the point of this phone number?”

“A minute twenty-six.”

“This is bullshit . . . I’m hanging up.”

“Okey-dokey.”

“You know what’s weird? I actually called with half a hope that this number was . . . real. Isn’t that funny? Joke’s on me.”

“I’m not laughing. You’ve come this far. Sort of. Why not play along?”

“Play along . . . yeah, okay. I’ve got no one else to talk to tonight, what the hell? My life’s in the crapper anyway and ready to be flushed. I’m done. I was going to off myself but I’d probably screw that up too. Wind up a vegetable. Bok choy in a bed. So I was hoping, if maybe this hotline was real, that God might be persuaded to whack me.”

“Whack you?”

“Yepper! Whack me. Or smite me. His call.”

“Has life gotten a bit tough for you, little buddy?”

“To put it freakin’ mildly, yes.”

“Boo-hoo.”

“Well, whoever you are, you’re doing a pretty good riff on God’s general disregard for me and my life.”

“Hang on, let me go get my violin.”

“Yeah, I’ve often thought if God does exist he must be a bit of a dick, anyway.”

“A dick?”

“What kind of God would sit back and let the world be as fucked up as it is?”

“Let me guess . . . a dick?”

“Exactly. So if God’s too apathetic—”

“Too much of a dick.”

“Stop interrupting. Too much of a dick to put me out of my misery for my own sake, why can’t He just smite me for my sins? I understand He loves doing that.”

“Whoa, so backing up here, you want God—who you believe is responsible for the effed-up state of your planet—to now smite you for your sins?”

“That’s what God does, amigo.”

“No, it’s not!”

“Well, yeah it is.”

“Well, no it’s not.”

“Then what’s all that ‘thunderbolt and lightning’ stuff in the Old Testament?”

“Did you just quote Freddie Mercury?”

“What?”

“Skip it.”

“I think we’re getting off topic.”

“Why don’t you try switching your own motor off? Just give it a shot, so to speak. Thousands of unhappy customers have and done it quite successfully.”

“What kind of advice is that, if you’re supposed to be God?”

“Don’t answer a question with a question.”

“Now you just sound like my mother. This isn’t my mother, is it?”

“Your mother’s dead.”

“How—who the . . . ?! This is Doug, you bastard! How are you doing this?”

“Again, not Doug.”

“Who is this? . . . How do you know me?”

“I know you.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Yeah-ha.”

“Na-ah.”

“Yeah-ha.”

“You sound like some kid in grade school.”

“Thank you. I love kids.”

“This is going nowhere. I think I’m gonna jump off.”

“A building?”

“I’m afraid of heights. So, what, you write this number all over town to see how many suckers will call? You must be pretty lonely. We’re just two lonely, depressed people, whadya say?”

“Is that what you think is going on here?”

“Pretty much.”

“You need to widen your view. Remember when you were thirteen and you hid in the girls’ locker room and watched the volleyball team while they were changing? It shifted your perspective a little, didn’t it, and—”

“Holy shit! God! . . . Whoa! How do you know about that?!”

“Did you just say ‘Holy shit’ and ‘God’ in the same sentence?”

“How could you possibly know that? I never told anyone. Okay, you got my attention.”

“Yippee. At last.”

“Wow.”

“Took you long enough.”

“How could you know all this?”

“One more time: I’m omniscient.”

“Okay, okay—give me a second here. But this is just some phone number I found in a . . . on a bathroom stall in a bar.”

“Ah . . . no, you didn’t.”

“But—”

“You didn’t get it at any bar. In an act of desperation, you bought—correction—you stole a self-help book called Magnificent Vibration. This number was written on the inside front cover. In pencil.”

“Motherfucker!”

“I’ll smite you for that!”

“This is crazy! Really? . . . GOD?”

“It takes you people a while, doesn’t it?”

“Okay, see, you do smite. You just said so.”

“That was a joke. I don’t really go ’round eliminating folks just because they piss themselves, or me, off.”

“You said, ‘don’t really.’ That sounds a little iffy to me. Like there’s some wiggle room.”

“Not so much.”

“Well, that totally sounds like there’s wiggle room.”

“Look, once again, I think you’re focusing on the wrong thing. Anyway, I let Adolf Hitler live and he killed millions.”

“But you took him out him eventually.”

“No, I didn’t. He killed himself. And not before he murdered most of the Chosen and picked a fight with half the world. What about Pol Pot and Stalin? Ivan the Terrible, Ted Bundy? So how can I justify dispatching depressed little Bunkie, just because you got up on the wrong side of the bed this morning, and leave all those other ass-clowns alone?”

“ ‘Ass-clowns’? . . . Is this really God?”

“You’re kidding me.”

“Well, you should know if I’m kidding you or not, right?”

“I was being facetious, and can you stop testing me now, goddamnit?!”

“God says ‘goddamnit’?”

“Occasionally. When it’s warranted.”

“That’s like me saying ‘Bobdamnit!’ ”

“Your name’s not Bob.”

“I’m—”

“Horatio.”

“Ahhh, I hate that name!”

“Then that would be ‘Horatiodamnit.’ ”

“I got the crap beat out of me in junior high because of that godawful name . . . sorry, that slipped out.”

“So you changed it to ‘Bob’?”

“My mother was a European-history freak. Horatio—”

“Nelson, yes, I’m familiar with him.”

“Yeah, I guess you are.”

“Very famous eighteenth-century naval hero. Napoleonic wars, Battle of Trafalgar and all that.”

“That’s great, so let’s name our only son after some old Limey sailor so he can get the daily crap kicked out of him by Steve the Jock when little Horatio joins the hormone-hell known as junior high.”

“Good call on your mother’s part.”

“What?”

“Naming you Horatio.”

“What?”

“It builds character.”

“What?!”

“You might not be at the point you’re at if you’d stuck with Horatio.”

“WHAT?!!”

“Okay, you’re gonna need to give me more back than that.”

“I don’t even understand why you’re saying all this to me.”

“We’ll come back to it.”

“Look, I just called—”

“—‘to say . . . I love you.’ Stevie Wonder, ladies and gentlemen.”

“Do you have ADD? I called this number in a last-ditch hope that this was God and that you could conceivably offer a little advice or guidance. But obviously that’s not what you do, so maybe you could see your way clear to offing me in a not-too-unpleasant manner . . . a quick, painless cancer possibly, or a sudden careening car . . . something short and swift that’ll take me out of my sorry existence, because I’m at the end and I really don’t have the balls to do it myself!”

“ ‘I just called . . . to say how much I care.’ ”

“Will you stop singing?”

“Let’s go back to ‘What?’ I think I liked that better.”

“What?”

“Exactly. Go out to a nice bar and have a drink and a pizza.”

“That’s all you’ve got to say?”

“Good night, Horatio?”

“FUCKIT!!”
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(End call)

Crap! What did I just do? Did I just hang up on God? Seriously? Could it really have been the God, big “G,” little “o,” “d”? If it was, I am so screwed. No, wait; maybe it’s a good thing. Maybe he’ll be angry and wrathful with all that dark, festering biblical shit that I just know is in there and he will toast me. But if he’s really pissed, he might do it in a vengeful, Jehovah/Old Testament kind of way . . . with serpents and locusts or raining frogs and boils, or maybe he’ll kill my first-born male child, if I had a first-born male child, which I’m pretty sure I don’t, but if I did and God killed the little guy, I’d never really know about it because I don’t even know if I have a little guy in the first place. I realize the bizarre call has not only shaken me, it seems to have eighty-sixed my desire to leave this world. At least for now.

I’m also suddenly really hungry. And pizza’s not a terrible idea. Good recommendation from the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.

It’s eleven o’clock at night. I’m thirty-two, newly divorced, I hate my job, my boss is possibly Voldemort’s fatter, dumber brother, I’m alone in my new post-annulment digs at 1216 N. Detroit Ave. Apt 213, Hollywood, CA 90069, pining for someone to shave my shoulders and love me (not necessarily in that order), feeling desperately sorry for myself and thinking I just had a chat with the Almighty.

Maybe I’m a bit too baked. Since the divorce, I’ve somewhat fallen back into the old high school habit of lighting one up every now and then. That coupled with the mental distress of my increasingly crappy job.

My career as a sound editor at a mind-numbingly underwhelming audio/video company that has cornered the market on dubbing bad Cambodian gangster movies into English is something I have fallen into after the rock star, Nobel prize–winning scientist, and gigolo options failed to pan out. Who watches these highly unpleasant videos in English is beyond me. Apart from the occasional kick-ass fight scene, they’re awful: the acting is usually atrocious and the dialog and story lines in general suck a very large and blood-engorged Cambodian elephant dick, if you’ll pardon the expression. I dislike both the product and my job. It’s vapid, thankless work, made even more distasteful by my sociopath of a boss who everyone covertly calls ‘The Right Whale.’ And not just because he clocks in at three hundred and fifty big ones, either. He has this disgusting biological anomaly that causes tiny balls of white, cheesy stuff he apparently secretes to hang in the corners of his mouth and stick to both his lips with a surprising elasticity when he talks, causing them to look very much like the baleen of the aforementioned marine mammal. Fucking gross.

The Right Whale actually doesn’t figure very heavily in my story, but for his relatively small footprint, he’s managed to inject an inordinate amount of misery into my life.

I lost my dog in the divorce. My dog, mind you. I was okay with losing the car, the tiny house, most of the hard-earned cash (though honestly there wasn’t enough left to feed the goldfish—which she also took—once the lawyers had smelled blood, gone into a feeding frenzy, and sharked down all they could chew). But Murray was mine. Why did she have to take him? Well, I know why. Because he was mine, and I wanted him. She doesn’t even like dogs—but she apparently had squatter’s rights on anything she wanted. Including Murray. I have a vague idea of stealing him back at some point, though I’m a little sketchy on the details. I think I’m hoping Murray will come up with an actual plan. He always was good at breaking out of the house, and I’m trusting that with the aid of that innate global-positioning device dogs are supposed to have hardwired into their brains, he’ll somehow show up on my doorstep one sweet day. I miss him.

I look at my cell phone. It looks at back me. The wacky conversation I just had replays itself in sound bites inside my head. I felt like I was talking to a really well-educated nine-year-old. I hit redial. My hand is actually trembling. Yeah, I definitely need some Taco Bell or Subway.

The dial tone sounds strange and hollow. There’s a click on the other end; a pause, then a derisive, schoolmarm voice informs me that “The toll-free number you have dialed is not available from your calling area. If you feel you have reached this recording in error, please check the number and try your call again.” Figures. I hit “end call,” but before I do, does the voice really add “asshole” at the close of the message?

I know it’s late, but I’m going out to a bar. That serves food.



Horatio


I’m seven years old. I have largish ears. Some of my more aggressive schoolmates have taken to calling me “Alfred,” after the Mad magazine kid Alfred E. Neuman, who has ears like teacup handles protruding from his befreckled dome; and his prodigious auditory equipment is, if I’m honest with myself, fairly close proportionately to my own bat-ears. Damnit. Like Alfred E., I have freckles that won’t quit until I’m in my twenties, teeth too big for my mouth, mouth too big for my face, a penchant for the upper-grade girls, and a persistent little boner that will not stay down no matter how much I play with my toy robots or think about baseball. My mother is driving the family to church, as is her wont every Sunday morning come rain, shine, bingo, flu, crying fits, or my father’s infidelity.

Church is a cold, sleep-inducing, anxiety-producing, wood-and-stone edifice that smells like old ladies and is, to my seven-years-young mind, filled with losers, desperation, and people nearing death. And nothing like the super-cool church of my toddler imagination.

Mom has slicked my reluctant hair down to my little noggin (so I can make more of a statement with my ears vis-à-vis their extraordinary three-dimensional properties, I assume) and dressed me up in my good suit of clothes. The suit is stiff and unyielding (like my ever-present woody), and I will forever equate good clothes with the unpleasant experience of forced attendance at an antiquated church ceremony that was born in the middle ages when my great-great-to-the-tenth-power grandfather was probably struggling to hack a living for himself, his toothless bride, and their twelve lice-ridden children out of the frozen, harsh, and brutal sod of an English moor. And consequently I will dress like an ardent sports fan for much of the following years, once I am on my own and free of my mother’s sartorial stipulations. At seven, I still love her implicitly, even though I have a sneaking suspicion that were she playing outfield for the Yankees and there was a choice between catching a fly ball or saving me from the path of a speeding train, before she chose saving me, she’d first check to see if there was a man on base. She hasn’t lost her mind, divorced my father, tried to commit my beloved but damaged older sister to the state mental institution, or given my dog Bob (in whose honor I later rename myself) away to the local Vietnamese family because he barks too much for her liking, so everything is still fairly copacetic. I never see my furry best friend again after he mysteriously disappears, and I’m pretty sure his new owners barbecue him one Sunday while I am blissfully unaware and in church (of course) professing faith in the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting. Amen. Really, no wonder we’re all so fucked up.

To make matters worse, I am in love. Her name is Angela. She is a twelve-year-old goddess, forever maddeningly beyond my reach, and I begin my twisted hot-religious-girl complex right here, right now, at the tender age of seven, in this bastion of righteousness and morality. There is no mix of emotions more exhilarating, convoluted, and bewildering to my little mind than getting a stiffy as I stare at the stunning back of this angel with a ponytail while she kneels and prays, accompanied by the ancient melody of the wrinkly old vicar who drones on and on about God the Father and recites centuries-old, incomprehensible text without a hint of emotion to the faithful as I shove my hand in the pocket of my good pants to squeeze Woody Woodpecker because I inherently intuit that Angela and Woody are somehow connected. Simultaneously I am picturing in my mind, through a gauzy, sun-splashed filter, Angela turning around in her pew and seeing the love light in my eyes, stepping into the aisle of the boxy little church (which has now transformed itself into a majestic cathedral attended by kick-ass knights in gleaming battle armor), running to me while pushing past the astonished yet wildly applauding crowd of absolute-believers, picking me up (I am a smallish child), and spinning me round in slo-mo while professing her undying love as Woody and I rub ourselves against her crinoline dress and pledge allegiance to her forever. Whoohooo!! It is the upside of forced religion. The downside being that I am wracked with guilt at the same time. I instinctively know that what I am envisioning is very wrong. Horribly wrong. Completely against everything I am being taught that God wants and expects of me, frail and pathetic human being that I am. My mother would be horrified. How dare I defile God’s house of worship with my stinky-boy carnal longings? It is an awesome amalgam! And mixed all together, the hot, intoxicating brew of these conflicting and uncompromisingly charged emotions is delicious and staggeringly mind-blowing. I am effing hooked.



Bobby

The bar is surprisingly crowded at this hour. I wonder if any of these people think they’ve ever had a conversation with the Creator. Probably not. Everyone looks pretty content and oblivious to the worries of the wicked world. Fairly well adjusted, I’d say. But then they’ve probably all been drinking half the night. That’s what I need. A little attitude adjustment. And a snack. At this hour pizza would indeed work.

I maneuver my way up to the crowded bar past some fairly stunning women and, sadly, equally stunning men who have their undivided attention. I try to catch the closest bartender’s eye, but he’s having none of it. Must be related to the stunning women. I glimpse my reflection in the mirror behind the bar and am shocked out of my self-pity by what I see. My dark hair is now long enough so the old ear issue isn’t as noticeable. And my head has expanded a few sizes since childhood, too, thus tilting the proportions in my favor, cosmetically speaking. But as I look at my mirror image, I am more than puzzled. Is that an actual gray streak in my hair? As if a skunk has positioned himself like an ass-hat on the top of my head? A thick white stripe, an inch wide, weaves its way from the center of my hairline until I lose sight of it back beyond my crown. WTF? Despite all my stress, real and self-generated, I’ve never ever seen a single silver hair on my head. I don’t think I’m overly vain regarding my appearance (obsession with the bat-ears aside), and I usually only look in the mirror to adjust the coif now and then or to check and see if I have a “bat in the cave” (visible nasal mucus), but I do not remember seeing a hint of this frigging gray hair coming. I am actually more than mortified to be discovering this drastic change while in a public place. It reminds me of the anxiety-ridden nightmares of my teenage years in which I’d dream I’ve shown up at my high school dressed only in my underpants or even worse, completely naked, displaying a very mortified Woody—small, limp, and not at his best—as all the cute girls from school walk by gawking and giggling.

Lost in thought, mesmerized, I am staring at my likeness when I hear a voice. “You want somethin’, man?”

The Zen masters have been trying to drill it into our thick Western skulls for centuries—that which you seek will be irresistibly drawn to you once you cease the seeking of it. Case in point: the bartender I’d been trying to flag down is now parked in front of me asking what I want to drink. Okay, maybe not as much of a spiritual example as I would have liked but you get my drift.

“A beer, please. IPA if you have a good one.”

“I get to choose for you? Lucky me,” he tosses out and then disappears, along with his attitude, free to interpret my request as he pleases, charge me exorbitantly for it, and expect a healthy tip for being a putz. He is gone so fast that I don’t even have time to get in the vital pizza order. I’m too distracted by my new Bride of Frankenstein dye job to chase after him.

I feel a sudden touch of vertigo. The room starts to spin and I am desperate to get to the restroom to check this gray striation thingee out. I decide to wait for the beer. At this point it couldn’t hurt. The bartender returns and petulantly slams the drink down in front of me before vanishing faster than you can say, “I’d like a pizza with that, jerky-boy!” I take a large swig and check my reflection again. The white stripe glares back at me insolently and with attitude from the center of my head. What is going on? An image of Charlton Heston from The Ten Commandments flashes unbidden into my mind. He’s coming down from the Mount (Olympus? St. Helens? Fuji? My theological knowledge is sadly lacking) with the stone tablets into which God has just blasted his ten rules for living and, yes, his hair has turned white, and his beard, and I am assuming his pubes as well. Is that what’s happened to me? Do we instantly get a silvering of the follicles when we talk (or think we talk) to God? The beer’s not having the desired calming effect so I chug the rest of it, push my way past the apparently carefree crowd, and head for the men’s room. On the way I silently assure all the hot girls watching me that I am only going to the loo to check out this wacky new design in my hair. None of them notice or give a shit. They’re all busy meeting and greeting guys their kids will eventually have to spend the weekend with.

Right now I’m thankful for the distraction they cause, as my mind races, trying to hold onto some sense of normalcy. The female of our species occupies my mind twenty-four hours a day, but my actual hands-on, in-the-field experience is sadly and embarrassingly minimal. And my choices, when those succubi have allowed me to choose, have not been stellar. I wish there was a litmus test for future possible mates. Way back in the Dark Ages of Jolly Olde England they used to toss women into the local river as a way of divining the good from the bad. If they were buoyant and floated, they were branded as witches, summarily hauled out and cooked to a crisp at the stake in the town square while everyone cheered. If they sank (and presumably drowned), they were deemed innocent and God-fearing folk—although, tragically, quite dead. Hell of a litmus test. But medieval England was so stunningly black-and-white in its ways and customs. You could even poop on the sidewalk, right in front of the local butcher’s shop, if the mood caught you. And there were rules of etiquette regarding the correct conduct one should employ upon meeting a friend as he’s taking a very public crap in the local High Street. Whether one should acknowledge him or not, and possibly what to say. For the life of me I can’t imagine what those appropriate greetings might have been—“Hail, Cedric, well met. All right, nice shape, good texture. See you at the next public hanging.” Possibly uncomfortable, but refreshingly honest. Wait . . . where was I? Trying to grab onto some semblance of normalcy, obviously. And heading for the head past throngs of sublime but occupied women.

The bathrooms in these bars always smell like fat, hairy, naked men have been wrestling in them for a couple of hours without a break. I go to the mirror, where other male club patrons are washing their hands, faces, heads (the drunk ones always think water on their heads will sober them up—it doesn’t), and I move in to get a closer look at my new ’do. Jeez. It’s really there. I am staring at myself a little too long and hard, and it’s making some of the guys around me uncomfortable. A couple of them back away with creeped-out sideways glances in my direction and head out to the bar before they’re fully washed and styled, and I sense they think I have a look about me that says “Warning!!! I am about to go postal on this whole fucking place in about three seconds.” I will, however, not. I feel lost, separate, marked, favored, cursed, but definitely un-postal. This can’t be real. I separate my hair with my fingers to get a better look at where this hoary stripe begins and ends. It grows from the very roots of my head, and there is a firm line between the definite white and the dark brown. I’m having serious trouble processing this when my groin buzzes. It does it again. And again. It takes me a couple of seconds to realize it’s my cell phone on vibrate in the front pocket of my jeans. I glance down at my glowing crotch and move to a corner of the now fairly empty, slightly anxious and on-edge restroom to retrieve the intrusive thing. I look at the screen to check the caller ID. At this late hour it’s probably Doug. It’s not Doug. The caller ID reads: “Big ‘G,’ little ‘o,’ ‘d.’ ” That’s when I lose it.



Ronan

Ronan Young has been fishing the dark waters of Loch Ness for forty years. A native son of the craggy Scottish highlands, he has neither travelled nor been inclined to travel farther afield than his cozy home in Inverness. He lives for the stark beauty of this land, and he is fairly sure the land reciprocates. The pale-yellow winter sun hangs in a pewter sky ending its westward journey beyond the ragged peaks as though snuggling into the mountains for warmth. Ronan regards the day’s catch with a schooled eye. Sea trout, char, a clutch of eels. A good haul for him and Evelyn. He turns his small fishing boat, the Bonnie Bradana, toward the Loch Ness inlet that feeds the much smaller Loch Dochfour before he will take the twenty-minute trip along the canal to the Caley Cruisers boat dock where he houses his girl between fishing trips. This morning a couple of visiting fishermen have cancelled their day trip on the great Loch, so Ronan has taken this opportunity to go solo. It doesn’t happen very often, but when it does, he is nurtured by the rhythm of the deep water, the mighty crags that surround the lake, the spirit of this land, and his soul soars. It’s just Ronan and his Bonnie Bradana alone on Loch Ness. Once a fiercely defiant single entrepreneur, he has, through financial necessity and the changing face of the tourist industry, been absorbed into the larger Caley Cruisers with its twenty-odd fishing boats. And three or four days a week he takes a brace of fishermen out onto the Loch. He has a few good fishing spots to which he guides those travelers who are courteous and respectful, and a few not-so-good ones where he takes the paying passengers who treat him like a ghillie. He is no man’s servant. The great spots he reserves for himself and his few local friends. It is from one of these, near the far end of the Loch, that Ronan has just come. On his mind the thought of a pint or two at the Steading Inn before heading home for Inverness to Evelyn and their two Cairn terriers, Toby and Jacoby. This time of year most of the tourists have returned to the ball-and-chain embrace of their workaday world and the cities that spawned them, leaving the great Loch relatively empty once more. As it was almost year round when Ronan was a small boy and he would visit these same fishing spots with his father, learning the angling craft that he now plies so well. A single osprey circles overhead, scanning the gunmetal-gray water for a meal. The flat calm that is the Loch’s surface this late winter evening encourages the bird in her hunt as the Bonnie Bradana cuts smoothly across the Loch’s surface. Ronan knows this lake and knows her moods, her sullen turns of personality. She is old and she has survived for eons. The weekend revelers who take to her with their rented boats and pleasure craft know nothing of the depths of her soul. But Ronan does. He feels her essence, knows her true self and loves her for it. And he somehow feels that love is returned. Or at least an abiding affection born of mutual respect. His Bonnie coasts along the smooth, cold surface. “It is indeed a flat calm, Mister Murdoch,” dialog from a movie he’d seen years ago, surfaces in his consciousness. He wonders at that. It always held great portent for him, those words that were spoken on the bridge of the Titanic before she struck an iceberg and became legend. Were they inviting something in? Suddenly, the Bonnie Bradana rocks slightly, as though riding the wake of another boat. Ronan Young scans Loch Ness, but he is alone. Again the boat pitches. He is puzzled, but only fleetingly. Something in his fisherman’s soul knows there is a natural rhythm to this movement and there is very probable cause for his frail craft to seesaw like this on the unruffled lake. He has heard the stories since he was a child, though he’s believed none of them. He has been asked the question a thousand times by wide-eyed travelers and visiting fellow fishermen. He has shaken his head in incredulity as expedition after expedition has come up empty-handed, with nothing on their expensive sonar and video monitors but fish fins and sunken logs. He knows that what they are seeking is not down there. Until this moment he has believed that with all his heart. Then, alongside the Bonnie Bradana, while the dying sun is sending out her final fading rays of warmth and light, the skin of the dark water peels open and an arched and ancient wet, black back the size of a semi breaks the surface of the Loch as a creature of legend breaches.

[image: Images]



Horatio


I love monsters. I always have and always will. But at twelve years old, the whole boy/monster thing is at its zenith. It’s huge. I believe everything I read and I read everything I can. Frankenstein’s Monster was almost definitely, for sure real! Possibly the Mummy too—jury’s still out. The Loch Ness Monster has in particular caught my attention mainly because there is actual photographic proof that this amazing creature exists . . . and confirmed sightings . . . by church guys . . . and official Government Monster Specialists from the USA . . . everything. It’s been sanctioned. The very first sighting was by a saint, for crying out loud. In 565 AD, Saint Columba was recorded as having seen this staggeringly awe-inspiring beast. And I’m pretty sure that was before TV and newspapers and stuff, so it wasn’t like he was looking for his fifteen minutes of fame. That firmly slams the lid on all the naysayers, I think. I have, scotch-taped to my bedroom wall, the classic “Nessie” photo—the long serpentine neck and snakelike head poking up out of the lake in silhouette like a defiant middle finger, flipping off all the doubting Thomases and nonbelievers. “Hah!! Fuck you!!” it seems to be saying. This grainy shot of the creature is the centerpiece of my whole monster collection. Proof that my mother can make fun of me all she wants but smarter people than she are certain that the Loch Ness Monster is as real as roosters’ balls. Regrettably, years later the photo will be revealed as a complete and utter fake, apparently made from a toy submarine, some wire, and a bunch of moldable plastic wood. But for now it’s all good! Incontrovertible proof!

I look up from my current project and put my musings on how I could manage to get my twelve-year-old ass over to Scotland to view this magical beast for myself on hold, in time to see two spiffily dressed young people walking up our driveway. A young man and a young woman, both wearing black and each carrying some sort of book that looks suspiciously like a Bible. They appear so clean and scrubbed that the ol’ family homestead suddenly takes on the aspect of a white-trash, doublewide meth lab by comparison.

There is a knock at our front door and I hear Josephine, my older sister by six years, answer. Josephine is named, of course, after Josephine de Beauharnais, Napoleon Bonaparte’s first wife, another trendy historical reference from our mother’s canon. A muffled conversation ensues. Josephine enters my little monster-sanctuary of a bedroom minutes later with a tense, pinched expression on her face and fear in her green eyes. I know what she is about to ask me and still I have no answers although I have tried to find them these past three years. She is the one female in my life who is safe. She is all-giving, all-loving, all-tortured, and all mine. I would give my meager twelve years to free her from whatever it is that causes her to relentlessly interrogate me with the same crazy questions. Questions that I can never answer to her satisfaction. Even if I understood. Even if I had the answers. We are both helpless when this demon has her in its clutches.

Our parents are even more clueless and confused about her condition. Her obsessive fears have reached such a magnitude that she can barely exist in this world anymore and I am powerless to help my sweet, broken sister. She is also under the dominion of a debilitating depression that sends her into dark downward spirals where she cannot raise a smile even for her dork-stick of a brother. It is a one-two punch that literally cripples her. The young girl she once was, with the wicked wit, bright smile, and open-door policy for the world and all of its people is gone, apparently for good. For the life of me I cannot figure out, in my young mind, what changed in her life to cause this drastic change in her spirit. I have heard phrases bandied about—“brain-chemical issues,” “Lithium,” “long-term psychotherapy”—but I still really don’t understand any of it and am completely and broken-heartedly baffled. The only passion she still has is for the music she loves. I think she finds some solace from her demons, earphones clamped tight to her head, eyes clenched shut, the guitars blasting, drums pounding. But the singer from her favorite band has just killed himself, so there is a tortured aspect even to this. And Nirvana is no more.

“Tio,” she says to me as I sort through the pieces of a plastic “Creature from the Black Lagoon” model kit I’m struggling to glue together without getting them stuck to my fingers or the paper instruction sheet, “there’s two people at the door.” My sister is the only one I allow to reference my atrocious birth name. And in her beautiful compassion she picked “Tio” over the other possible syllabic choices—“Hor” (whore) and “rat” (rodent). My mother calls me “Horatio,” of course, and I have no defense against it. My father calls me “boy.” I answer my Josephine.

“Yeah, I saw them walking up the drive. What do they want?” I’m hoping the conversation will go in any other direction. But it doesn’t.

“I think the boy has a sore on his lip,” she says.

“It’s okay. It’s not herpes. And if it was, you couldn’t get it just by looking at him.”

“But I think he rubbed his mouth before I shook his hand.”

“I really don’t think you get it like that, Josie, honestly,” I try, although I have no real idea what herpes is or how one gets the damned thing. I suspect it may have something to do with monsters I am not yet aware of, but I have no proof. I do know that my sweet sister is terrified with her whole being of contracting this herpes thing. I wish I knew how to help her. She who was always there for me when I was small. She who had comforting words that healed my little broken heart. She who cheered for me like I’d won when I came in seventh place in the 100-yard dash. She who protected me, even taking on a bully once on the way home from school. She who was my avenging angel against everything that frightened and intimidated me as a young boy. She who was more a mother to me than my own mother. But not now. And I am powerless to help her.

“So I couldn’t get it, even if he touched his lips and then his hand brushed against me?” she probes.

“I don’t think so, Jo. I’ll go talk to them.”

“Can you look at it? The thing on his lip,” she plaintively begs my retreating back.

It’s hard to believe sometimes that I am her younger sibling by so many years when she falls into one of these endless mental loops. She sounds like a little girl pleading for a favor from Daddy.

I walk down the hall to the front door. Two spectacularly clean young people stand as if to attention behind the bug screen. They are immaculate human beings.

“What do you want?” I ask a little defensively. The dude has already worried my sister, so that’s a big strike against him.

The girl speaks. She is fresh, polished, and, to my young eyes, another of God’s exquisite handiworks.

“We’d like to talk to you about Jesus,” she states with a bright-eyed zeal that immediately attracts me. It doesn’t take much.

The man has a small, dying zit in the corner of his mouth. I assume this is what has my sister in such a state. It doesn’t take much.

Josie joins me at the door. “We already go to church,” she says.

“That’s great,” replies the perky girl. “What church do you guys attend?”

“The Presbyterian on Edward Street. It’s our mom’s church,” my sister replies. She can seem like she’s functioning fairly normally in public situations like this, but once she’s alone, her demons will pounce upon her like frat boys on a drunken sorority sister.

“We’d love to come in and talk to you about our amazing church.” Again, it’s the perky girl talking. She seems to pick up on me and my unyielding gaze, directed mainly at her sumptuous breasts, as the easiest mark and begins directing her carefully rehearsed spiel to yours enthralled.

“We’re Mormons,” she informs us, smiling at me. And I am suddenly interested in Mormons, whatever they are.

“I’d like to sit down with you personally, young man, one-on-one, and tell you how our church changed my life, and how it can change yours, too.”

Oh, she’s good. She’s very good.

I push open the screen door like a zombie Mina Harker inviting Dracula in. I hear my sister’s stifled cry of opposition but I am powerless under the gaze of this bewitching . . . “Moron,” was it? Proof, I think, of what a truly crappy, selfish little brother I really was.

“May we talk with you separately?” Dracula asks me.

Again, Josephine’s stifled resistance. Again I ignore it.

“Okay. Are you going to talk with me?” I ask her. Really, what a dick I was.

“I’d love to. And Bradley here will discuss our Lord with your . . . sister, is it?” Dracula, the little stunner, continues.

“Cool. Her name is Josephine.” My sister is giving me seriously angry, desperate looks now. I signal her, in the silent code that we’ve developed over the years, to stop worrying; that everything will be okay. But she is signaling back that everything will definitely not be okay.

“We can sit in the living room, and they can go to the kitchen,” I say, taking charge and guiding the situation now, with visions of I don’t know what but they vaguely involve Woody and this burning-hot archangel. It’s a potent, intoxicating feeling. These two seem like they would do anything to have us become fellow Morons. I have no idea what price I would ask, but I’m willing to have some guidance. Miss Dracula looks like she knows a thing or two about this. We sit on the sofa, Drac and I. She is so close to me that I can see down her top at the tantalizing crest of her breasts as they rise and fall in remarkable rhythm with her breathing, and although most of the girls I know don’t even have breasts yet, I am not immune to their charms.

“What’s your name again?” Dracula begins.

“Tio—no, it’s Bob,” I reply, making an instant decision that might possibly have an impact on me for years.

“Okay, Bobby. I’d like to start by asking you a question,” she says, instantly switching to the more familiar version of my brand-spanking-new name.

“Fire away,” I reply, thinking that this sounds like a really mature and worldly thing for me to say and I’m quite proud of myself.

She smiles a flirtatious smile. Pretty sure.

“Did you know that Jesus Christ came all the way to America to save your soul?” she asks, opening the book she’s holding.

“Really? Did he come through New York?” I query. Obviously I haven’t been paying much attention in church.

She smiles again, and her teeth are so white that I begin to wonder if people suddenly become great-looking like this once they agree to be Morons. Kind of like vampires get a widow’s peak, fangs, and a black cape when they turn into blood-sucking fiends from hell.

“I’m pretty sure most people came to America through Ellis Island,” I continue. I believe I may be on a roll. “I’m pretty certain my great-grandfather did.”

She laughs out loud at this and I don’t understand why, but I’m happy to have made her laugh.

“You’re really sweet, you know that?” she purrs—or at least I imagine she purrs—at me.

“Jesus came here before there were any Americans. Long before any cities or highways or even McDonald’s.” She seems to think this is funny, but I don’t get the joke. McDonald’s has always been here.

“There were only the Nephites and the Lamanites. The Lamanites were originally a white-skinned race that God burned because of their terrible sins, turning them into Negroes,” she offers up.

I interrupt her. Breasts and all. I don’t know much about my fellow Morons yet but I’m pretty sure black people aren’t the color they are because they’ve been set on fire by God. Not that I’m listening, but I guess part of me must be, despite her staggering awesomeness.

“I know a black kid named Evan and I don’t think his skin is that burned,” I suggest.

Dracula puts her hand on my thigh, dangerously close to Woody. She just won the argument by default. Sorry, Evan. Woody answers the call. But to be fair, this comely wench could sell binoculars to the blind, life insurance to the dead, and oil to the Arabs. Her hand’s warmth seeps into my skinny upper leg, melting the frosty heart I suppose I have hardened all my life against these wonderful, wonderful people, the Morons.
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