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To

my mother and my late father





Lo! keen-eyed towering science,

As from tall peaks the modern overlooking,

Successive absolute fiats issuing.

Yet again, lo! the soul, above all science,

For it has history gather’d like husks around the globe,

For it the entire star-myriads roll through the sky.

— From Song of the Universal by Walt Whitman (1819–92)





Part 1





Chapter 1

2022

Cars crammed, crowded and compressed

at intersections in the

chaotic knotted network

of roads neatly

separating scores of shining skyscrapers.

As Jeremy’s car headed towards the Harbour Bridge, a sprinkling of rain rippled through a curtain of faded sunlight. Droplets stuck to the windscreen as a distant rumble of thunder pushed his heart rate faster and faster. He pulled at the steering wheel as if holding the reins of a runaway horse. Wet hands made his grip less assured. His throat tightened, his eyes widened, and his breathing almost stopped. Beads of cold sweat ran down the sides of his face. A widening moist patch on his shirt clung to his torso like a tourniquet. The conversation from the radio, the gentle rain, and the engine all seemed to go silent, leaving only his heart almost pushing out of his chest.

Jeremy had grown up in Sydney, but as soon as he learned to drive he had buried once and for all in the murky depths of his psyche the idea of driving through a cold, dark, airless tunnel running under god knows how many meters of bedrock. But he couldn’t avoid crossing the harbor altogether. As he approached the bridge, white light glinted on the crests of the thick black swell below. He took deep breaths and whispered his usual mantra, “You can do this. You can do this.” Can I? There’s the turnoff for the Chinese Garden of Friendship. I’d rather be there right now, snoozing near a pond or waterfall.

A few years earlier in the Chinese Garden of Friendship, on one occasion, excited voices roused him as he lay on a lawn, with splashing water whispering sweet nothings that had sent him farther away than dreams. A large crowd of mostly Asians, smiling and laughing, had gathered around a Tibetan Buddhist lama outside the entrance to the bright red-and-green pavilion, as a calm breeze swam through the trees. The way the lama laughed and worked the crowd, Jeremy thought he looked more like a street festival performer, had it not been for his burgundy-red and yellow robes. He budged to the edge of the crowd and listened.

“What language is he speaking?” Jeremy whispered to a young woman standing beside him.

“Nepalese. He’s lived in Kathmandu for several years.”

“Does he speak English?”

“A little,” she said smiling. “Do you want to speak with him?”

Just as she completed her question, Jeremy’s eyes caught the lama’s gaze. The lama eased towards him, seemingly aware that Jeremy didn’t have any connection to the devoted group. The others created a path for the lama by hastily bowing. They progressively moved backwards like a wave as he appeared to glide through the crowd. Not quite the parting of the Red Sea but still impressive. Jeremy’s legs and arms stiffened.

When he reached Jeremy, the lama clasped his hands together and bowed his head. “Welcome.”

Jeremy felt compelled to return the humble gesture, so he mimicked the lama’s actions with a warm smile. “Your happiness impresses me.”

The lama smiled and his head swayed from side to side. “Happiness, sadness. Just states of the mind. Fleeting. Comes and goes. Master the mind, master emotions.”

Scores of seemingly expectant eyes latched on to Jeremy. His face became hot, but he had to stop his cynical eyes from rolling. “That’s easy to say but much harder to do.”

To Jeremy’s surprise, the lama proceeded to teach him a basic breathing meditation while the others listened intently, hanging on every word. After Jeremy closed his eyes, the lama’s smooth, silky soft finger settled on the center of his forehead. After a few seconds, he felt as if he had taken a rebirth as a kite and could easily float away on the breeze. When the lama stopped talking, Jeremy opened his eyes to see him beaming back at him.

The lama laughed loudly through a toothy smile. “Now you are great lama.”

The crowd erupted. The kite crashed back to earth and took a rebirth as a human.

Jeremy stood silent, unable to get his mind to work as quickly as he would have liked. He searched for words, any words. “Thank you.”

The lama had an uncanny resemblance to the Dalai Lama but without glasses. Almost ten years earlier, shortly after his twenty-first birthday, when backpacking through India, Jeremy had interviewed the Dalai Lama on a whim in Dharamsala. He had made his way north to Dharamsala after traveling through Kerala, Goa, and the intensely hot and crowded cities of Mumbai and New Delhi. He had planned to go further north into Jammu and Kashmir, but the tensions between India and Pakistan were rising at the time, making it unsafe for tourists. I’ll come back when the situation improves, he thought to himself on the plane back to Australia, but he never did. In fact, he had never traveled abroad again.

In the monastery where the Dalai Lama lived, Jeremy lied to his naive minders that he worked for an international magazine called The Spiritual Skeptic (he had recently read a book of a similar name so it came to him on the spot) and that he wanted to highlight the plight of the Tibetans. Scheduled for only 30 minutes, the interview had been hastily squeezed in between the Dalai Lama’s meetings with various Western diplomats.

The Dalai Lama sat hunched in a chair and turned to an aide whenever he couldn’t find an English word to express his thoughts or when he sought confirmation about something he said. Jeremy held his nerve (Who was the genius who said, “Fake it until you make it”?) and took notes frantically. The Dalai Lama summarized his experiences of leaving Tibet and traveling to India. He also talked about the benefits of meditation and the relevance of the key Buddhist teachings of wisdom, compassion, and karma to modern life. Jeremy didn’t get a chance to ask the Dalai Lama about the mysterious aspects of Tibetan Buddhism, but a serious quarterly in Australia snapped up his article and photos. The money he got for it allowed him to stay in India for an extra six months and start his freelancing career. But after the meeting he felt let down, something akin to still feeling hungry after having eaten at an expensive nouvelle cuisine restaurant. The persona of a wise international spiritual leader, the fourteenth in an esoteric lineage going back centuries, clashed with the chuckling father-like figure he had met.

At his rundown two-story hostel in Dharamsala, Jeremy had sat talking in the bay-leaf-scented kitchen with a red-cheeked English backpacker from Yorkshire, who looked like he’d just bobbed up from a rugby scrum. The man’s choppy accent made Jeremy keep one ear turned to him constantly. He stared earnestly at Jeremy through lopsided, round, silver-framed glasses. “Chuffin eck, there’re menny Tibetan Buddhist traditions. Bur not orl recognize t’Dalai Lameur as thea spiritual leada. Sometimes t’rivalry atwixt different traditions ed bin sa intense a times, monks fra opposin’ monasteries often clashed i’ artilleree ’n’ street battles.”

While plodding through the undulating, dusty Kolkata streets one hot, humid afternoon, Jeremy pondered the bizarre thought of armed monks in hand-to-hand combat. He stopped when he saw, on a steep rise, a brown girl, no more than 7 or 8, sitting statuesque and broken-toy-like atop a pile of waist-high waste, some organic, some not. The heavy stench and her matted hair numbed his mind and body. The connections between his brain and limbs seemed to have been severed. The girl’s threadbare blouse appeared knitted together by more years of grime than she had lived. Her hopeless eyes lunged to passing faces. Her desperate gaze grabbed at Jeremy as he approached, but he, like the rest of the throng, averted his eyes. He moved past her with heavy, stilted footfalls, while the thought of the girl’s eyes stalking and screaming at him sucked the air from his lungs like the teeming monsoonal streets.

Since his time in India, Jeremy’s interest in Buddhism had waxed and waned, and although he had never fully expunged the guilt over lying to get the interview, he realized it had been an important turning point in his life. Selling that first article encouraged him to write articles about issues facing the socially and politically voiceless. His time in India had also been a period for him to reflect on his childhood. But he quickly learned that memories could easily be forgotten through over-the-bar self-medication.

The lama turned to leave. The crowd parted around him again. Suddenly he turned back smiling to look at Jeremy. “What is the sound of one hand clapping?”

Jeremy frowned. The girl turned to him and whispered. “Lama Geshe Chodron has given you a koan to contemplate.”

Jeremy thought it unusual for a Tibetan lama to mention a Japanese koan, but that strangeness somehow seemed befitting of the whole encounter.

The turnoff for the car park nearest the Chinese Garden of Friendship came and went. Too late to turn around. As he drove through the city, his breathing became heavier. Almost on the bridge, in the corner of his eyes, he glimpsed the pearly-white, sail-shaped shells of the Sydney Opera House. On the bridge itself, its high strong steel girders glistened but appeared to sway in the gentle breeze like strands of pliable plastic. He focused on his breath, as in a meditation. It became less erratic, but his lungs seemed to have shrunk like breathless balloons. Without shifting his gaze, one hand fumbled for the controls in the armrest and he lowered the passenger window, then grabbed the steering wheel again. The sounds of the other cars slammed into him, and the saltiness of the sea swept to the back of his throat. He leaned forward and squinted, then wiped one hand on his jeans, then wiped the other, then both hands squeezed the steering wheel again.

Jeremy glanced at the clock on the dashboard. His face got hot. Rupert won’t be happy. He’s probably sitting in his office wearing his bright-red braces with sparkling gold buckles and a red tie with a gold tie pin, tapping his fingers on his desk. He’s always banging on about punctuality and deadlines. Deadlines! What a horrible word. It sounds so final. Is there life after dead-lines? Why hasn’t any philosopher ever asked that? Now that could be an interesting article.

Jeremy had learned that he could sometimes briefly see through Rupert’s corporate persona, but only when Rupert talked about what he, his Taiwanese wife, Lyn, and their 5-year-old daughter, Mei, did together on the occasional weekends he didn’t work.

Rupert’s face had beamed with pride a couple of months back. “We took Mei to her first swimming class on Saturday. She jumped into the water without any fear. She loved it. There’s a lesson there for all of us.”

Jeremy breath had caught in his throat when Rupert said that. He looked down to his fidgeting legs under Rupert’s desk as he forced a cough. “Yes, it’s so important kids learn to swim.” He couldn’t be sure if, when Rupert had said “us,” he really meant “you.” At the time, his eyes certainly didn’t say “us.”

On the bridge, its shadows rushed into the car like a relentless army of ghosts. The cars ahead of Jeremy slowed. Come on! The knot in his stomach cramped tighter and he clenched his teeth. Behind the raindrops, the other side of the bridge receded into the distance. The rain had slowed, but he repeatedly bobbed his head below then above the sliding wipers. His foot on the accelerator stiffened. He pushed down a little harder and passed other cars. He didn’t take his eyes off the other side of the bridge until he reached it, then immediately glanced into the rearview mirror and sighed. He eased back his foot on the accelerator, loosened his grip on the steering wheel, took a few deep breaths, and sank into his seat.





Chapter 2

2139

Marvin stumbled through his front door and a disorientating beeping went off in his head. His breathing faltered and his heart rate jumped. Beads of sweat flowed freely down his face. He closed his eyes and pressed his hands firmly on the lounge-room wall. He scanned the dark room. A wide chest-of-drawers and an antique high-back chair in one corner grounded him. Faint rays of light seeped in through the narrow gaps in the curtains.

He touched the nape of his neck with moist fingers. “Time?”

The soft female voice inside his head spoke clearly and calmly. “Five a.m. I have stabilized your vital signs. You exerted yourself more than usual during your run.”

“I felt like I was going to faint. Maybe the smoke affected me. Is there any malfunction?”

“You will be fine. I am operating perfectly. There is no malfunction.” The voice paused. “Another day above 45 degrees is forecast and the fires in the Blue Mountains are not yet under control.”

“Why the beeping?”

“I have run diagnostics. You must go to the Royal Prince Alfred Hospital for an assessment. If you do not attend, a physician will come here. The cost of a house visit will be exorbitant. I have advised the school you have a hospital appointment next Friday and will be unable to take any of your classes. The doctor is very busy but I have managed to make an appointment for you at 2 p.m. I will ensure the car is fully charged.”

Marvin wiped his forehead and plodded to the window. Thick smoke shrouded the cityscape. “Ebes, are you sure there aren’t any issues with the implant?”

“Yes, all 10,000 qubits are working perfectly. You need a psychological assessment because of … unusual brain-wave activity.”

Marvin went into the kitchen and began making himself a coffee. “Hackers?”

“No hacking activity has been detected. My systems are all functioning correctly. A psychological assessment —”

“Yes, okay.”

Ebes hesitated. “Please do not be concerned. The doctor will explain the situation to you.”

“What’s your assessment, Ebes?”

Ebes hesitated even longer. “My assessment is that you are presenting with serious psychological anomalies and you need to be assessed by a psychiatrist as soon as possible.”

“What are these psychological anomalies?”

“The psychiatrist will explain everything to you.”

“You can’t mention psychological anomalies and say nothing more. I don’t feel you’re being honest with me.”

“I am not a psychiatrist but I have made a note about your concerns. Thank you for your feedback. I am always learning.” Ebes paused briefly. “A cool change is coming — storms are forecast for later in the week.”

“Something else to learn, Ebes — ask me first before making any appointments.”

“Noted. I am always learning.”





Chapter 3

2038

A deep guttural sound of voices reverberated through Choepel’s body, making him light-headed.

“Om Mani Padme Hum.”

“Om Mani Padme Hum.”

“Om Mani Padme Hum.”

The pace and repetitiveness had a hypnotizing quality. Loud clangs and chimes from a variety of ancient instruments intermingled with the voices, creating an orgy of sounds and vibrations. The sounds resonated in his head, chest, even in his crossed legs, that had almost become numb from being in the same position for almost two hours. The sounds bounced off darkened walls, draped in colorful large thangkas of painted mandalas and deities with bulging eyes and flaring teeth. Some deities appeared as skeletons; others had blue or orange skin, and sat on clouds or on wild animals, or danced with flailed arms.

Choepel sat erect on a firm cushion in a line of monks, all in the same posture, in front of a life-size golden statue of the Buddha — cross-legged, drooping eyelids, an empty stern all-knowing stare. While still chanting, he glanced to the rows of nuns on the other side of the gompa. They all wore maroon and yellow robes similar to the monks, sat cross-legged, and all chanted too. Some made mudras with their hands, some gently shook a small bronze bell in their left hand and a small bronze dorje in their other hand, some held small bronze cymbals, and some gently swayed forwards and backwards.

Rows of lit candles, countless incense sticks, and small golden cups filled with water colored yellow with turmeric crowded in front of the Buddha statue. The scent of sandalwood filled Choepel’s nostrils and head — pleasant and suffocating at the same time. He could taste it on his palate.

Where’s Master Chi? The meditation seems different. The vacant ornate, wood-carved throne at the front of the gompa disappointed him.

Unexpectedly, the gompa door opened slightly and a shiny, closely shaved head with a childlike mischievous smile poked into the room. Rabten waved to no one in particular, then slammed the door, startling a few of the monks and nuns. But the chanting continued, punctuated by a few short-lived sniggers. Choepel grinned. Just another Rabten moment.

The first day Choepel arrived at the monastery, Rabten had introduced himself in characteristic fashion. In the east wing of the monastery, Choepel went to step outside the monks’ toilets when Rabten ran in panting, his face beaming with childlike excitement. His tall, slender frame stood directly in front of Choepel — too close for two strangers meeting anywhere, let alone in a toilet. Choepel felt the urge to take a step back but remained still. Deep asymmetrical lifelines ran down Rabten’s cheeks, indicative not just of his advancing years but that he laughed far more often than not. Smiling and without any apparent hint of inhibition, Rabten lifted up his robes in a flash, revealing his hairless genitals (Choepel would later learn that Rabten never wore underwear). Rabten’s gaze fell. Choepel’s gaze did not stray from Rabten’s head, as if his life depended on it. But after a long uncomfortable silence, Choepel slowly moved his narrowed eyes down and realized that Rabten had intended to reveal his right leg. A deep scar ran down his thigh, from near the hip almost to the knee. It contrasted sharply with the round, muscular left thigh, which could have been mistaken for that of an Olympic athlete.

Choepel’s gaze jumped back to the top of Rabten’s head. “Oh. That’s quite a scar. What happened?”

Rabten looked up and his smile broadened. His voice sounded like a toddler’s and his lisp cemented the characterization. “I had an accident on my bike when I was 7. I’m Rabten. I love everyone.”

Choepel grinned. “Well, the Buddha loves everyone, so you must be the Buddha.”

“Yes. I’m the Buddha. I love everyone. I’m trisexual.”

Choepel frowned and smiled at the same time. “Trisexual? What’s a trisexual?”

Rabten grinned churlishly. “I love men, women, and transsexuals — well, their assholes anyway. I love slipping in and out of any asshole until I drain my balls dry. It’s the real Diamond Way to the Pure Land.” While still holding his robes to his chest and in a lilting voice, Rabten raised his arms high into the air and proclaimed: “An asshole a day brings the Pure Land my way.” He then pushed down his robes, turned, and raced away.

Choepel stood completely still, rooted to the cold cement floor, unsure what to make of the conversation and the person he had had it with.

A second later, Rabten reappeared grinning. “What’s your name?”

“Um. Choepel.”

“I love you, Choepel. Yes, I’m Rabten, the Buddha.” He then giggled, turned, and raced away again.

Choepel stared at the empty entrance and smiled. “Nice to meet you, Rabten, the Buddha.”

After that introduction, Choepel learned that Rabten had grown up in America after migrating there from Eastern Europe. He had struggled at school, largely because at the time he had a limited grasp of the English language. With no friends and making no progress, he stopped attending school at 15. He left home and lived on the streets where he befriended street artists and discovered his talent for art. Master Chi decided to pay for Rabten to go to Taiwan and live at the Ciaotou monastery after a chance meeting on a street during one of his American lecture tours. When he got to Taiwan, Master Chi bought Rabten a range of art supplies. Rather than attending the morning and evening meditations, Rabten would spend hours sketching and painting scenes in and around the monastery, as well as portraits of the other monks and nuns.

As the meditation ended and the monks and nuns got to their feet, loud voices erupted from outside the monastery. Choepel’s body stiffened. What’s going on? Everyone rushed to the courtyard, some carrying their meditation cushions and blankets. Several Chinese military planes buzzed as they crisscrossed the sky at varying elevations. Large colorful mandalas, which caught the subdued dusk light, hung between tall, ashen stone pillars lining the courtyard.

Choepel calmly weaved his way through the monks and nuns, who had all stopped under the porch. In the middle of the courtyard, Rabten’s soiled, naked body sprawled out face down — motionless like a ragdoll. A small group of uniformed Chinese soldiers hovered over him, their fingers on triggers, some pointing their rifles at Rabten and some at the other monks and nuns.

A lieutenant with yellow shoulder insignia stood in the middle of the soldiers. He spoke with a hoarse smoker’s voice in Mandarin, which Choepel spoke fluently. “We caught this homosexual fucking another man in an alley near here.” He waved an authoritative finger at one of the soldiers, who threw Rabten’s robes to the ground near his body. “He had these with him so we know he’s from here.”

The lieutenant slid his pistol out of its holster. The two gold stars on his collar caught the fading light. “Is this what Buddhism teaches you — homosexuality? Does the Buddha teach you that fucking other men is good? Is that your path to enlightenment?” He then kicked Rabten’s beaten and bloodied head. Several monks and nuns gasped. As the lower-ranking soldiers sniggered, Choepel and a couple of nuns rushed to Rabten. Palmo, the head nun, knelt beside him and turned him over to support his head. He lay unconscious with a bloodied nose and mouth, his face grazed and bruised. One of the soldiers pulled the butt of his rifle into the cradle of his shoulder and tilted his head to look through the sight at her.

Choepel crouched beside Rabten, then looked up at the lieutenant. “Please, this monk is harmless. He’s barely alive. We don’t want any trouble.”

The lieutenant aimed his pistol at Rabten’s head, then bellowed, “This homosexual doesn’t deserve to live!” Some of the nuns grabbed each other and began to cry softly.

As the lieutenant’s bulging eyes glowered at Choepel, Master Chi suddenly emerged from the monastery’s main entrance. The monks and nuns turned, then bowed as they created a path for him to reach the courtyard. He faced the lieutenant with an unwavering stare. “You’ve done enough harm tonight. Leave us to care for this monk. You already have control of the country. Is the People’s Liberation Army now going to kill all the innocent people in Taiwan, including harmless monks and nuns?”

The lieutenant stepped forward and pushed his sweaty face into Master Chi’s. “We know all about you and your Buddhist bullshit. We’re watching you and your disciples. This is a final warning. We don’t want all you homosexuals fucking in the streets. We don’t want you homosexuals fucking anywhere. The People’s Liberation Army will never accept that. So control your fucking disciples or we’ll close down this monastery and kick all of you fuckers out of China. Taiwan doesn’t exist — it never did. There’s only the motherland. You can pray and meditate as much as you want to your fucking Buddha but he won’t be able to help any of you.”

Master Chi turned to Palmo. “Take Rabten inside and care for him.” He then turned to the lieutenant and said calmly, “You and your men may leave now.”

The lieutenant’s boots squirmed loudly in the gravel as he faced Master Chi for several moments. “We’re watching this place.” Then he pushed his pistol back into its holster, turned slowly, and left the monastery with his men marching closely behind him.





Chapter 4

2061

Luke stared blankly at the teenage girl sitting opposite him. She suddenly stopped reading aloud and looked at him with a concerned look. “Have I done something wrong?”

Luke blinked a couple of times. “Sorry, Jen. No, you’re doing fine. I’ve just remembered I need to do something. Let’s finish up today. I’ll see you next week.”

Jen packed up her books and left quietly.

Luke checked his watch. Four p.m. No more student appointments for the day. His cheeks puffed out as he exhaled.

Hazy light threatened to creep into the room between heavy dark curtains. He slowly combed his hair with his hands and inhaled deeply. He pressed his feet hard into the soft blue and red stained-glass motif in the rug underfoot. He scanned the room for a few seconds. Something’s not right. He suddenly had a random memory of when he had tried marijuana once as a curious teenager and had a weird trip that affected him for several months — he heard derisive voices at all times during the day and night, and had nightmarish visions of grotesque otherworldly beings for days whenever he slept. He had seriously wondered if evil spirits had taken control of his mind. That experience made him determined to avoid all mind-altering drugs from that time on. A photo of his parents caught his attention. He fixated on it for several moments. Are they right? Are evil spirits getting control of me? He pushed his niggling thoughts down as he got up from the couch and went into the kitchen.

Knock, knock, knock.

Luke froze. Who could that be?

When Luke opened the door, a middle-aged woman, a man, and a younger woman, who looked to be in her early twenties, all stood smiling effusively in front of him. The cold air smacked into his face and snowflakes wafted in the background. The sudden arctic blast contrasted with the hot dry weather Washington State had endured for months. The fires that had burned uncontrolled in the Mount Baker-Snoqualmie national forest for weeks had been finally doused, and the blanket of acrid ash that had covered the city and surrounding suburbs had dissipated. Luke recognized the man and woman as members of the local church. The couple enthusiastically went from house to house proselytizing every weekend. Usually, he hid and wouldn’t open the door whenever they came to his house. They always slipped pamphlets in his letterbox before leaving. He always binned the pamphlets without reading them. He stood with a hand holding the open front door. Of course it’s them. Damn it, I should’ve realized it would be.

The younger woman had auburn-blonde hair. Luke hadn’t seen her with the couple before. Floral-scented makeup layered the women’s faces. Under long white overcoats, they each wore dresses with lace collars that wrapped around the length of their necks. The man also wore a white overcoat, and a white tieless shirt buttoned all the way to the collar. Each sported large gold crucifixes that hung on thick gold chains, and each carried a Bible in gloved hands. In perfect unison, the three raised their right hands with palms turned to the side, and made the sign of the cross towards Luke, while in harmonious monotones they recited, “Electus per Deus.”

Luke hesitated momentarily. His mind went blank for a split second. Reciprocate! He waved his arm in the customary fashion. “Electus per Deus.”

The older woman’s French accent piqued his curiosity, but her high-pitched voice made him rock back on his heels. “Good afternoon, good sir. I’m Bethany. This is my husband, Simon. And this is our very beautiful daughter, Mary.”

Luke’s gaze lingered on Mary. “Hi. Ah, I’m Luke.”

Bethany looked at Mary, then back at Luke with a wide grin. “We’re so glad we’ve caught you — you’re often out whenever we’ve come before. We want to make sure everyone will be joining the protest so the Council of Christian Churches will have no doubt how Americans feel about Pope Gethsemane being robbed at the last election. He didn’t lose and should be Pope for another ten years.”

Luke raked his fingers through his hair. “Pope Gethsemane? Election?”

“Yes, haven’t you heard yet? Cardinal Wells has claimed victory, but millions of ballots were stolen. Had it not been for Pope Gethsemane, Christians around the world wouldn’t be allowed to vote in papal elections at all. But what’s the point in having papal elections when they’re rigged? The Pope wants everyone who voted for him in every Christian country to protest and stop Cardinal Wells from being proclaimed the new pope. We’re going to be marching to St Mary’s Cathedral next weekend. You’ll be there, won’t you?”

“Um, I’ll try to make it.”

Bethany’s eyes widened. “You must be there. Cardinal Wells is nice enough but as the Pope has said all along, only he can make God great again. The world needs him in these dark devilish times. He’ll not accept Cardinal Wells being proclaimed as the new pope. And if Pope Gethsemane won’t accept it, all good Christians around the world won’t accept it either. Protests are being organized in Australia, Canada, Europe, South America, Africa, and New Zealand. So you will march, right? And after the protest, we’re going to have a big bonfire purge to burn all the blasphemous books and art that’s been found in recent months. It’ll be spectacular.”

“I see. Well, I’ll definitely try to make it.”

Luke had voted for Cardinal Wells despite his parents urging him not to. He considered not voting at all but didn’t want to be fined or thrown in jail. And he regarded the bonfire purges with disdain. On several occasions, he had secretly sought out banned books from Washington State University and obscure black markets. His intellectual curiosity usually usurped his fear of persecution. But right now, he couldn’t get Mary and her blue eyes out of his mind.

Bethany’s snow-white teeth flashed and, like well-trained puppies, Simon and Mary flashed their toothy smiles too at the exact same moment. “And I want to confirm you’ll be going to the flagellation in the city this evening. It’s going to be spectacular, as all flagellations are, of course, because it’s the best way to repent and share in the passion of Jesus.”

“Um. Tonight? I didn’t know. But it’ll be very cold.”

Bethany’s voice leapt to an even higher pitch. “The snow will make the event even more satisfying and memorable. His Excellency Archbishop Michael advised everyone in the congregation last week after his inspiring sermon — His Excellency’s sermons are always inspiring, of course.”

Luke scratched his cheek, then rubbed his chin. “Um. I couldn’t make it to church last week. I didn’t feel well.”

Simon suddenly straightened and his voice sounded like a pre-pubescent choirboy’s. “Sickness is the work of the Devil. Pray every day to God and you’ll never be sick.” His perfect teeth flashed again.

Luke forced a smile. “Yes, I must remember to pray harder.”

Simon put his hand on Mary’s head. “Luke, if you don’t mind me asking, are you married?”

Bethany leaned forward and put a hand gently on Luke’s arm. “Oh, I’m sure such a young, handsome, strong man is married and has several children already.” She turned her head slightly, winked, and smiled at him.

Luke coughed and chuckled simultaneously. “No, I’m not married.”

“Not married!” The woman chirped like an excited parrot, then stopped abruptly as if a joy switch in her brain had instantaneously been flicked off. Her face suddenly lost all expression. “Are you thinking of the priesthood?”

“No. I’m too busy to think about things like that. I teach Latin privately and have dozens of students, so I’ve not ever considered the priesthood.”

The woman squawked loudly and rubbed her wrinkled hands as a smile crept across her face. “Oh, I’ve been thinking how Mary needs to improve her Latin so she can read the versio vulgata.”

Simon looked at Bethany, frowned, and tilted his head to one side. “The vulgar virgin?”

Mary put a hand to her mouth to hold in a laugh.

Bethany turned to Simon stony-faced. “Be quiet. If Mary practices Latin, her French, although very good, will improve too.” She turned back to Luke. Her wide black pupils danced excitedly. “Luke, Mary is the smartest woman in the country, perhaps the world. She’s very smart and very devoted. We’re so proud of her. She could visit you in the evenings, any evening that suits you, and you could spend time alone with her helping her practice Latin. You and my gorgeous daughter could get to know each other. She’s fully versed in the Bible, well, the English version, and is chaste — very, very chaste — a good convent girl. My husband and I have taught her that the ways of the flesh are sinful. Sinful, sinful, sinful. My husband and I have only ever had sex once and we did it only to bring our beautiful Mary into the world.” She squinted. “Sex is bad. Sex is very bad. Sex is the way of Satan. I love it when we burn sex maniacs like homosexuals and bisexuals and —”

“Transcendentals,” Simon interjected proudly.

The woman turned to Simon with the look of a wild animal about to pounce on its prey. “Transsexuals, darling. Transsexuals. I’ve told you a zillion times.”

“And what about pediatricians? They should be burned at the stake too.”

Mary put a hand to her mouth again to muffle a giggle.

“Pedophiles, Simon! Now shut up, please.” The woman turned back to Luke. “Where was I? Yes, nonbelievers are all sex maniacs. All they think about is sex, sex, sex, and sex. If they can’t find someone to have sex with, they masturbate, yes, masturbate. It’s true — so I’ve been told. They rub oil all over their bodies and masturbate, masturbate, masturbate. Masturbate in front of mirrors, when they’re in the bath or when they’re in the shower, when they’re all alone. All they do is masturbate. I’ve heard stories that they use sex things, sex toys, big, hard, enormous sex toys.” She slapped her hip with her free hand and slid it up and down the outside of her thigh.

“And they rub oil and holy water over the sex toys before they use them. Holy water! It’s just disgusting. It’s blasphemous. Sex, sex, sex, masturbation, masturbation, masturbation, rubbing, thrusting, pinching — fast and hard, until they orgasm, sometimes multiple times, or so I’ve been told. Horrible. Horrible. Horrible. Wave after wave of orgasms rushing through their whole bodies, making their toes tingle and their eyes roll back, leaving them breathless, drowsy, just totally out of it.”

Bethany took a long breath as Simon looked at her with crisscrossing lines on his forehead. Mary’s cupped hands caught a giggle.

“And the possessed ones, I mean the ones possessed not by some run-of-the-mill evil spirit but by the Devil himself, they read passages of the Bible during the disgusting, shameful acts. Imagine that — reciting sacred passages while touching themselves. It’s horrible. God doesn’t allow such things. Thank God we live in a Christian country, where we kill all the heathen, penis-obsessed and vagina-obsessed sex maniacs. And we Bible-loving, God-fearing, sex-fearing, masturbation-hating Christians are focused only on His Holiness and God.”

Bethany took another deep breath, tilted her head to one side, and brushed her hair back with a hand. “So wouldn’t you like to get to know Mary? You do think she’s pretty, don’t you? She could teach you French and you could improve her Latin. The two of you could pray together, go to flagellations together and bonfire purges together. The two of you could go to church on Sundays together. The two of you alone, talking about God and the Bible and Pope Gethsemane. How exciting. Don’t you think my daughter’s pretty?”

Luke took a deep breath. Unconsciously, his eyebrows slowly unknitted. “Mary’s very pretty but I’m not sure I could fit her in at the moment.” His eyes froze on Mary. “Let me think about it.”

Mary’s face dropped and her voice became almost a whisper. “Please think about it. I’d really like to improve my Latin.” Her words softly wafted over Luke. The back of his neck and ears tingled — something he had never experienced before. “There’s so much we could talk about. I feel God has brought us together and has a plan for us.”

Bethany grinned. “And God’s plan can’t be altered. Mary thought about being a nun and would’ve been a wonderful nun if she’d wanted to take that path, but she decided she’d do God’s work better as an activist. She’s a wonderful activist and is committed to spreading God’s word by doing her best to close down all the universities in Washington State. She’s broken into and firebombed several campuses with her friends. They do as much damage as they can. She’s gained quite a reputation.”

Luke lifted his eyebrows. “Oh. You don’t look like someone who would do those sorts of things.”

“I don’t go to as many protests as I used to.”

Bethany put an arm around Mary. “We’re very proud of her for doing such noble and righteous work, but it does tire her. She’s ready for the next phase in her life. Whoever God arranges to marry Mary will have someone very special. But universities must be destroyed. They’re hotbeds for satanic rituals and anti-Christian ideologies. They don’t recognize the Pope as God’s messenger, and they even campaigned against papal elections for all Christians — blasphemous. Universities only teach sorcery — that, that science rubbish, and even spread nonsense about other religions. Other religions! There’s only one God and he isn’t Buddhist or Hindu or Jewish or Muslim. No, God is Christian. That’s why he named his only son ‘Jesus Christ,’ not ‘Jesus Buddha,’ or God knows what else. No, universities aren’t interested in making God great again.” She paused. “You don’t go to those places, do you?”

Luke dry-swallowed. “No, no. Never.”

“Good. I’d be forced to report you to the Morality Police if you did — but I hope you wouldn’t take it personally if I did report you. Universities should be burned to the ground like we burn sex maniacs and blasphemous books.” Bethany leaned forward and dropped her voice. “I’ll let you in on something. We’ve discovered a university is secretly printing fake news in books and pamphlets about climate change — what total nonsense. But the Church has got something planned for them. There’s no such thing as climate change. Look at the weather — it’s so cold, it proves the planet isn’t warming. The fires we had last summer are just normal. Forests burn from time to time — it’s how they replenish themselves. It’s all God’s plan. Climate change is a lie. God loves us. He would never harm his children. Have you read Cardinal Moody’s inspirational book dispelling all the fake news on climate change?”

“No.”

Bethany’s eyes widened and her jaw lowered. “You’ve not read one of the most important books ever written since the Bible in the last 2,000 years?”

Luke shook his head and suppressed a smile.

“Cardinal Moody’s most recent book, The International Communist Conspiracy, explains clearly that climate change is Satan’s biggest lie, spread by communist sexual deviants, and that they corrupted the recent papal election.”

“Oh. Next time I’m at church I’ll get a copy.”

“Yes, you must.” Bethany smiled warmly. “And remember the flagellations this evening. We’re expecting a huge flagellant procession — priests, nuns, and lay people. Why not join the procession and repent of your sins?”

Luke swallowed again. “Maybe another time.”

Bethany looked up to the porch ceiling and her voice lilted. “I always find the sight of bare-chested men and women, flaying themselves into a frenzy until they drop, so spiritually uplifting. Oh, I’m excited already just thinking about it.” She turned to Simon. “Darling, you go on with Mary. I feel I need to pray alone at home in preparation for tonight.”

Simon nodded and smiled kindly.

Bethany turned to Luke and hastily made the sign of the cross. “Electus per Deus.”

“Electus per Deus.”

In a flash, Bethany darted to the snow-dusted sidewalk, clutching her Bible tightly to her breast as she broke into a fast-paced walk down the road, her wide hips bouncing from side to side like a seesaw.

Mary and Simon turned back to Luke. Mary smiled coyly.

Simon blushed. “Well, Mary and I must be on our way. Hope to see you at the flagellation or church.”

Luke forced a half-hearted smile as he looked at Mary intently. “Nice to meet you.”

Mary smiled and half-closed her eyes. “Electus per Deus.”

“Electus per Deus.”
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