











anything harder than Midnight Oil turned him oftf, but he saw tons of good
- power in Midnight Oil’s use of music to wake up Australian kids to political
injustices and environmental concerns, especially related to Aborigines.

“Babakian asked a question that makes total sense to me,” Harwood
said at one point. “Why aren’t there any Mormon Beatles? Why have the
Lord’s servants left rock and roll almost completely alone .as a force for
spreading the gospel?”

“Well, what about the Osmonds?” Smoot asked.

“Dead and gone, and they were corny anyway,” said Harwood. “We're
- talking rock and roll ike U2 or REM. Or I happen to really like Rush, but
Babakian says they’re poseurs. But anyway, stuff that is really high quality and
original. Why let the adversary have all the good music to himself? All the
good stuff that has been produced in the twentieth century, anyway. I mean,
Mormons could break through to the world better if we appropriated some of
the music forms, which really do have a lot of inherent goodness. We're not
talking raunchy stuff like Aerosmith, the Rolling Stones, or Led Zeppelin.
We mean really thoughtful, moving stuff like Pink Floyd.”

Harwood was reminding Smoot of that scene in The Wizard of Oz when
the Scarecrow is finally given his diploma and starts spouting stuff about
square roots and 1sosceles triangles. Babakian had obviously been filling
Harwood’s brain with his personal beliefs and doctrines, apparently even
more persuasively than he had fed them to Smoot back at the Zoo. Not that
Babakian’s ideas didn’t have some value, but it was a little creepy to see

Harwood act almost like a groupie.



“Now that Mormon pop crap Dunlap listens to,” Harwood continued,
a tone of disgust entering his voice, “that stuff may as well be flushed down
the tollet. It's totally unoriginal and emotionally manipulative. It's the same
thing as when Dunlap puts on that fake spiritual voice when he’s saying a
prayer.”

Smoot caught himself looking over to see if Harwood’s eyebrows were
lifting into boomerangs—but of course they weren’t.

“If the Lord tried to raise up musicians as good as Paul McCartney and
john Lennon, the Mormon culture wouldn’t let him. We can tolerate only
pap from within our own ranks, but we sure don’t have a problem turning to
Hollywood and the rock and roll industry for stuff that really feeds our
brains.”

“It sounds like Babakian’s really gotten to you,” said Smoot. “So does
your new project have something to do with all this music stuff?”

Harwood looked up sharply. “Maybe.”

“Well, I really do wish you the best. I think Babakian has a lot of good
ideas. I just wouldn’t want to see him move so fast he flames out and takes
you with him.”

“Hey, I’ve been in the mission long enough to know that stuff like
tracting is just a waste of fime. Maybe it worked in the nineteenth century, but
this 1s the future now. Maybe Babakian will be so successful that the Church
will recognize the value of better exploiting the media and letting members
- use their God-given talents in more original, compelling ways. Jeesh, listen to

me talk. Babakian could explain it better.”
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Two or three stops before Dandenong, Harwood walked up and down
the aisle of the now-crowded train holding up a Book of Mormon, but no one
talked to him or even made evye contact, he reported to Smoot when he sat
down. When they disembarked, Smoot left a Book of Mormon lying on his
seat. Copies of the Book of Mormon discovered in unexpected places had
converted people before—there was that Church film about the Italian man
who fished out a coverless copy from a trashcan in New York City and spent
years trying to find out which church published it so he could join. Too bad
missionaries couldn’t afford to plant copies of the Book of Mormon all over
town—that would really be flooding the earth with the Book of Mormon, as
the prophet had asked.

When they passed the Impulse on the way back to the flat, Harwood
again poked his head inside. Then he-waved Smoot on, shouting, “Babakian’s
already here.”

Smoot walked the rest of the way home alone, fearful of what the devil
might be able to do to him without a companion to protect him. He did not
want to be like Babakian and Joseph Smith and have his first spiritual
experience with the dark side. The hair on his neck stood up when a dog
erowled at him from behind a fence, but that was all. He was actually more
grateful than not for the darkness because it hid him from marauding born-
agains.

Dunlap was snoring lightly in his bed when Smoot walked in. A half-

eaten pan of Rice Crispy Treats lay on the floor beside him.



CHAPTER NINI|

Ry

Before Smoot knew it, weeks were passing. That seemed to be the way-
of missions: days Crep-t by, weeks went faster, months flew. Contrary to what
Babakian had said about splitting off with Smoot a lot, he seemed to be
avoiding much interaction. The two companionships didn’t cross paths often
at the flat— Smoot and Dunlap were there most of the time, and Babakian

and Harwood were there very little. Smoot suspected Babakian didn’t want

Harwood and Dunlap getting togethér, with Harwood blabbing too much and
- Dunlap taking notes for his next chat with the zone leaders or President
Badger. And Babakian had Harwood so wrapped around his finger that maybe
he didn’t want to bother with Smoot asking him harder questions. Maybe he
even suspected that President Badger had sent Smoot down to Dandenong
partly to watch.him. | o

President Badger had telephoned Smoot after the first week,
embarrassing him by catching him home at about 3:00 in the afternoon when
they should have been out working. Smoot told him that Babakian seemed to
have calmed down, that he wasn’t running around the flat naked or talking
about demons and witches or doing anything weird at church as far as Smoot
had heard. From what he could see, Babakian and Harwood were getting out
every day and doing some good proselyting—not necessarily tracting, but
something that was getting results because they had a bunch of investigators.
Babakian had even cut his hair short, and Smoot had never seen him wear

anything out of the flat but a white shirt, though he didn’t mention the dark
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T-shirts underneath.

"Well, that’s good to hear. Keep an eye on him, and if you notice
anything I should know about, you give me a call.”

“OK, President,” Smoot said, but then he felt a little guilty after he
hung up. He probably should have mentioned the tattoos, the connection
with the nightclub, and the loose tollowing of the rules about companions
always being together. But he had not seen anything really alarming, such as
Babakian spending time alone with women or getting drunk—and besides, he
was more than a little curious to see exactly what Babakian was up to. Sitting
by the phone, Smoot decided Babakian could be trusted a bit longer with his
unorthodox approaches—maybe he really would make a breakthrough. The
Lord knew they all needed one.

Passey had demonstrated a genius for wasting time outside the flat, but
Dunlap was a master at staying in the flat and making it seem productive. He
would get dressed in his shirt and tie and spend the whole morning flipping
through old Ensign magazines and cutting out pictures to mount on
posterboard for missionary lessons and presentations—as if he’d ever have
the opportunity to use them without investigators. Or he’d spend the whole
afternoon baking zucchini bread to take to his favorite members—and the
missionaries would eat half of it themselves. Or he would pull out the white
pages and do phone contacting, ringing people at random and asking them if
they’d like to have missionaries drop by to present a free Book of Mormon
and a lesson about God. One person agreed, but the address turned out to be

outside the district’s proselyting area, so Dunlap filled out a referral card and
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sent it through the mission office. About every third day Smoot would
suggest they tract for a couple of hours, not so much to find golden
investigators as simply to get out of the flat. Two middle-aged women let
them in one time, but it was pretty clear they were lesbians so the
missionaries didn’t return.

SImoot got so bored. with Dunlap’s puttering around the flat that one
day at a newsagent he bought a couple of thick paperbacks to read, a Tom
Clancy and one by Stephen King with a sihister clown on the cover. That
seemed to do the trick as far as making time pass quicker, but Dunlap nagged
him about it, so he carefully removed the cover of Jesus the Christ—which
looked way too intellectual for him to read— and put it around the Stephen
King novel. Pretty soon Dunlap started wanting to have companionship
study midday, since they never got around to it in the morning, and Smoot
again came to dread slogging through all those scriptures on different topics
and practicing the discussions, which he had not done much since his first
area. Something about religion was incredibly boring to him—Babakian was
right, why did God have to let it be that way? Dunlap seemed to eat it up like
one of the instant-pudding snackpaks he was always spooning into his
mouth. Smoot made Dunlap wear earphones when he wanted to listen to his
Afterglow or other Mormon pop music. Once, when Dunlap folded all the
garments Smoot customarily jammed into his dresser drawer, Smoot threw a
fit and said the f-word and wadded them all up again.

“You really should sort your colors,” Dunlap said, subdued after

Smoot’s uncharacteristic outburst. “It's disrespectful to the Lord to let your
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garments go grey.”

Maybe if the Lord made himself known to me, I would keep my garments
-whiter, Smoot wanted to say. But instead he said, “I really don’t think the Lord
cares how I do my laundry. I'm sur.e garments Ikeep themselves white in the
celestial kingdom.”

One day the zone leaders made a surprise visit at about 10:30 in the
morning. They caught Smoot and Dunlap dressed in ties but without their
shoes on and eating a late breakfast. Dunlap immediately fell into brown-
nosing mode, otfering to make the zeds some pancakes with real maple syrup
shipped from the States, saying one of his overly earnest, spiritual prayers
over the food, and making comments about how much he was looking
forward to getting out and tracting that morning. The zeds each wolfed down
a plate of pancakes, draining several inches from Dunlap’s syrup bottle as he
watched helplessly, then told the missionaries to put on their shoes because
they were splitting off with the zeds for a day of tracting. Though more than
half the doors were no-answers, the day actually produced three halfway-
decent callbacks between the four of tliem-———but no copies of the Book of
Mormon were placed or first discussions taught. The zeds hung out at the flat
from 5:00 till almost 7:00 waiting for Babakian and Harwood, but as usual they
never showed up. Dunlap fixed the zeds beef stroganof while they waited and
sang them “I Am a Child of God” in Maori, which he had learned from his
last companion.

At one point, a zed sat on the unmade bed in the lounge room and

looked around with interest. Fortunately Babakian kept his gear in the
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bedroom he should have been sharing with Harwood. Dunlap looked like he

wanted to spill -the beans, so Smoot said, “Sometimes Elder Babakian comes
out here to sleep because his companion snores too loud.”

“Man, you ain't a-kiddin’,” the zed on the bed said. “I lived in a flat
with Harwood in Footscray. Dude sucks air through a kazoo, it sounds like.”

“Those other two must be working hard,” the other zed said as they
left.

“Doing what, I couldn’t tell you,” said Dunlap.

“Well,” the zed replied, “their stats look good, so they must be doing

something right.”
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CHAPTER TEN

Late that night, leafing through the pile of mail the zeds had left on the
kitchen table, Babakian asked Smoot, “Any word from Samantha?”

“No. It's been over a month. I've written her three times without an
answer.”

“I think it’s time to call her again,” Babakian said.

“I can’t atford it.”

“T'll figure out a way.”

So Babakian and Smoot’s first split-off together involved going to the
Impulse nightclub and using the manager’s phone in an upstairs office.
Babakian said the manager owed him a favor. Passing through the nightclub
area, s5moot thought he recognized Babakian’s metallic-blue guitar resting
against a speaker up on the stage.

The woman who answered at Third—and-P said that Samantha had
moved out.

“Where did she go?” Smoot asked.

“I think to her dad’s,” the woman said.

omoot then had to struggle to remember Samantha’s Tongan last
name so they could dial Utah information and get her father’s number. After
several minutes on the phone with the operator, who Smoot was surprised to
realize had a strong Utah accent, he felt reasonably confident about the name
Tukuafu. The first number under that name turned out to belong to

Samantha’s uncle, who gave Smoot her dad’s number.
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“I reckon Ian’ll string me up when he gets this phone bill,” Babakian
sald. He was staring at a flyer advertising a concert by a band called
Rameumptom. Why did that name seem so familiar to Smoot? The flyer had
a photo of a sultry-looking female singer in a tank top with a platinum-
blonde crewcut and a nose ring.

Then Samantha’s voice said hello. Smoot said, “Samantha, is that you?
It's Dennis here.”

“Oh, Dennis. Wow.”

“So what in the hell happened to you? Why haven’t you written me?
What are you doing at your dad’s?”

“The last month or two has been really weird. Really weird. And it’s
kind of your fault. It started with that Mormon transition group I was going
to.”

“Hey, I never told you to go to.an anti-Mormon group.”

“Well, I wouldn’t have found it if you and that Aussie guy hadn’t
gotten me stirred up-about religion.” She pronounced Aussie with an s-sound
instead of a z-sound. “I'm really kind of screwed up now.”

“How?”

“I met this hippy guy named Richard Carter at the group. He was really
charming, and he had some cool religious ideas. He said the Mormons had
some truth but sold out to the mainstream long ago. He invited me to a little
religious group:he:has going with some friends of his.”

“Don’t tell me they're into polygamy.”

“No, but they are into free love. But that's not the worst. It turns out
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they take LSD as their sacrament.”

“And you took some.”

“Not knowing fully what was up, yeah. I've eaten “shrooms before, and
I thought it would be like that, lots of pretty swirling shapes on the ceiling. I
thought it would be like a fireworks show in my brain. But I guess I had what
you'd call a bad trip. I'm still wigged out from 1t.”

“Samantha, I'm sorry.”

“Well, I can’t even think about religion now without it coming back.”

“Without what coming back?”

“Everyone started turning into .these bizarre animals, and I was starting
to realize there’s really no such thing as human beings, and it totally terrified
me. I can’t talk about it anym{)re*”

"Wow.”

“I just hope it goes away soon. I’ve been watching TV nonstop to keep
my mind off it. It's such a creepy feeling. I can feel it almost hovering nearby,
waiting for a chance to get back into my head. If I look into a mirror, I start to
imagine myself turning into one of those animals. Even the rearview mirror
in the car.” Samantha may have been crying at this point.

Smoot sat wordlessly clutching the phone for a few moments, and then
Babakian grabbed it away.

“(’day, Sam, what'd you say to spook Smooty-boy?”

Then Babakian hung up the phone. “She was crying,” he said.

“She had a bad L5D trip,” Smoot said.

“What?” Babakian said.
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They tried her again the next day but. there was no answer. Smoot hung
around and was not surprised when Babakian went up on stage and started
fiddling with the equipment.

“50 what does Rameumptom mean?” Smoot called, walking over to
the stage with a Coke the bartender had given him. From the sound of it, the
word came from either the Old Testament or the Book of Mormon.

“Remember those dissenters from the Nephites who started their own
religion, the Zoramites? The rameumptom was that high stand they built in
the top of the synagogue where they said those bizarre prayers. You can read
all about 1t in Alma 31.”

“50 you play your songs here?” Smoot asked.

“Not yet,” Babakian said. “We play our first gig this Friday night.
Tonight we get to rehearse till 8:00 on this stage, get a feel for how we’ll

actually sound in the club. You wanna listen? Harwood will be here soon.”

“What about Dunlap?”

“Dunlap 1s under control.”

Smoot sat back at the bar and waited. Soon Babakian came out on stage
in a black T-shirt and tight black pants. IHe was joined by the crewcut woman
on the tlyer, who took center stage with a microphone, and another woman
dressed in what looked like an old prom dress took her position behind a
bank of keyboards. A stocky, bald man in cutoffs and a leather jacket worn
over his bare chest sat behind the drums, and a guy with shoulder-length hair
and a striped shirt with suspenders picked up a guitar. Smoot spotted

Harwood back at the control panel, looking over a sound technician’s
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shoulder as he fiddled with knobs while the band started warming up.

A few early patrons were drinking and playing pool, and most didn’t
even look over at the stage when Rameumptom launched into its first song.
Smoot immediately recognized words from the Primary song that began, “I'm
so glad when Daddy gets home, glad as I can be.” The next song featured
 Babakian chanting “Lilburn Boggs” as the two women sang abouft the
persecutions of the early Mormons. Another song was about Joseph Smith’s
experience with the devil just before the First Vision, and in another song
Smoot heard mention of the Gadianton Robbers from the Book of Mormon
and references to Cain and Master Mahan, though he couldn’t remember
who Master Mahan was in the sériptures, Another song was based on the
Primary song about the golden plates that the Book of Mormon was
translated from, and the most rollicking song of the set was “Popcorn
Popping,” with the lyrics sung verbat__iﬁl By all the band members. It made
Smoot laugh out loud.

The music sounded great to Smoot. Babakian’s lead guitar was punkish
and snarly at times, but the rhythm section brought him back to earth and the
keyboards and female vocals balanced him out. His thick, dark eyebrows were
boomeranging by the second song. Sometimes the lead singer picked up an
acoustic guitar, and sometimes the songs veered off into minor chords.
Rameumptom played quite complex, moody music, with varying tempos and
rhythms and intricate textures of sound. Smoot would have definitely bought
the CD.

When the band finished playing, Babakian announced the upcoming
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gig and most of the dozen or so patrons applauded. Smoot walked up to the
stage, where Babakian was talking with all the band members except the
drummer, who had disappeared. Smoot saw the lead singer move over and
try to put her arm around Babakian, but Babakian moved away and flashed
her a look of warning.

Then Babakian was sitting on the edge of the stage with his legs

swinging, and the lead singer was sitting next to him. Smoot congratulated
them and expressed his honest enthusiasm for the music. Then he said,
“What are you going to do after your gig on Friday, invite everyone to a
cottage meeting and teach a first discussion?”

Babakian laughed, and the lead singer put her hand over her mouth
and looked back at the other band members, who had started unplugging
equipment and coiling cords and cables. Smoot thought a look passed
between the lead singer and the bass player in the striped shirt. Harwood was
up on stage helping, but no one seemed to be interacting with him. He was
wearing jeans and a denim shirt, Smoot noticed.

“Kylie’'s agreed fo come to church this Sunday,” Babakian said. “I'm
going to teach Gospel Essentials. Maybe Eric and Greg and Terri will come.”
Babakian said the last sentence loudly, turning back toward his bandmates on
the stage. Harwood was beaming with his hands on his hips, but no one was
looking at him except Smoot.

Afterward the three missionaries walked home together. “I haven’t got
all the details worked out yet, obviously,” Babakian said, “but the important

thing is to gain a following first. Then we’ll start ctmcentrating on getting
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- everybody off the grog and cigarettes. Everyone in the band except the
drummer has already quit smoking.”

“What are you going to do, start a rock and roll branch of the Church?”
Smoot asked. .

Babakian gave him a dark look. “That’s one thing the Church has still
got to learn to do, I reckon—tolerate a little more diversity. Australia’s not the
only culture with a bit of tall-poppy syndrome. Like I said, I'm not sure how
1t’s all going to pan out.”

On the way back to the flat, the same dog growled that Smoot had
noticed the night he walked alone. Dunlap was asleep on the couch in his
clothes, which was unusual for him because he undressed even to take a nap
midday. Smoot was unable to rouse him, and Babakian put a blanket over
him. “Beached whale,” Smoot heard Babakian mutter under his breath.

While he was pouring himself a glass of milk, something bothered
Smoot about the kitchen. Then he realized what it was: no signs of Dunlap
having cooked anything all evening. He opened the fridge again and counted
the pudding snackpaks, but he couldn’t remember how many there had been
previously.

He snooped around the couch again, this time noticing a blue-striped
cup he recognized from a takeaway shop near the flat. He pried open the lid
and saw what looked like the residue of a chocolate thick shake.

Passing from the hallway into the kitchen, Harwood called, “Should 1

have got you one too?”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

“She’s talking crazy,” Babakian whispered with his hand over the
mouthpiece of the phone in the nightclub office.

Smoot put out his hand, and Babakian gave him the phone.

“—has a chain of produce shops, and he said I could manage a few of
them—"

“Sam, this is Dennis. What are you talking about?”

“I'm coming to Ausfralia,” she said. “My dad has a cousin in Perth. Her
husband has offered me a job.”

“Why would you want to do that?”

“Too many weird vibes in this valley. I've got to get out of here. My
dad thinks it’s a great idea, and my mom could care less.”

“What you need is some good spiritual counseling, Samantha. Have
you tried to contact the full-time missionaries? Or maybe you need some kind
of psychiatrist or something.”

“Hey, all I know, Dennis, i1s that since I started thinking about these
plans I’ve been doing a lot better.”

“I still think you should contact the missionaries.”

“Maybe I will if T feel like it at some point, but not now.”

“Has your dad offered to give you a priesthood blessing?”

“What?”

“l guess not.”

“Dennis, I've got to hang up now and call my cousin.”
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“If T give you our number, will you call us at the flat?”

“No. My dad’s bill is already big enough. But I promise I'll write.”

“So when would you be coming?”

“I don’t know yet. Look, I've really got to go. I'll be in touch.”

Babakian took the phone from Smoot and hung it up. “What do you
make of that?” he asked.

“Pretty freaky,” Smoot said.

“I reckon you could be right about her needing a shrink.”

"1t she does come, maybe we could help her.”

SR

On the day of Rameumptom’s concert, Babakian was on a toot because
it hadn’t sold very many tickets in advance. He spent the day around the flat
doing calisthenics, reading scriptures, and cleaning. Dunlap and Smoot went
out tracting in the morning for an hour, then Dunlap went home to take a
nap and Smoot walked with Harwood to the Dandenong market to hand out -
concert flyers. Before they went inside, they took off their ties and missionary
badges.

“You sure you don’t want to come tonight?” Harwood asked Smoot at
one point. “We could give Dunlap another shake.”

“That's not cool,” Smoot said. “What 1if it hurts him? How many times
have you done it?”

“Only twice now. It's a legal drug, nothing harmful. Eric in the band
gets them.”

The Sunday after the concert, Kylie and Terri came to church. They
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were relatively tamely dressed, and Kylie had taken out her nose ring. Kylie
stayed right next to Babakian, and Terr stayed right next to Harwood. It

looked to Smoot like they were on some kind of double date.

Out of curiosity, Smoot dragged Dunlap to the Gospel Essentials class.
Three or four other members were there: an Italian convert who didn’t speak
much English, a couple who had recently returned to activity after most of
their adult lives away, and the slow-witted bachelor who handed out
programs each week 1n sacrament meeting. Babakian taught a pretty
straightforward version of the plan of salvation, drawing circles on the
chalkboard to represent the premortal life, earth life, spirit paradise and
prison, and the three degrees of glory. He brought up that favorite quote of
his, “As man is, God once was, and as God is, man may become.” He quoted
Genesis 1:27, “God created man in his own image, in the image of God created
he him; male and female created he them.” He quoted Matthew 5:48, “Be ye
therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect,”
explaining that perfect meant complete. He went off on a tangent about how if
a mother and father giraffe have a baby giraffe, the baby grows up to be like
the parents, with all their powers and skills and attributes and reproductive
capacities. Kylie let out a little laugh at that point, and Terri grabbed
Harwood’s knee with a big smile. That's the same relationship as between
God and us, Babakian said. “We grow up to be like our Heavenly Parents. Do
you want to be able to create planets of your own one day, Kylie, and populate
them with your spirit children?”

“Sounds fantastic, I reckon,” Kylie said. Smoot overheard Terri
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whisper to her, “Sounds like science fiction.”

“He should be focusing more on the atonement,” Dunlap whispered to
Smoot. “He's making it sound like everyone grows up to be like God whether
they obey the commandments or not.”

“Raise your hand,” Smoot whispered back.

So Dunlap did, and when Babakian called on him he pointed out that
only through following the Savior and repenting of our sins could we receive
a fulness of the Father’s glory. The highest degree of glory was reserved for
those who were baptized into the only true and living church on the face of
the earth and who endured to the end in righteousness. This life was a
probationary state, a big test.

A sober look passed between Kylie and Babakian, and Terri looked
closely at her fingernails. Harwood leaned back and stretched his arm across
the back of Terri’s chair.

“Well, T have a special announcement,” Babakian said. “Kylie has
agreed to be baptized a member of the Church. We’ll hold the service this
afternoon after sacrament meeting.”

£ o %

Babakian and Harwood gave Kylie her last few discussions during a
cram session in an empty classroom. As district leader, it fell to Smoot to
interview Kylie to determine her worthiness for baptism. He had never
conducted such an interview before, though he had glanced at the
instructions and heard some details about how they went.

Kylie wanted Babakian to come with her for the interview. Smoot
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began by saying, “I want to congratulate you on this great choice. You won't
regret it. We just want to make sure you understand the solemn-obligatien of
this covenant with the Lord.”

“Oh, she does,” said Babakian. “She’s already quit smoking.”

“Good,” said Smoot. “Are you prepared to follow all the other
commandments, including paying tithing and keeping the law of chastity?”

Kylie looked at Babakian and shifted on her chair. Babakian gestured
tor her to speak.

“I’'m on the dole, but I reckon I can still pay tithing. I'll have fo keep
track of me busking tips better, though.”

“Have you ever participated in same-sex relations or had an abortion?”
Smoot asked. He had heard that if an investigator replied yeé to either of
those questions, they had to be cleared for baptism by the mission president.

Babakian’s eyes got wider, and Kylie considered for a few moments
without looking at him this time.

“I'm pretty sure I had a miscarriage once, but I didn’t do anything to
cause it. And I've slept naked with girlfriends, but I don’t think we did
anything you could call sex.”

That was good enough for Smoot. “So you've read the Book of
Mormon, and you feel you have a strong conviction of the truthfulness of the
Church?”

“Tony has read me some from the book of the Mormons. I trust him
completely.” She smiled at Babakian and put her hand on his knee. She was

quite beautiful and feminine despite her short, bleached hair, Smoot thought.
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She had big brown eyes, well-defined cheekbones, and a dime-sized freckle to
the left of her left eye.

Smoot couldn’t see any reason not to approve her for baptism. He
signed the form that Babakian held out, then he said, “You're a fantastic
singer, by the way, Kylie. I hope your talents can contribute to the Church.”

“Tony sure reckons they will,” she said. Then Babakian stood up, and
the interview was over.

When Babakian lifted her out of the water in the baptismal font,
Kylie’s white dress clung to her skin. Dunlap made an unintelligible noise,
Harwood gaped, and Terr1 put her hand over her mouth. Babakian walked
her up the stairs to the women’s dressing-room door.

As Babakian waded back through the font to the men’s room door, he
gave two thumbs up.

“Don’t forget to pull the plug,” Harwood called.

A counselor in the bishopric tapped Dunlap on the shoulder and
handed him a new set of scriptures still in their shrink-wrap. “I have to dash
to a meeting,” he said, “but please give these to—to our new convert with my

congratulations.”
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CHAPTER TWELV]

L1l

During the next week, Dunlap suddenly began showing more initiative
about tracting. “If they can do it, so can we,” he said. “Let’s make it our goal to
baptize someone during our companionship. I've had only one my whole
mission. Can we, please?”

“Maybe if we make zucchini bread for all our neighbors, one of them
will join,” Smoot said.

But Dunlap was apparently serious, because he heaved himself out of
bed the next morning right at 6:30 and headed for the shower.

“Hey,” Smoot heard Dunlap vell, “I don’t think the other guys came
home last night.”

“What makes you think that?” Smoot called from bed.

“They’re not here now, for one thing.”

If it were true, it was a serious enough breach that Smoot probably
needed to call the zone leaders. But he didn’t want to jump to conclusions.

While Dunlap was in the shower, Smoot saw a figure pass in the
hallway. It was Harwood, headed for his bedroom. He wondered how long
this had been going on.

He got up and went toward the kitchen for a glass of milk. “Hey, you're
dressed already,” he called to Babakian, who was sitting on his bed in the
lounge room pulling off his shoes and socks. When Babakian saw him, he
started pulling his sock back on.

“Yeah, we have an early appointment today,” he said.
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Smoot stood in the doorway with his glass of milk, debating whether to
confront Babakian, who brushed past him on his way down to Harwood’s
room. “What are you blokes doing up so early?” he asked Smoot.

“Dunlap wants to baptize someone like you guys did. I think he’s
turning over a new leaf. Maybe you and Harwood should have given him an
extra-strength milkshake last night.”

Babakian shut the door to Harwood’s bedroom without saying
anything else.

Dunlap followed the official recommended missionary schedule all day
long, having an hour of personal study and an hour of companionship study,
leaving the flat right at 9:30 for a morning of tracting, taking only one hour
for lunch, tracting again all afternoon, taking only an hour for dinner, then
visiting three members during the evening, staying no longer than an hour
at each, asking them to turn off the TV, and trying to bring up missionary
work in conversation. Smoot went along willingly, but he couldn’t envision
either one of them keeping it up for long. Dunlap looked miserable by the
end of the evening, and his usually enthusiastic social personality was
pecomuing quite mechanical. He kept ungracefully cutting people off to turn
the conversation back to the missionary agenda.

The other two missionaries were already in the flat when Smoot and
Dunlap returned at 9:30, right on time. Babakian was in a jokey mood, even
bantering with Dunlap, who he usually avoided whenever possible. Dunlap
looked pleased, confused, and threatened all at the same time.

“We went tracting today,” Babaklan announced. “Haven’t done that for

77



awhile.”

Harwood looked sour..

“Well, congratulations,” Dunlap said. “Welcome to your mission. If
you guys haven’t been tracting, how have you been getting investigators?”

“Creative proselyting,” Babakian said, and winked at Smoot.

Rameumptom had another Friday-night concert planned, Smoot had
noticed from a tlyer posted on a telephone pole near the tlat. Dunlap had
fortunately not noticed the flyer. Just before 10:30 Babakian poked his head
into. the bathroom while Smoot was washing his face to say that Eric the bass
player was getting closer to baptism and would attend church the next
Sunday.

Then Babakian suggested the four flatmates all have prayer together
before they went to bed. They kneit together in the lounge room, and Dunlap
said 1t.

“Um, Elder Babakian?” Dunlap said. “T'll move in with Harwood if you
want to take my place with Smoot. I can handle the noise with my earplugs. I
think there’d be a better spirit in the flat if our sleeping arrangements were up
to par.”

Harwood made a noise of protest, but Babakian said that would

probably be fine.

* A ¥

Smoot awoke with a start at about 1:30 in the morning. His first

coherent thought was that maybe Babakian and Harwood had made a noise
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sneaking out. He got up to empty his bladder and felt relieved to hear familiar
snores coming from behind Harwood’s closed door.

But when he padded into the kitchen to take a swig out of the orange
juice bottle, Babakian’s bed looked empty. He walked across the lounge room
and sat on the corner of the bed. Sure enough, it was empty. He ran his hands

over the sheets to see if they still felt warm, and they did. Where could

Babakian have gone? His shoes were still at the side of his bed where Smoot
had noticed them the night before after the prayer.

As Smoot sat there, he heard a bump and a strange cry outside the
French doors near Babakian’s bed. Thinking a cat or some other animal was
messing around out on the porch, he opened the doors. Babakian and Kylie
were moving around unclothed on a blanket.

Smoot backed away from the doors, leaving them open. He saw
Babakian’s head turn toward him, and he heard him say “Damn!”

With his hand over his mouth, Smoot ran into the kitchen.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“It was the first time,” Babakian shouted, snatching the phone from
Smoot and slamming it down. “We barely started.”

Smoot picked up the phone and started dialing the mission president’s

home number again. His hands were shaking, and he wondered if he might
throw up. Wrapping the blanket tighter around him, Babakian strode across
the room to the porch. “You better go,” Smoot heard him say to Kylie, who
was hopping into her pants.

“Sister Badger, I need to talk to President Badger,” Smoot said. “It's

kind of an emergency.”

President Badger said hello. “President, I just walked in on Elder
Babakian having sex with a womah,” Smoot said, his voice gulping. Dunlap
appeared In the hallway just in time to hear.

“Keep him there,” President Badger said. “We're on our way.”

Babakian stayed in silence on. the porch, and Smoot asked Dunlap to
please go back to bed.

“Was it that woman he baptized?” Dunlap asked.

“Yes,” Smoot said.

“I can’t believe it. Baptize them and then fornicate with them. I knew
that guy wasn’t right.”

“Hey, just shut up and go to bed. We don’t know the full story.”

Smoot followed Duﬁlap into the bedroom, wrapped himself in his

sheets, and wept as silently as he could.
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When Smoot and Dunlap returned from tracting near the mission
home, which 1s how President Badger ordered them to spend the morning,
Babakian was shooting baskets alone in the driveway of the mission home.
Dunlap marched past him without making eye contact and went inside.
Smoot rebounded the ball and held it to his chest.

“50 where’s Harwood?” he asked.

“President’s interviewing him now. They better let him finish his
mission. Terri would have hooked up with him, but he never pursued it. I
swear, he didn’t.”

“50 what happened to you?” Smoot asked. Babakian had spent the
morning in a disciplinary council with the mission president and his
counselors.

“Well, I'm not wearing any underwear, and I fly out to Perth this
afternoon.”

“I don’t understand why you let it go that far.”

"I was deceived by an angel of light.”

“What?”

“I'm serious. From the time I met Kylie and started pulling together
the band, spiritual stuff was happening. Once when I was thinking about
whether it was right to go out on a limb like that, a flash of light went off near
my bed. It was really precise, linear, and white, not a bluish blurb like from a
camera. I knew it was supernatural. At the time I reckoned it was from God,

because how could Satan have known what I was thinking at that moment?
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He can’t read minds. But President Badger had a point that he probably just
took an educated guess.”

“Wow. S0 it T ever see a light, I can’t assume anything.”

“What's going on with you?”

“Well, President is going to start fresh with four new missionaries in
Dandenong. So we're all going our separate ways. I don’t know where yet. He
sure put me on a guilt trip about not reporting irregularities sooner.”

“I don’t necessarily think the band was a bad idea. It's with Kylie that I
- got messed up.”

“President said that you became a law unto yourself.”

“Well, the flash was only the start. A few nights agd an angel came to
me and said I was free to do whatever was necessary to bond Kylie to me,
becaulse I was to be an instrument for saving her. The angel said that just as
Nephi had been ordered by God to break a commandment and cut off Laban’s
head to achieve a greater good, I might be required to sacrifice my chastity to
keep Kylie with me long enough for the gospel to start sinking in.”

“That 1s the most bizarre thing I've ever heard. What do you mean, a
real angel?”

“Yeah. He came to me in the middle of the night by my bed in the
lounge room. He was all in white, and he glowed. He looked a lot like how
Joseph Smith described Moroni.”

“Aren’t you supposed to shake their hand or something to see if they’'re
good or evil?”

“President Badger asked me that too. I didn’t think of it till afterward.
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Mate, I'd sure like to try it now.”

“I don’t understand how you thought sex was going to save Kylie.”

“She’s got a lot of problems. She was sexually abused by her father, and
she has eating disorders. The way I saw it, and I was thinking God saw 1t this
way too, is that she needed something physical to bind her to me. Then as
things got sorted out she would bind to me spiritually too.”

”50 are you going to marry her, or what?”

Babakian held open his hands for the basketball. He dribbled for a
moment and shot a layup. “I almost married her at the Dandenong
magistrate’s, but then the time came for sex before that could happen. And
she is still rather antimarriage. In fact I have a hard time imagining her
faithful to one man, unless she got a strong enough grasp on the gospel.”

“50 are you golng to come back and get her, or what?”

“T haven't crossed. that bridge yet, mate. But President Badger says I
should try to completely forget about her. I'll have to seek personal revelation
on 1t.”

“But you don’t have the gift of the Holy Ghost anymore, if you're
excominunicated. 50 how are you going to get personal revelation?”

Babakian dropped the ball. “I don’t know, mate. I don’t know.”

The first thing Smoot did when he got inside the mission home was
find a set of scriptures and look up the word shake in the index. Then he
flipped to section 129 in the Doctrine and Covenanfs and read:

When a messenger comes saying he has a message from God, offer him your

hand and request him to shake hands with you. If he be an angel he will do so, and

83



you will feel his hand. If he be the spirit of a just man made perfect he will come in his
clory; for that is the only way he can appear—ask him to shake hands with you, but
he will not move, because it is contrary to the order of heaven for a just man to deceive;
but he will still deliver his message. If it be the devil as an angel of light, when you ask
him to shake hands he will offer you his hand, and you will not feel anything; you
may therefore detect him. .

He didn’t know if he’d ever have a heavenly messenger visit him, but

he wanted to make sure he knew what to do if he did.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Dunlap was sent to Tasmania, which was considered an honor because
only eight missionaries served there at a time, so only a small percentage of
missionaries ever got to go. The chosen few got to ride down on the Abel
Tasman overnight ferry, which was considered the mission’s greatest
legitimate adventure.

Harwood was made Smoot’s companion, and they were assigned to the
mission home as clerical help. Harwood was responsible for all the mission
finances, and Smoot handled everything else, including arranging travel,
typing letters, ordering and dispensing supplies, and filling out reports. The
senior missionary couple that had been doing the clerical work trained Smoot
and Harwood for two weeks before departing for a small branch out in the
bush. It was clear that the President wanted to keep an eye on Harwood and
Smoot, but living in the mission home was a perk because it was air-
conditioned and cleaned weekly by a maid, and they got their mail right when
it came in, and they picked up on most of the scuttlebutt about happenings
missionwide. Besides, they got to spend their days doing productive work in
the comfort of an office. No more tracting!

One afternoon about three weeks after Tony Babakian left the mission,
Smoot looked up his parents” home phone number in Perth and dialed it.
Tony answered, and he and Smoot enjoyed a good hour of catching up. Tony
had already started jamming with some old friends in hopes of forming

another band—but they didn’t have a lead singer yet, and Tony definitely
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wanted a female. His bishop friend was keeping in close contact and helping
Tony find work as an electrician, but nothing permanent yet. Tony had not
yet taken the plunge and gone back to church, but the bishop was helping him
get psyched up. All his musician friends smoked, drank, and took occasional
recreational drugs, so Tony wasn’t sure how long he would last without
breaking the Word of Wisdom. He said he felt a certain spiritual emptiness,
but it was a relief to be out of the pressure cooker ot missionary life and to
have his freedom and privacy back.

“Do you think you’ll be rebaptized in a year, or however long it takes?”
Smoot asked.

“I really don’t know, mate. I'm not sure I'm a Mormon at heart. I
believe the doctrine, but I don’t think much of the fruits. The Church is like a
combination of the military.and a vast, conservative corporation. I'm just not
sure I'm interested in the white-shirt standard.”

“Well, I think you should keep trying to find a way to have your cake
and eat it too,” Smoot said. “I think the Church needs more shaking up. I
agree 1it’s too boring.”

“By the way, you haven’t said anything about Samantha. What's the
latest with her?”

“I got a short letter saying her plans were still going forward and I
probably shouldn’t bother writing back because she might already be gone.”

“You think she’s still coming to Perth?”

“I haven’t heard otherwise.”

“S0 maybe I'll get to meet her.”
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“Yeah, maybe.”

* % %

Not long after the conversation with Babakian, Harwood answered a
telephone call from an American woman who was looking for a missionary
named Dennis Smoot to come teach her about the Church. Harwood
transferred the call into Smoot’s office and then came and grinned in the
doorway while Smoot talked to Samantha.

“I'm here, Dennis.”

“You mean Perth?”

“No, I mean Melbourne.”

“I thought you were going to Perth.”

“I am, but I've stopped here for a while. I want you to come give me
those discussion things or whatever they're called.”

Smoot spun around in his chair and stared out the window at the
green space behind the mission home. A freeway ramp on tall pylons cut
through the greenery not many yards away.

“I guess I don’t see why not. We don’t have any other investigators.”
Technically Harwood and Smoot were supposed to be proselyting in the
evenings after the office closed, but they mostly visited members, went
shopping, or stayed home.

“Come tonight, and we’ll fix you dinner.”

“Who's we?”

“I'm staying with a single woman in Caulfield. She’s a devout member

of the Church. My dad’s cousin helped me hook up with her.”
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Smoot’s heart was beating hard as he and Harwood waited on the
doorstep for Samantha or the other woman to answer the door. Finally
Samantha came with a big smile on her face. Her hair swung around her
jawline in a new bob. She was not wearing the fake green contact lenses. She
looked paler and a little fuller in the face, and she seemed to move faster and
more choppily than Smoot remembered. Maybe she was just nervous.

They sat in the lounge room, where they were joined by the older
Maori owner of the house, whose name was Sybil. During the initial small
talk, Samantha and Smoot kept their eyes on each other. Harwood had an
amused expreséion. Sybil looked stern.

“Come help me make a salad,” Samantha said to Smoot, and he stood
up and followed her into the kitchen. Harwood looked down at his feet with
an indulgent grin on his Iface4 He kept rubbing his leg where the tattoo was.

In the kitchen, Samantha gave Smoot a big hug and let her lips hover
close to his face so he could kiss them. But he broke the embrace. That was all
he needed, to get sent home dishonorably after lasting this long.

“Wash your hands,” she said, moving to the sink with him. She picked
- up a head of lettuce and smacked it against the porcelain to loosen the core.
Smoot squirted some liquid soap into his hand from the dispenser. Then he
turned on the faucet and washed his hands. Samantha put down the lettuce
and said, “I think I need to wash my hands too0.”

He broke lettuce and she sliced tomatoes for a few moments in silence.

Then Samantha said, “Do you want to hear my plan?”
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“OK,” Smoot said, afraid to look at her eyes.

“I go to Perth in three weeks. When do you finish your mission?”

“About two and a half months.”

“I want fo invite you to come to Perth when you’'re through.”

“I’'m not allowed. We have to go straight home.”

“You're a grownup, Dennis. You can go to Perth if you damn well
please. Don’t you want to see if things can work out between us with me as a
Mormon?”

“Oh, so you've already decided to be baptized?”

“Well, at this point it would take a pretty dramatic revelation of
something wrong with the Church to make me not give it a try.”

Smoot’'s mind was churning as he thought about the possibility of
going to Perth. He could let the mission president drop him off at
Tullamarine Alrport as it he were going home to Utah, and he couid make
- sure he had a layover in Sydney and then double back to Perth. He would
have to let his parents know somehow.

“How could I atford a plane ticket to Perth?” he asked.

She smiled. “T'll get you train tickets. That’s how I'm going from here.
Did you know the railroad tracks to Perth have the longest stretch of pure
straightness in the world?”

“And where would 1 stay there?”

“My dad’s cousin will help. He’ll probably even give you a job.”

Smoot felt excitement spreading in his gut. He really had no desire to

return to Utah. He quite liked Australia——the friendly, no-nonsense people,
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the weather, the laid-back lifestyle, the European-flavored yet down-to-earth
culture. He would love to experience Australia free of the constraints and
limitations of missionary life. And if S5amantha was going to join the Church
and become his girlfriend again—well, they might even be able to be sealed in
the temple together.

“You know, I think it could be a real possibility.” He turned to her
again and would have kissed her this time, but Sybil came into the kitchen.
They instantly broke their embrace.

“Youse better be more careful,” Sybil said. “No more pairing off in a
separate room. I'm a returned missionary. I know the-rules. I'm going to be
your chaperon.”

Samantha frowned and went back to slicing tomatoes. “I think that
would be smart,” Smoot said. “We really do have a lot of strict rules, Sam.”

After dinner, Sybil took the lead in getting the first discussion started.
“We've already read Alma 32 together, elders, and I've taught her to pray,”
she said. “Samantha seems quite willing to plant the seed of the gospel and
see if good fruit results. She’s promised not to cast it out through doubt or
disbelief.”

“Unless something comes up I really can’t handle,” Samantha said.

ok

The teaching went smoothly. Samantha was more quiet and
concerned-looking during some parts than others, but she did not argue
against anything. Sybil read the Book of Mormon with her every day, and she

would not permit the missionaries to come over more than twice a week,

90



though Sam telephoned Smoot daily at the mission office. It was Sybil who,
during the fourth discussion, committed Samantha to be baptized on the
Sunday before she was scheduled to leave for Perth.

Harwood graciously allowed Smoot to perform both of the ordinances.

Sybil gave a short talk about the Holy Ghost while a dozen or so missionaries

- and ward members waited for Samantha and Smoot to change their clothes.
As he performed the confirmation, Smoot felt more spiritual warmth than
he ever had, with tingles going up and down both cheeks and meeting at the
top of lus scalp. He kept the freestyle blessing part short and resisted the
1impulse to allude to himself and his possible future role in her life.
Samantha seemed genuinely happy and peaceful, and Sybil cried.

After the service, as they were walking out to the cars, Samantha
‘pulled Smoot into an alcove in the meetinghouse and pressed her wet lips

against his.
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CHAPTER FIFTE]
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Z.

One thing was still bothering Smoot—lhe still could not remember his
temple name. He decided that before doubling back to Perth, he would visit
the temple in Sydney, the only one in Australia. Perhaps praying throughout
the endowment session and hanging out in the celestial room would help
him remember the name. He viewed breaking the mission rules by not going
straight home as more of a transgression of an arbitrary law than a sin in and
of itself. Adam and Eve had been put in a position where they had to
transgress in the Garden of Eden in order to progress, and Smoot felt he was
in a similar position.

He had to spend f{itty Australian dollars to take a taxi from the airport
to the temple, which was surprisingly small compared to the temples in Utah.
The mission president had signed a new temple recorﬁmend during his exit
interview, and Smoot felt strangely proud to show it to the kindly old man
behind the counter at the temple entrance. Some youth from the Lilydale
Ward were in the temple performing baptisms for the dead, and Smoot
greeted them warmly. He was definitely on a spiritual high. He wouldn’t
have been surprised to hear the Holy Ghost whisper his forgotten name into
his ear.

In the middle of the endowment session, just after the flourescent
lights were turned up signitying passage into the terrestrial stage, Smoot
suddenly saw that the witness couple at the altar had changed. The more he

looked, the more he got the crazy impression that it was Babakian and
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Samantha up there. Sure enough, when the couple turned around to take
their seats, it was Babakian and Samantha, holding hands.

Smoot gripped the arms of his chair and breathed deeply. Was this
some kind of vision? The spiritual humming in his chest had grown stronger
and warmer and was radiating out to his hands and feet. Could he be
deceived in the temple? Members were told that Satan had no influence in
the temple, but Smoot had previously tried experiments of thinking about
bad things during endowment sessions and had found it was quite possible.

Besides, such a vision was not unheard of. When the early pioneer
Mormons were listening to rival leadérs frying to persuade their allegiance
after the martyrdom of Joseph Smith, many saw a vision of Brigham Young
transformed at the pulpit into Joseph Smith in face and voice, and that was
their answer as to who was the rightful replacement.

But what did this mean? Was Samantha, whom he had influenced and
prayed for and baptized, not to be his? Was he not meant to join her in Perth
and build something wonderful? Was Babakian, who had fallen so far and
demonstrated such a lack of valiance, to be rewarded with this beautiful
bride?

Smoot was shaking by the end of the endowment session and was
barely able to get through the veil with a temple worker’s help. He lingered in
the celestial room for nearly half an hour, at one point almost weeping. He
prayed silently a dozen or more times for help to decide what he should do.
After he changed back into his street clothes, he walked for several minutes

around the temple grounds, feeling Australia and Samantha slipping away
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from him. But to be replaced with what?

He knew what he had to do. In the back of the taxi to the airport, he did
begin to cry. The driver silently offered him a box of tissue.

At the airport, he cashed in a blue ten-dollar note for twenty-cent
pieces, hoping he wouldn’t need that many. Then he found one of Australia’s
- squat, green pay phones and dialed the telephone number of Samantha’s
cousin. An answering machine picked up. He would have to take his chances
that she would hear his message.

“Samantha, it’s Dennis. I'm not coming. I've had—I've had a

revelation that you're supposed to be with Tony Babakian. His phone number
1s 967-0431. Please cail him. He doesn’t know anything about our plans. Maybe
you cah help save him. I saw you holding hands with him in the temple. I"ll
write you when I get home. I'm sorry. This is for the better.”

Then Smoot found a postal kiosk and put the train tickets into an
envelope and addressed it to Samantha in care of her cousin. On the back, he
wrote It’s for the better. He didn’t know the postal code, but he thought they
would probably get there. He hoped she would be able to get a refund.

Taking a deep breath, he lugged his suitcases down the concourse
toward customs to see what he could salvage of his itinerary to Utah.

Somewhere over the Pacific several hours later, Smoot abruptly woke
up from a doze. Yes, there it came again, sliding squarely into his

consciousness: an Old Testament-sounding name that started with a vowel.
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ABSTRACT

This fictional novella takes place during the narrator Smoot's two-year
mission to Melbourne, Australia. It chronicles the intertwining of the lives
and destinies of three main characters: Smoot, a Utah native who struggles
with carnality and lack of conversion and spirituality; Babakian, an
Australian convert who used to be a punk rocker and has become frustrated
with Mormonism’s blandness and conformity; and Samantha, a nonmember
part-Tongan Utahn with' whom Smoot was involved before his mission.
Speaking generally, the novella is about how Babakian misuses his creative
powers of art and sexuality, how Samantha explores the gospel and changes
her life, and how Smoot matures spiritually and learns to sacrifice.
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