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Monks Among the Cherry Blossoms


It was a beautiful warm March day in Washington, D.C. and Ben Gemmell had already been making the most of it, obtaining his deeply coveted breakfast of lox and bagel, although there had been some trouble. In 1912 the city had received a now-famous gift of over three thousand cherry blossom trees from Japan, never mind what happened around thirty years after that. Every year these trees went kaboom in gentle pink-white and filled the air with delicate fragrance and petals.

“During all my trips to D.C. I’ve never gotten to catch the cherry blossoms at peak bloom before,” exclaimed Ben’s wife, Shabnam Manteghi, as they began a casual stroll along the capital’s wide sidewalks and crosswalks toward the Washington Monument, the great gray insecure phallic obelisk that towered over D.C.’s buildings, and the tidal basin of the Potomac River. “It must be because you came this time, and you brought good luck with you!”

On one hand Ben was married to a beautiful and affectionate lawyer like Shabnam in general and had been somehow treated like royalty ever since he arrived at the five-star Winthrop Alpia hotel in particular, on the other hand violent trouble seemed to follow him wherever he went, so for him the question on whether he was or had good luck was a wash.

It took some applied middle school mathematics to get the perfect angle for a selfie with the Washington Monument.

“Look at all these kids,” Ben said. “When I was in eighth grade they gave us the opportunity to go on a trip to D.C., but I didn’t go.”

“Because you had to pay for it,” Shabnam said. “That’s not exactly giving you the opportunity. But now you get to check it out and actually appreciate it instead of being chaperoned around by these kids who don’t seem like they’re having any fun.”

Ben stared up at the top of the Monument. “What do they serve in the restaurant at the top?”

That got him a smack on the arm. “Now how do we do this selfie.”

“Well, let’s just assume that most of these people taking these pictures are dumb and bad photographers,” Ben said charitably. “So we should go farther out than they are.”

This turned out to be a completely legitimate strategy to compose a delightful shot that included everything they wanted— cherry blossoms, the monument, and a flattering angle of themselves. “I just noticed,” Shabnam said, “that your sunglasses are arguably cherry-colored. That’s a really good omen for the numerous selfies we’ll need to take. It’s like destiny.” Idly Ben glanced east down the National Mall. “There’s going to be a huge protest against our idiot president in a couple days,” Shabnam continued. The reasons underlying such a description of the country’s leader were too abundant for succinct elaboration.

Ben noticed that one of the tour groups of middle schoolers that they passed by on the blobby gore between the Washington Monument and the tidal basin included several kids wearing the famous hats characteristic of the cultural movement that had guided the president’s campaign. “Get America Good Again,” or GAGA.

“I can’t believe that kids who are two elections away from voting would be wearing shit like that,” Ben said.

“Lower your voice,” Shabnam said.

“Why? It’s not as if they could understand such a long sentence,” Ben said. “Giving your kids political gear to wear is just vulgar.”

“Would you feel the same way if they were wearing stuff from the other side?”

“Absolutely,” Ben said. “They can’t fucking vote. A political candidate is not a sports team.”

Ben was forced to step down from his soapbox to make it to the perimeter of the tidal basin. Though the beauty of the weather could not be denied, the waves were choppy and it looked like hell out there for all the people that had rented red, white, and blue pedal boats from a little pier that also sold refreshments.

“Are you sure you don’t want to be out there?” Shabnam said, pointing. “Look at how much the boats rock— some of their stuff is at risk of falling into the water.”

“That would be extremely unpleasant,” Ben said. “Worse than a regular pedal boat ride, anyway. They’re so slow. Have you ever been in one?”

“I can’t swim.”

“That’s not what I asked— gak!”

What had happened was a cherry blossom petal had gone right into his throat. There were so many petals that this was definitely a nontrivial risk. He hacked it up and spit and almost hit a child.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m glad I remembered my sunglasses for this trip or my eyes would be in danger too,” said Ben. He started mumbling protectively. “Perhaps I will quiet down and just people-watch.”

There were a lot of people to watch. Queer couples holding hands in defiance of the homophobic administration and walking briskly in defiance of their chronic pain. Peddlers of ice cream who had been probably been dispatched like faceless troops from the armored personnel carriers that were the numerous psychedelically decorated ice cream trucks around the streets. Families with kids in strollers who would never remember this experience. Neutered dogs and dogs with testicles so big it looked like they had three balls. Tourists of all nationalities taking selfies, bumping each other out of the way for the sweetest spots. Runners constantly checking in with the devices strapped to their wrists. A kid so into his cell phone that he bumped his head on a low-hanging cherry branch, making Ben laugh; fate immediately punished him with another petal in the mouth.

“It’s so beautiful when the wind blows,” Shabnam said. “It’s like snow.”

“Great— it sure is.”

“The Jefferson Memorial is over there,” Shabnam said, pointing across the tidal basin’s little east bay to the raised pavilion where many were gathered, “if you want to see the racist.”

“I didn’t see that when I came here in college,” Ben said, “but we did stop at Monticello and that was really cool.”

“Oh yeah? Did they show you where he raped his slave?”

“Actually yes. It was all a very lovely place and it was easy to understand how living there one might think that they’re the perfect human being who can do anything.”

“And then further that way is FDR and MLK.” And then around the Reflecting Pool there are some war memorials. Korea, World War II, and Vietnam.”

Ben imagined various war movies. He wondered what possible arrangements of engraved columns could ever properly memorialize those who had fallen in such a horrible way. “We’ll see when we get there if we want to look at those.”

Suddenly there was a gentle, sparkling slap on Ben’s wrist. There were a lot of symbolism in bracelets given that they were round and thus never-ending, to say nothing of the potential meaning infused in the stones or charms themselves, anything written on them, et cetera. A bracelet could have been overflowing with spiritual importance and blessing. This bracelet that had just snapped around Ben’s wrist had wooden beads in white, green, orange, and black in a seemingly random pattern that if studied carefully would no doubt have revealed a consciousness-elevating pattern of deep beauty.

Ben had not even realized he was walking with his arm extended for some reason; maybe he was going to point at something because there had been so much of that going on. But regardless of why, the Buddhist monk in the orange robe had seized the opportunity and placed the bracelet on Ben’s wrist.

“And one for your wife?” the monk mumbled, for Shabnam had been taking Ben by the other arm. But Shabnam was already walking away and trying to pull Ben along.

“It’s a scam,” Shabnam said fearlessly. “He’s not a real monk.”

“I’ve heard about this,” Ben said, “but I just wasn’t paying attention.”

“I am a real monk! A real monk!” said the monk.

“I don’t carry any cash,” Ben said, “but I appreciate your generosity and dāna.”

The scam was actually not very sophisticated though it was surprisingly common worldwide. The idea was that some guy dressed as a monk would give someone a bracelet and then harangue them for a monetary donation, as was no doubt customary in Buddhism. If the monk made the bracelet receiver feel awkward enough then they would be able to extort that donation. As it just played off feelings of guilt, it didn’t seem like the most effective scam ever concocted, especially when compared to other guilt-based scams like those involving children paraded around like props.

Nonetheless, this was the situation. So Ben was simultaneously getting scammed and not getting scammed, since there was no way he was going to pay. He was lying about not having any cash in his wallet, though it wasn’t very much— maybe literally only three dollars. But it was the principle of the thing.

“You walk away without a donation? No shame?” said the monk.

“It sounds like you are just trying to come up with your fake accent on the spot,” Ben said. “Also I don’t think monks wear sneakers like that.”

“You son of bitch!” said the monk, now following Ben and Shabnam as they tried to walk away.

“Very Buddhist,” Ben said. “Look, here, I’ll give it back to you.”

“You no give back. You donate!” said the monk, opening up his logbook of names and amounts of people who had donated.

“Don’t do it, Ben,” Shabnam said. “I can see it in your eyes. You’ve already been up to some shit with the lox bagel today so don’t make it two of these in one day.”

“But it’s a matter of fucking honor, bae,” he said. “They’re desecrating real Buddhists.”

“Real Buddhists wouldn’t care, would they?” Shabnam said. “They’d just shrug it off with a half-smile and say everything is going to work itself out.”

“I’m doing it,” Ben said, “for the sake of the many other soft people out there who might fall for something like this.”

“Fall! Fall for what? You walk away without donate like bastard. You make big scene.”

Ben made a fist with the bracelet hand and held it out toward the monk; his forearm was a pillar like the Washington Monument. “By the blessing of Älskling, Archsage of the Mahina Monastery, I reject this foul non-gift and your treachery!”

Not long ago when Ben and Shabnam were visiting Hawaii, a genuine monk seal had blessed him for a good deed with a slow mental injection of a heavily guarded martial arts manual. Now he was one of the few human practitioners of Dao Seng Hai Bao, the Way of the Monk Seal, a special modern cross-species variety of kung fu.

Now Ben focused his inner force and it shot up and down his forearm in channels like high-speed elevators until the energy became so great that the string of the bracelet snapped and the wooden beads caught fire and scattered. He had somehow flexed his arm hard enough to make the bracelet explode, such was the power of his kung fu.

Unfortunately just because the Buddhist monk was a fraud, it did not mean that he didn’t know any of his own kung fu, and just because many people who sought to do the right thing as many times as possible found their way to kung fu didn’t mean that bad people couldn’t also practice kung fu. This “monk” did know kung fu and he sounded a hooting alarm, chanting in a way that sounded Oriental to many of the ignorant bystanders, to summon the other monks to his side.

Shabnam could already sense that guilt and doubt were beginning to grow insidiously within her husband. She put her hands on his body and declared, “As a brown person, I give you permission to do this!” And she ran away and blended into the crowd so as not to be taken hostage by any monks.

The breeze picked up the air filled serenely with pinkish-white petals. The monk came at Ben with patty-cake chops and slaps and Ben struggled to keep up as he was inexperienced in actually following the Dao Seng Hai Bao against a real foe; he had incidents between the one on the island of Mahina and this one but had perhaps not truly believed until now that he could actually cultivate kung fu powers instead of just brawling with whatever the universe threw his way. He maneuvered his arms with great swiftness like the strong flippers of predatory hunting seals and got into a rhythm of keeping the monk’s blows at bay, but he knew that he would soon be surrounded if he did not make a daring move.

His daring move was the Tie Wei Ti (Iron Tail Kick) and with the wide heavy sweep of a hunting seal doing a flip turn he kicked the monk and sent him flying right into the trunk of one the cherry trees. There was a crack of wood or bone and a cry of, “Motherfucker!” Ben felt very bad at having possibly damaged one of the trees.

Other monks appeared on the scene, having raced quickly to their coworker’s aid in their expensive sneakers. Ben decided he would flee. Using the sort of levitation kung fu that for movies they would lift the actors up with wires, Ben leaped over the railing of the tidal basin as cherry petals followed him out to the water. He alighted lightly on the backs of pedal boats, taking care not to bump any purses or bags of lunch into the water. The monks had somewhat better water-walking kung fu and were having an easy time skipping across the water itself, carelessly splashing the tourists in the pedal boats. Ben jumped backward fifteen feet in the air to meet one of the monks and hit him with a hammer fist, sending him plunging into the tidal basin like a fraudulent orange meteor.

As Ben fluttered down gently to land on the front of a pedal boat weighing approximately ten pounds, the rest of his considerable bulk consigned to whatever spiritual anti-gravity realm good kung fu sent weight, he lamented the splash the guy made and mourned the fact that all these bald Asian men had gone down such a despicable path. Of course to sigh at the mono no aware of it
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