Lilacs out of the dead land

 

The vicar had never been able to raise his flock to the glory of god. They were old women anyway; certainly old enough to know that shouting praise won't get you anything but a sore throat. The vicar tried still, for that bit of fervor which god demanded. He read the book with a silent vivacity, a tender passion strong enough to raise the spirits of the past without really hurting them.

But the pulpit fell with one kiss. He had to get flour for the bake sale. It had to be done, or the world would break down. For many in the congregation, the bake sale was the spiritual binding of the universe. 


Out of the church with a faded joy, the vicar wore an eroded smile, hush puppies and his favorite black shirt. As he walked down the street, the vicar related with the community. Softly grinning at the beggars, shaking his head subtlety at the syringes, he shone at community intercourse. 


The grocery lay near the harbor, bug stained and neon edged. As he approached the shop, the vicar realized that he hadn’t dangled his feet off the pier since the first day he was assigned to the rectory. 

But could he spare the time to rest aimlessly by the city river? And there was a small, lonely figure by the water, it could, the vicar thought, be a young mugger, or a narcotic fiend. Community intercourse only went so far. 


But the water seeps spontaneity, and the vicar was not ready to buy bread. So he walked in those well-worn loafers up to the pier. He ignored the figure, as it appeared to be slight and not very dangerous. Eventually, he sat down on the wooded edge, and looked into the water. Not much was in it, most of the fish are in tin cans or happily frolicking downstream, and the beer cans must have sunken beneath the waters edge.  He tried to think of the miracle of god’s creation water as he stared into the it, but his mind wouldn’t stray from the subject of the figure beside him. He felt the burn of its eyes upon his cotton weave shirt. The burn set in, and for a moment he existed in that peculiar state of agony, which is blessed upon only the very insane, and those in love. 


The vicar did not enjoy this sensation at all, so he returned the stare. As he expected, it was a woman, a whore. But the vicar did not expect this whore. Short enough, and with chubby hands, there really wasn’t much to recommend on that first colonial gaze. But, with further exploratory stares, he saw that the little Asiatic eyes shined with all the impossible fury of a small hurricane, and that her lips were as smooth as water in the center of the ocean. 


Something possessed him, and stood up. The ground didn’t shake the least bit, but to the vicar, the world was exploding. He moved toward the whore, leaned over, and kissed her. 


He didn’t remember the last time, but it was in 11th grade when he groped and kissed a girl under the football stands, as breathless as a child’s first step. It was so successful that the girl grew up to be a lesbian.


But this was different. Something sparked between the vicar and the waxy lips of the whore. Genesis erupted from the touch, and filled the vicars head. For a moment, his dreams were Romeo’s, and his fantasies Abelard’s. He was the Don Juan of the wharf.


But then everything tumbled down. The vows and dogma of the Nicean creed were destroyed with one hasty breath.   For a man reared on biscuits, tea and transubstantiation, it was the highest moment of drama ever, a new chapter in the book of life. 


He couldn’t think of god.

Trying to walk to that small and dusty corner of the mind where adults store gods and passions, he stumbled.  The vicar looked at the water, stared into the whore’s dusky pupil. Even in the fibrous patterns of the whore’s eyes, nothing. 

From the absence’s maw grew silence. For a moment, he thought that god would reach across the abyss and fill him with whatever drove Job through the years, with whatever Moses sipped on in Sinai. A pause. 

 Then, through the dark, came the Monkees. More specifically, Daydream Believer, from a nearby jukebox.


By the second stanza of Davy’s sweet and lilting voice, the vicar was dashing through the muted city.  The gas filled tubes flashed and blurred slowly around him, speaking to him in Aramaic, Latin Vulgate, and a little Hebrew. Despite the fact that he knew very little of any, the message was clear. There was no message, and there never has been one, and there never will be one. 


The Monkees ruled the world. 

He was inside the chapel faster than any train to Claremont. He realized that the flour had not been bought, and no brownies, blondies, or linzer tarts would be made. But thoughts of pastries soon faded to the fact that God was dead.  The vicar couldn’t even wrap his half-wrinkled hands around the concept. He couldn’t make metaphors about it, but if it was possible, the absence was like finding out that everyone walks upside down, and whatever is beautiful is revolting. 

The vicar sat in the chapel, where dusk fell into midnight. 

He walked out, and saw the world naked. The cocaine house was no longer a reservoir of unsaved souls, it was a crack house where men became fatherless children once again, and the roof was close to falling down and smothering it all. The police car across the street was empty, the officers probably brutalizing someone in a dark alley.


The vicar didn’t want to cry, this wasn’t tragic in the least. Nothing had ever been here, nothing ever will, nothing is now. But, tears like the summer dew edged down his furrowed check, and he felt the burn in his eyes.


It was dreadfully obvious to him, that, in that moment. He wasn’t crying for the fate of the city, he was crying for what he saw each morning in the mirror. 


Once again, he began to run through the city. The lights cut into the glass of the convenience stores, the sidewalk twisted around and around and around itself. Still, the Vicar followed it. As he zigged and zagged through the city, the barred windows and torn cement yielded to skyscrapers and emptiness, the financial district. He wondered if this was heaven. After all, the tender yellow rays of the sun reflected from side to side off the thousand stories tall skyscrapers, and the rotating doors had just begun to rotate. 


But then the silence swept under and over him like dust. The sunrays faded into the sky, and the rotating doors slowed to a halt. Soon the businessmen would come, and the Vicar couldn’t imagine the thought, so he started running again. 


He ran until all the air in the universe was inside him, he dashed through the tunnels, under the bridges. The skyscrapers changed into small office buildings with empty parking lots in front, the small office buildings with empty parking lots in front changed into once leafy suburban roads. 


He saw the ranch houses with tricycles falling apart in the grass. Once, he thought that he would end up in one of these and be happy. Be happy with his kids who never fought back, with his wife who was content with the universe, with his reflection in the mirror.  


And, as the vicar imagined all of the paths that once stood in front of him, his wind finally broke and he tumbled into the grass. The vicar could smell summer oncoming in the grass, he remembered when he was a child and the grass never smelt of anything but grass. And, with his face in the grass, the vicar wept and wept.
