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 ROSES FOR THE DEAD  




   




   




   




   




   




  Padre Lucas found rest under an olive tree. He pressed his handkerchief to the halo of white hair around his skull, attempting to suppress the beaded sweat drenching his face. He leaned against the olive trunk, contemplating the green quilt covering the valley floor, tracing the corn patches and grape fields stitched together by a thread of stone hedges. The sinuous River Caima, unusually brilliant under the sun, forced him to squint. He shielded his face. The river, the earth’s open artery, crossed the heart of the valley, delivering life and fertility to the fields. Intricate veins burst from the main artery, channelling precious water to remote places along the hillside.




  From the vantage point on the hill crest, Padre Lucas relished the angels’ vista across Vale D’Água Amargurada. In the distance, his destination, the Mateus mansion, was but a crumb engulfed by a swarm of ants.




  The noon sun and the slope scant of trees had arrested his progress. He perspired inside the black cassock. His chest rose and sank in futile attempts to expel the burning air. His nostrils flared and puffed from exertion. Padre Lucas was a sight matched only by strained bulls pulling logs up the incline. He now clasped a rosary in the infernal heat and muttered a string of curses under his breath. Parishioners he encountered on the dusty trail asked him to add their intentions to his prayers.




   




   




   




   




  Half a century ago Padre Lucas had arrived with a wooden crucifix dangling from his neck and an immaculate Bible in hand, eager to guard his assigned flock of parishioners. Fresh from the seminary, words of justice and compassion had leaped easily from his mouth. Short lived words, words lasting as long as trout baited out of the River Caima. An earnest crowd of peasants had awaited him while a child timidly stepped forward and placed a bouquet of red roses in his hands. A reception of Senhores, led by Ambrósio Mateus, ceremoniously welcomed him.




  “ It’s the honourable Senhores’ pleasure to present you with the key to the newly built parish house. Maria will be at your service, overseeing your domestic matters. Nothing fancy. Adequate for a soul like yours, only concerned with matters of the Spirit and the Heavens. The day to day business of earthly matters, we will attend to,” Ambrósio declared as the Senhores clapped.




  The Senhores informed him that everyone regretted the tragic accident that had befallen his predecessor, Padre Baptista. A hunting party of Senhores, tricked by the devilish dusk, had shot the unfortunate man, mistaking the priest for a lone black wolf.




  “ Terrible tragedy. If only we understood the Lord’s ways, His will, calling home a disciple after only a year of service. A year of youthful misguided sermons on meaningless mortal matters, failing to give guidance to the people’s spiritual hunger,” Senhor Ambrósio said, placing his heavy hand on Padre Lucas’ shoulder. Padre Lucas assented with a nod of his head and his fist tightened around the rose stems, thorns sinking into his flesh, drawing a trickle of blood. Padre Lucas watched peasants in the fields below him. He had grown accustomed to the sight of his peasant parishioners shaving the mountain face and carving precarious terraces up the hillside. From the crown of the hill where Padre Lucas sat, the fields resembled a stairway to heaven. It was as if the peasants were fleeing a hell pit, moving heavenwards, seeking a better life.




  Padre Lucas mused on why his parishioners were flocking to the Mateus mansion for a last glance at the stern body of the man who had tyrannised their lives. Was it curiosity, the opportunity to tread upon their oppressor’s varnished wooden floor, or witness to the end of his reign?




  He observed the mourning crowd, a black human stain, spilling from the mansion, spreading quickly over the surrounding land.




   




   




   




  As Padre Lucas walked solemnly to the mansion’s stone portico, the sea of people parted.




  A moat of tables lined the mansion’s periphery, serving maize bread, salted olives and lupini beans, sweet breads and jams. The quince jam and the sweet breads attracted the peasants the way a sugar spill attracts a scurry of ants. A decent meal, at last.




  To clothe the peasants eager to pay their last respects, proper attire waited at the entrance. Black veils, shawls and kerchiefs for the women. Black polished shoes, ties and suit jackets for the men. For most peasants, it was the first time they had walked in shoes. Their wobbly steps dragged the polished slickness of leather in a shuffle around the casket.




  Padre Lucas entered the sombre living room and hesitated, feeling the blast of a thousand candles burn his face.




  “ May the Father of Mercies, the God of all consolation be with you,” he greeted those present.




   




   




   




   




  The stench of burnt paraffin assaulted his senses. He pinched his nose. Through the black haze of candle smoke, he recognised Senhor Ambrósio Mateus in his Sunday suit. The corpse lay nearly buried under red carnations. Carnations stolen from his garden and tossed into the coffin by the constant throng of peasants. Ambrósio’s umbrella rested on his folded forearm. Throughout his life, rain or shine, Senhor Ambrósio had leaned on the umbrella’s solid oak stump, as someone else might lean on an amicable shoulder. The umbrella, a loyal companion unto death.




  Padre Lucas walked towards Senhor Ambrósio’s grandson and successor, Mário, a young man weeping under the inherited burden of wealth and power. Padre Lucas voiced condolences, vigorously shook Mário’s limp hand and remarked, “The souls of the just are in the hands of God, and no torment shall touch them.” The Senhores from Vale D’Água Amargurada nodded in agreement. The peasants murmured.




  The Senhores stood erect, arms crossed over their chests, surrounding Mário in a protective circle. A rose brightened each black suit, stem and thorns buried in their breast pockets.




  Padre Lucas raised his hands, supplicating to God, and recited an opening prayer,




   




  “ O God,  




  to whom mercy and forgiveness belong,




  hear our prayers and command that Senhor Ambrósio




  be carried safely home to heaven




  and come to enjoy your eternal reward.”




   




   




  “ Amen ,” replied those present.




   




   




   




  Padre Lucas stood by Mário’s side and patiently waited for the final trickle of people to pay their last respects.




  Most peasants hurried past, not bothering a glance at the body, merely following the trajectory towards the food tables. Others genuflected, their mournful respects shed genuine tears of relief. Padre Lucas had treaded upon the valley dirt long enough to have personal thoughts about God and the limitations of his compassionate teachings.




   




   




   




  Senhor Ambrósio’s corpse lay contemplating a wall covered with his own life-size portraits. There, he posed against a faded backdrop of exotic buildings—mosques, Padre Lucas guessed. The flickering flames painted a dancing, devilish glow over Ambrósio’s shrewd smile.




  On the celebrated occasion of Senhor Ambrósio’s return to his birth village, the pretentious portraits had hung in the public square for everyone to admire. He had secretly posed in garments borrowed from the war museum and had paid starving artists to paint extravagant scenes of valour. Medals of courage dangled from his chest to support his constructed tales of gallantry and heroism. Other paintings, depicting the pillage of infidels as an endeavour blessed by God, were meant to command the valley’s sympathy and absolve him of his sudden wealth and vast possessions.




   




   




   




   




  Senhor Ambrósio’s erratic confessions had shed scant light on the details of his life; but repentance the previous night, during his Last Rites, had released the burden of Ambrósio’s story to Padre Lucas. The final guardian of the events that had shaped his existence.




  Relaxing from his church affairs, an urgent call for his services had interrupted Padre Lucas’ customary sesta . Senhor Ambrósio Mateus, panicking at the prospect of dying unconfessed, promised Padre Lucas, in exchange for the expiation of his sins, the most beautiful cathedral ever built on the Iberian peninsula. This promise encouraged Padre Lucas’ prompt attention to Senhor Ambrósio’s soul and made the eulogy a somewhat easier task.




   




   




   




   




  The last peasant shuffled past Padre Lucas. He opened the Bible,




   




  “ Lord, in our grief we turn to you.  




  Are you not the God of love




  who opens your ears to all?…”




   




  Padre Lucas knew what to voice on such occasions but pretended to follow the Book—citing a liturgy that invited Senhor Ambrósio to depart from his earthly dwelling and join Padre Lucas in the ceremonious steps, towards his last residence. There, he would join other good Christian souls in the Kingdom of God. Padre Lucas closed the Bible and sprinkled Holy Water on the body. The coffin’s lid was sealed, the pall draped, and a miniature golden cross placed on top. As the four strongest men in the village raised it to their shoulders a handle collapsed and tipped the coffin sideways causing a great commotion. The coffin lid flew open.




  Senhor Ambrósio had become a heavy man after decades of excess. His sausage fingers clasped his stomach bulge—a feast for the ants, Padre Lucas could not help thinking. Accordions of flesh rolled down his neck and compressed at the chin, giving the impression of three mouths.




  Padre Lucas re-fashioned a perfect pose, folded Senhor Ambrósio’s arms over his chest. A repenting pose for his farewell journey to eternity.




   




   




   




   




  During his Last Rites, Senhor Ambrósio confessed to Padre Lucas that life had not always been bountiful. As a child he did not remember his stomach in any other state but one of perpetual growling and complaining. Sometimes the hollow rumble echoed through his bones and reached the ear of a passer-by. It was an incessant chorus accompanied by the choreography of his begging, outstretched arm. A scrawny, rachitic bone stretching his skin, “Sir, Madam, for Christ’s charity leave a morsel of bread.”




  At night on his return home, he would stop at the butcher’s back door, wrestling discarded bones from the jaws of a stray dog, strings of flesh still attached, which he carried home to be softened into soup.




  His peasant parents, landless and further debilitated by lung afflictions, had no Senhor to wage them. They were not worth exploiting. Faced with perishing misery, his father forced Ambrósio to crush his brother’s infant legs with a rock. A healthy child, deformed to incite pity in the hearts of whomever laid eyes on him. A reminder to everyone, even the peasants, that there were worse fates than poverty. An appeal to their generosity. The sight of misfortune, his father said, brought compassion.




   




   




   




   




  The peasants, possessing hardly a crumb to share, offered nothing but their tears. The Senhores, having their conscience temporarily smudged, “As if the world’s tragedies were of our making, as if his crooked legs were our responsibility,” scolded Ambrósio for the bad taste he exhibited, their idyllic afternoon promenade ruined.




  Soon, the Senhores and their wives avoided the crossroads where Ambrósio and his brother were planted amid clouds of flies. Ambrósio, expressionless, stared at his brother’s useless legs. He recalled the day his mother announced the pregnancy. He had wished for a brother to chase his soccer ball of rags. Staring at the crippled legs, Ambrósio knew that never again would he taste the saltiness of pain. His tears dammed up like a river, choking his spirit.




   




   




   




   




  With the failure of his father’s stratagem, Ambrósio escaped the valley to fend for his own life, finding a daily meal as a servant in an aristocratic mansion in Lisbon. Carrying his insatiable hunger and the nightmare of his brother, Ambrósio was determined to fill the emptiness that cursed his stomach and his life. Having learned that to survive he must be tougher than the rest, Ambrósio tackled life as a battle to be won or lost. He had tasted the loser’s fate. He swore his heirs would never suffer from deprivation. His obsession with wealth callused his heart to indignities and humiliations. A humble start, a message boy, he was victim to the outbursts accompanying bad news, “Pray for good news boy and you’ll earn a centavo. Three lashings otherwise,” his master told him.




  From the old butler, he learned to use a hot coal iron to soften the glue sealing the house correspondence. The old butler had spent a lifetime prying into the master’s affairs. On the cold winter nights the butler entertained a crowd of servants, boastfully revealing the master’s tales of illicit affairs with noble dames and with money.




  “ You fool, you’re trickier than the devil.” The butler shook his fist the day Ambrósio usurped his job, blackmailing his way from the Count’s kitchen to the dining room. There, through many years, Ambrósio learned the power of eavesdropping to extort long-lasting influence and wealth.




   




   




   




   




  The toll of bells pulled the procession up the hill towards the cemetery. Shuffled steps stirred the dust along the trail. Padre Lucas paced himself and the procession with the gospel’s cadence.




  “ Blessed are the poor in spirit,” prompted Padre Lucas.




  “ For theirs is the kingdom of heaven,” responded the crowd.




  Padre Lucas’ suffering was visible in his blushing cheeks, a glow matched by the fruit of the wild raspberry bushes lining the trail.




   




  “ Blessed are they who mourn,  




  for they will be comforted.




  Blessed are the meek,




  for they will inherit the land.”




   




  The few peasants labouring amid the corn stalks stopped and stared. Their faces glistened with a mixture of dirt and sweat. At once beautiful and delicate, rough and painful, these corn stalks, irrigated by the sweat of their brows, flourished like bramble. Landless, they returned half of their crop to the Senhor who had generously permitted them to cultivate the land.




   




  “ Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness,  




  for they will be satisfied.




  Blessed are they who are persecuted




  for theirs is the kingdom of heaven…”




   




   




   




  As the procession passed, the peasant women fell to their knees while the peasant men stood holding hats to their chests. They blessed themselves, in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, tracing an imaginary cross from their foreheads to their chests. Even the pasturing cattle, black and white dots decorating the green valley tapestry, perpetually staring at the ground, lifted their heads and stared at the chorus of prayer,




  “ Pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.”




  The procession crossed the wooden bridge and youngsters cannonballed into the cool waters, spraying their mothers who were kneeling on the shore among steeples of clothes. Their plunges sent bubbles floating to the surface. Freshly washed sheets stretched over blackberry bushes soaking up the sun’s dryness.




  A breeze lifted them slightly, a respectful nod of acknowledgement at the funeral’s passage.




  The graveyard within sight, the procession shuffled along the levadas, irrigation channels as deep as graves carrying life to the distant fields. Here children converged, racing boats fashioned from pine bark. The same place where infants of unwed servant mothers seemed unusually prone to accidental drownings.




   




   




   




   




  Ambrósio had returned to his village of birth to take possession of the Count’s summer mansion, a place for the declining aristocracy to pursue outdoor pleasures: hunting foxes, partridges and the increasingly elusive wolves. The mansion loomed tall over the villagers and the church.




  Even though Ambrósio had found a wife to manage the domestic affairs, Ambrósio reserved the screening of servants to himself, a process he undertook with the utmost care. He believed the remedy against bitter surprises was prevention. “Every stone found in a well-sifted crop today, will save a tooth tomorrow,” he was known to say. In his male servants, he searched for those who dared not meet him in the eye, those eager to please, vacant of dreams and aspirations of their own. Aspirations were the seeds of ambition, which Senhor Ambrósio feared might topple him in the end. In the women, he searched for tender flesh barely in the threshold of womanhood. He had the caprice of selecting young poor women for whom the occasional use of their bodies was little price to pay in exchange for the meagre salary sustaining their families. He picked women that satisfied the good measure of his cupped hand.




   




   




   




   




  Time and time again, Ambrósio had set out on foot with his faithful black umbrella in hand to provide escape from the scorching sun. “Only from up there,” he reasoned, his umbrella pointing towards a solitary puff of cloud in the sky, “might uncontrollable surprises fall.” Ambrósio enjoyed the protective shadow cast by his umbrella as he progressed up the hill searching for the stone shack of his childhood. The shack was hidden somewhere in the woods, where he had competed with foxes and other forest animals for shelter and cover from the Senhores’ guns.




  When he found the shack, moss brightened collapsed stone mounds where once crooked walls had risen. He surveyed the roof scattered about by fierce winter winds. He stumbled upon the family gravesite, a shallow pit filled with stones from the disintegrated house. A charitable soul, a hunter, another squatter perhaps, had found a moment to scratch a grave and to weave a cross of twigs, saving Ambrósio’s family from clouds of flies. He used his naked hands to remove their remains and placed them in a burlap sack.




   




   




   




   




  In the village graveyard he ordered construction of a mausoleum, chiselled from the purest marble. There he rested their ossified bodies in luxurious comfort. Every month he paid for a Mass in their tribute and ordered roses deposited at the foot of the tomb, honouring his mother. A woman of unrelenting optimism, a fervent believer in saintly miracles, struggling every morning to watch the sun rise, believing that every day was a new day, delivering fresh hope. A woman of unshakeable faith, convinced that the Heavens would hear her supplications and bring mercy. But the days unfolded indifferently, until their wilted bodies collapsed on a winter morning, clasped together so tightly that Ambrósio found them buried as one.




   




   




   




   




  The procession gathered around the Mateus’ grave site and before the Liturgy of Final Farewell, Padre Lucas asked those present to ponder on how Senhor Ambrósio had inspired them through his life on earth to deepen their faith in each other. A moment of silence ensued. Padre Lucas prayed.
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