Almost an Easter ghost story

Sara and Pedro invited me for a late supper on Sunday night, after their family lunch in a village near Braga.  Village people leave flowers on the ground outside the house if they want the priest to come and bless it for the year.  He goes on a procession round the village, with two or boy helpers to carry the cross, opening the doors where there are flowers on the ground.  Then he touches things in the house with the cross and the family kiss it.  After that he is offered a glass of wine and even the twelve year old boys can have one if they like.  Pedro remembers going round the village like this when he was a boy and being quite drunk at the end of the day.

Our supper was left overs that they brought back from the Easter lunch: roast rabbit, soused and marinated baby lamb, a sponge cake called pao de lo made in a tin with a central hole, typical for north Portugal, and little cakes stuck together with jam and rolled in coconut which are only made in their village.

I almost missed the supper because of going for a walk in the late afternoon sun.  I have never been to the cemetery that lies beside the romantic garden of dry fountains, and it was still open, so I went in past a couple of stalls selling bunches of flowers.  The cemetery is enclosed by high walls of granite boulders, and there was a map at the entrance, like a town plan, showing the alleys that slope down all the way to the far end, near the river Douro, where I saw that there was another gate beside a chapel.    

Because it was Easter Sunday, people had brought flowers for their dead relatives.  Beautifully arranged bunches of flowers or vases were placed on graves with head stones.  Many of the family mausoleums also had flowers inside them which I could see through the glass panels of the locked doors:  a vase of flowers for each coffin stacked on the shelves - three or four shelves on the left, three or four on the right.  Some of the mausoleums were neglected.  The door would be open, a shelf or two empty.  In one of these the gardener's electric cable drum was stored on the floor between shelves still stacked with their coffins.  

Covering the cemetery walls there were also more recent memorial plaques each with a vase of flowers held in a metal ring.   On the ground under the plaques were big squat red glass containers with candles flickering inside them, protected from any breeze by the glass sides.

I strolled about, peering and reading, looking inside enclosures and back-tracking to get out, going slowly downhill towards the river where Katya had told me that outside the cemetery walls was a lovely private house with a big garden.  A few spots of rain made me glance at the steps up to the mausoleums.  Some had little porches supported by grandiose columns.  I could shelter under one of those if the rain really came on.

When the sky was properly black and the lightning was followed instantly by thundering bangs I was outside the locked chapel at the bottom of the cemetery.  The only shelter from the rain was three steps up from the path under a meager ledge above the central door, so I stood on the top step in my white cotton shirt and trousers.  I was in sight of the lower gate, closed, with a small gatehouse beside it – closed.  

The vertical storm of rain was spectacular, and so was the immediate rise of water on the ground outside the chapel.  Flash flood, I thought idly, looking across to the closed gate.  More lightning, more thunder and more rain.  There was too much water to drain away, and now there was a river racing towards me into a swirling lake that began to rise up the three steps.  

A man came out of the gate house, looked at me, and opened the gate to let out two people with umbrellas.  I was a good target in his line of sight, in my white trousers and shirt, standing on the chapel step and thinking of the time I saw my terrace fill up with rain water and finally overflow into my breakfast room.

With the water now too deep to see the ground beneath, I wondered how much longer it would be before it came up over my step, whether it was worth staying there, or whether to take off my trainers and socks while I still had time, roll up my trousers, and wade through the lake to the gate.  

When I could hear birds calling through the rain, it was a sign that the storm was over, so I left my perch, and walked away.  I could still go out through the gate here and look for Katya's house with its wonderful garden, but I would have to call the keeper to open it for me, and now I preferred the quick way home through the top gate.  

Although I remembered the general plan of the cemetery I had forgotten that it fans out widely from the bottom end towards the top.  Instead of finding the central alley, I found myself picking a way along a squelchy path that skirted the wall on the far side near the romantic garden.  I knew that you couldn't climb over the wall to get out there, and anyway the garden  gates would be locked.  So I followed round the cemetery wall towards the gate – and the sun now low in the west was another guide – wondering what the time was.  My mobile phone where I could have checked the time was back in the flat on my kitchen table.  Would the cemetery be closed by now?

Sure enough, the gate was locked.  I gave it a push just in case.  There were people in the distance at the other side of the entrance square.  A block away there is a police station.  But how to get a gatekeeper or policeman to let me out?  I didn't want to shout and rattle the gate; it was too demeaning.

I set off again down the main alley towards the bottom gate by the river.  It was very likely that I would be here in the cemetery for the night, I thought.  Poor Desdemona.  Poor Sara and Pedro, knocking on my door at half past nine to call me to supper, and finding it locked.  And how bored and cold I would be spending a night here.  Where would I sleep?  

One of the abandoned mausoleums would be a good place.  Before it got dark I could choose one that had an open door and an empty shelf above a coffin where I could climb up and not think about rats.  I could collect a lot of the red glass jars with candles burning in them to give warmth and light for a few hours.  

By now I was near the chapel where I had sheltered from the rain, and then I could see the closed gate.  Locked?  The gate keeper came out of his lodge.  I waved, knowing he could see my white clothes in the distance, and saw him go to open the gate.  

I think it was the clothes that did the trick.  Because of them he had seen me sheltering on the steps for half an hour, and then noticed me set off again away from his gate.  Probably he knew that the upper gate was already closed and I was the only person left inside.  

When I finally reached him I didn't try apologies and explanations, and went out with just a thank you.  Behind me came the sound of the gate being locked.  At that moment I wasn't sure if I was pleased that I'd be home in time for supper, or sorry to abandon a night in the cemetery.

