
 
Unholy Ghosts 

 
Chapter I  

 
 

             
                
Dear Carlos, 
 
In the seventh century, Bishop Ferreolus of Grenoble excommunicated a loaf of bread, 
which promptly turned black and hard as coal.     
 What had the bread done to deserve such a fate? 
 The legend of Ferreolus offers us no answer.  But since any loaf of bread in any 
century can't do much more than be itself, its crime must have resided in its very nature-
-its breadness.   
 It is not necessary to do anything to be damned in this world.  That is what our 
good Bishop was teaching the Christians of Grenoble.  A man, like a loaf of bread, can 
be punished--even sentenced to death-- because of his nature. 
 Or he can be compelled to hide his love for the rest of his life as if he were an 
untouchable leper. 
 I'm talking about you, Carlos.  
 Forgive me if this seems exaggerated.  I've been guzzling ouzo on and off all 
day.  And I'm remembering the shocked face of a guy whom I stabbed a few hours ago.  
I didn't run after him.  After a while, I only cared that he bloodied up the fluffy blue 
throw rug where we wipe our feet just inside the door. 
 No, you don't know him.   
 I don't think he'll go to the police because he's like you.  I could be wrong 
though.    
 You were sure you'd never hear from me again, weren't you?  I guess that I've 
been squirreling away words.  I realize, of course, that you won't want to read any of 
them unless I give you something in return.  So here it is...  Remember how you were 
always wondering what intimate secrets I was sharing with my brother?  Now's your 
chance to find out; I'm enclosing the letter which I wrote to him nearly a year ago, just 
after my last visit to New York; the same letter you and I fought so bitterly over because 
I refused to let you see it.   
 You'll be happy to hear that you're mentioned briefly, in the very first paragraph.  
So grant me a small favor and read on.  Here it is...    
               
            
           
Monsaraz, Portugal 
            
           
Dear Harold, 
 
I've just had a strange and lovely encounter that's left me feeling really happy for the first time in 
months--since Carlos starting slipping from me, I think.  It all started this morning at about 10 a.m. 
when I met an old man at the main entrance to Monsaraz.  You'll find this town on the map I gave 
you, about three inches to the right of Lisbon, just by the Spanish border.  I'd gotten up shortly after 



cockcrow and left Carlos snoozing away in bed to go for a stroll through the surrounding farmlands.  
I was just getting back to the town when I met him.  He was one of those aged peasants who inspire 
Italian novels: tiny, barrel-chested, with giant, sun-coarsened hands.  He had dirt under his 
fingernails, stubble on his round cheeks, closely-cropped gray hair bristling behind his ears.  His dark, 
Sunday-best jacket and woolen pants were dusted with dry soil.  He wore no necktie, yet his white 
shirt was buttoned to the collar.  He carried an old-fashioned gray felt hat with a thick black band, 
walked with slow, awkward, side-to-side movements as if uncomfortable with the freedom of 
unfettered shoulders.   
 He looked like he was made for a turn-of-the-century photograph of the Portuguese 
hinterlands.   
 And his eyes!  They were clear green, beautiful, deeply set into his tan skin, more youthful 
and alive than the rest of him.  Eyes like a saint should have.  He looked about seventy, but peasants 
grow old early under the weight of the medieval plows they still use here in Portugal.  He might have 
even been as young as fifty-five or so.   
 As I passed through the stone archway guarding the main street of the town, he waved to 
me with his hat.  He was sitting on a low wall fronting a house in whose garden blood-colored roses 
were blooming.  I said hello in my heavily accented Portuguese.  When he stood, I noticed that his 
pants were way too tight.  It seemed really sweet that he was unembarrassed.  It seemed to say 
something about village life, you see.  That people were accepted here with all their eccentricities.  
Maybe that's all an illusion; maybe it's even more difficult to be different and vulnerable in a 
nowhere-land like this.  Anyway, his own sudden toothless smile seemed well-wishing and generous.  
With hands of presentation, he gestured down the main street of the town and said something I 
didn't quite get.  His voice was hoarse, came to me like wind across stone.  "Donde é?  Where are you 
from?" he asked when he saw that I didn't understand what he was saying. 
    "Os Estados Unidos, Nova Iorque," I replied.    
    "Ah, Ronald Reagan," he said, with a knowing nod.  He pronounced our ex-President's first name 
as "Roonal."   
    "Exactly," I replied. 
     "Minha aldeia, my village," the peasant said, sweeping his hand in an arc.  His eyes closed for a 
moment as if forced by a difficult memory, but then he nodded and smiled at me.    
     We began to walk together, slowly, me towering over him.  We went down the main street of 
Monsaraz in silence, without even looking at each other, until he stopped to offer his hand to a small 
crimson and amber butterfly that was flexing its wings atop a weed that dared to sprout out of a 
crack in the cobblestones.  He knelt slowly, and the descent of his hand was gentle.  When it came to 
a rest against the butterfly's chosen leaf, the insect closed its wings and stepped its black, spiky feet 
onto this new pedestal.  It was like the little creature sensed how kind-spirited he was.  Or like they 
knew each other, were friends.   
 The peasant lifted his visitor up to me.  "Uma borboleta,"  he whispered with a certain 
gravity, as if he now carried the miniature form of the town sorcerer.  He slowly extended the 
butterfly toward me.  When his hand was nearly touching mine, however, it flew off.  We followed 
the fluttering together until it disappeared into the sky.  He laughed, lowered his hand, shrugged. 
 It was really a great moment.  Me and him there together, standing in the silence beyond a 
butterfly's departure.  But that was just the beginning.   
      
Sorry.  Now I realize I've gotten ahead of myself because of my excitement.  Let me tell you what 
Monsaraz looks like so you can see me and the peasant there together.   
 Imagine a village of white stone, an eccentric ivory crown on a pillow of moss--the highest 
hill for many miles around.   
 Can you see it? 
 Or imagine a village in a fresco of Giotto's, one of those hilltop towns in your beloved 
Umbria.  Now paint all the walls of the houses white.  (Yes, I think that's a better image for you.) 



 From afar, coming back after my dawn walk, I had imagined kids playing soccer in the 
streets, old women chatting at windowsills.  But once I was inside the rim of the ivory crown, 
walking with the peasant, I could see that the town was empty.  I suppose everyone was already at 
church.  Or still asleep.  It was Sunday morning, after all, and the Portuguese sleep late on 
weekends.  Not that the streets were entirely empty; stiff, tiny, bearded dogs often passed us looking 
over their shoulders.  One fawn-colored mutt with threatening black eyes stopped to bark till my host 
calmed him down with his supplications. "Não ladre...sshhh... faça favor...sshhh...tudo vai melhorar.  
Pois...pois, exato, vai brincar com os amigos.  Don't bark, please, sshhh, everything's going to be fine.  
That's it, go ahead and play with your friends."  
 As he spoke, I looked out beyond the crenelated battlements which circle the town.  
Hundreds of feet below lay green and gold fields rustling with olive and cork trees.  Somewhere in 
the distance, underneath the violet haze at the horizon, ran the Spanish border.  The sky was the 
deep blue of summers dreamed.  A gentle wind from the east was carrying the scent of dew and olive 
oil.   
 The old peasant led me down the blinding white street lined with single-story homes, all 
topped by roofs of tawny-colored tile.  Explaining carefully, pointing with a thick, leathery finger, 
he talked of the woolen-goods cooperative, the church, the café, the bullring--all the landmarks built 
with so many years of labor.  He led me to his home, right at the end of the street, just next to the 
entrance to the bullring.  It had pink geraniums growing in front.  To the side of the door, a wicker 
basket of red poppies hung from the wall.  Entre...seja bemvindo, Come, welcome," he said.  When I 
hesitated to enter, he added, "Faça favor.  Please."    
 I had to bend to pass under the granite lintel of the threshold.  Inside, he hung his hat on the 
hook of a wooden rack made from an ox yoke and was kissed by a young woman in a dark apron.  
She was about thirty, I'd guess, with brooding eyes, her hair pulled back under a headscarf of black 
linen.  I couldn't see her real well because it was dark and my eyes hadn't fully adjusted from the 
sunlight. She offered me a smile of welcome.  We were standing in a low-ceilinged hallway.  
It felt like we'd entered a miniature world, as if space had shrunk.  The old peasant waved for me to 
follow him, then caressed open a side door and beckoned me into an even darker room.  I hesitated, 
but the young woman nodded as if to say, "It's okay--go in, follow my father."   
 In the room, the body of a tiny old woman was lying atop a neatly made bed.  A brown 
shawl of crocheted wool had been draped over her face and hair, and she had been dressed in black.  
Except for her feet.  They were shriveled and tan.  Feet like roots out of soil.  Three white candles on 
a small wooden table cast glaring light and shadow across the old peasant, the walls, the woman, 
me.  I felt as if I shouldn't be there.  Then again, as if it were right.  As if death, too, were part of my 
reason for visiting this town.      
 The peasant showed yearning in his face as he looked at the woman, the kind that comes, I 
suppose, from having shared joys and griefs for half a century.  From this, I understood, of course, 
that she must have been his wife--and not his sister or another relative, I mean.  I searched for 
Portuguese words of solace.  But my host put a finger to his lips, nodded so I knew that I didn't 
have to say anything.  He stood at the side of the bed.   
 Now comes the part which floored me.  The peasant linked his thumbs together and made a 
fluttering motion with his hands over her chest.  The flutter seemed to free itself from confines, then 
rose slowly into the air until it was high above his head.  He said to me: "O corpo é só um casulo, e ao 
morrer, a alma volta para Deus como... The body is just a cocoon, and upon death, the soul returns to 
God like a...  "  As he spoke, he edged his hands toward me, cupping them as if they carried a tiny 
gift.  He whispered as if it were a sacred secret, "...uma borboleta."  
 After that, he sat on the bed by his wife, his back hunched, praying.   
 As I stared at him, it seemed as if the idea of a soul was something totally obvious and 
indisputable, like my being at that moment in a small town in Portugal.  With certainty I was 
thinking: we all have a butterfly inside us waiting to fly free.  (To you, as a practicing Christian, 
such a metaphysical notion may seem mundane, and the metaphor itself may seem clichéd, but as I've 
told you, I never entertain such ideas.)    



 As he prayed in silence, I began to doubt myself, began wondering why he had led me to his 
home and shown me his wife.  I was angry.  Had he seen something in my face which told him that I 
needed faith?  What gave him the right to interfere with me, to make me see death, listen to his 
sermon about souls? 
 I wanted the distance of the tourist returned to me.  But I was frozen there.  Finally, after 
maybe two or three minutes of watching him pray, I felt as if his invitation was an intimate gift 
which I didn't deserve.  It was like I had crossed an invisible threshold into a magical landscape, 
passed beyond a border I'd been searching for without knowing it.  And that both you and he had led 
me there.   
 Does this make any sense to you?  
 You'll think me insane, perhaps, but I even began to wonder whether he really wasn't some 
sort of village saint.  Looking at him--at the gray stubble on his cheeks, his great hands, his hunched 
back--goosepimples shivered on my skin.  I felt as if the heat of my normal existence had been stolen 
from me.   
 His daughter took my arm suddenly and escorted me to the door.  As I left the bedroom, the 
old peasant waved and smiled again. "Uma borboleta,"  he repeated, pointing at my chest this time. 
 It was like a reminder.  And like what I've been needing to hear for so long, since the onset 
of your AIDS, maybe longer--what I've been afraid of hearing, as well.  (Is it harder to give up 
disbelief than it is to give up belief?  What do your Christian sages say about that?)    
 As I walked back to the inn, I felt as if I were about to burst into tears, that I was 
weighted with responsibility.  It was like all the clocks in the world had just stopped and were 
waiting for me to pronounce an incantation so that they could begin counting time again.  And yet, I 
also felt as if I were returning home.  Like I was walking on Maplewood Road from down by the 
mailbox toward Mom and Dad's house.  That I was about to find safety and protection.   
 Is that what faith is all about--the irrational certainty that one is safe and being watched 
over?   
 What do you think is this great responsibility such faith implies?   
 One other thing.  I know you'll understand, because we share the same childlike attraction 
for things of color, but I swear to God that there was another crimson and amber butterfly sitting on 
the white stairs leading to the inn's front door.  Right on the top step, flexing its wings.  Maybe 
they're really common around here, so the coincidence is no big deal.  Before it flew up and away, it 
seemed so beautiful against the white background--like a stained-glass figurine come to life--that I 
wished I could slip inside its little body.      
 That's it.  I don't know what the lasting consequence of all this will be, but I knew that I 
had to write to you.  About death and faith and Portuguese butterflies.        
  
P.S.   Why do the worst thoughts occur to me at my best moments?  When I finished this letter just 
now, I made the mistake of looking into the mirror behind the desk I'm writing on.  My own face, 
particularly the translucent depth in my eyes, provoked fear.  Do I dare write to you about this?  I 
hesitate, because I don't need any more terror in my life.  But if I'm going to live up to the agreement 
we made that day in your room at Mt. Sinai Hospital and discuss these important matters, then 
you've got to know all my feelings.   
 What I now know, of course, is that the metaphor of the borboleta is no good, is just like 
those so-called "promising" drugs the doctors were stuffing you with.  But there's a deeper fear.  For 
even if the peasant is right, even if we all carry a soul like a butterfly at our center, his wife was an 
old woman.  It was time for her soul to depart from its cocoon.  But it wasn't for you!   It was 
simply too much for Him to ask you to leave.  A man of thirty-nine?  My brother?  You were only 
just starting your metamorphosis.  Your wings were not fully formed yet.  How could you be 
expected to fly to God? 
 "Cut the poetry and don't get melodramatic!" I hear you say.  "The butterfly is only a 
metaphor.  My soul didn't lose its way."   



 You always had such certainty in your voice when you spoke of such things.  And maybe it's 
true.  I don't know.  But there's a swollen ache in my stomach when I picture your gaunt face as it 
was in the hospital which is no metaphor.  And when I look in the mirror now and see the reflection 
of you in my tired gray eyes, all the dread of the last two years returns.  Dear God, how very alike we 
look when we're three thousand miles and an eternity apart!  The same curly brown hair, the same 
long, straight nose.  The same half-smile when we fight sadness, as if we we've been straining all our 
lives against some inevitable fate of destruction.   
 I never told you, but when we were kids, I'd sometimes look across at you in the middle of 
the night when you were sleeping.  Curled there, your head on your flannel Spiderman pillow, you 
didn't look like the enemy I fought with over toys and comic books and most everything else.  No, 
you were reduced to what was essential: a little boy dreaming--my elder brother.   
 And I wished that you would let me love you as I now do.   
 Sometimes, I imagined I looked just like you as I lay my head back into my pillow.  Two 
little boys we were, making the same journey together.    
 And that's the deepest terror.  You see, I wonder how alike we will look in years to come, 
now that you are no longer here and I keep advancing toward age forty, fifty, sixty...  I'm going to 
leave you behind, lose more of you with each advancing year until I may not even be able to hear you 
in my voice or see the way you sleep at night as my own head hits the pillow.  Your soul will fly out 
of me, as well.  The space it occupies will desiccate.  Memory will reach into a dry hollow.  And in 
the mirror only my own abandoned face will be reflected.    

 
 


