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1 BLACK FRIDAY
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John clambered up the ladder on the veranda and staggered behind his older brothers, Joseph, Thomas and Carl as they stood on the flat roof of their two-story house. 

Joseph held a transistor radio to his right ear, listening attentively to the music coming from a station in the city. John recognized the tune: Where Have All the Flowers Gone by the Kingston Trio. 

An announcer interrupted the music. Here’s an update on the situation in the city’s downtown core this evening. 

The Georgetown Fire Brigade continues in its attempt to bring the fires under control. The riot police are still trying to clear the area of looters. It is reported that the Premier has called on the Governor to bring in British troops to aid in the effort.

As we reported earlier, several incidents seem to lead up to today’s disturbances. 

The situation started to heat up this morning, when a peaceful demonstration outside the Electricity Corporation turned violent. Stones and bottles were thrown at non-striking employees entering the building. The riot squad was called out, and in their attempt to restore order with the use of tear-gas, several demonstrators were hurt. A riot broke out when word spread through the crowd that a woman and her child were injured, with the woman subsequently dying in the fracas. At this time, we are still unable to confirm whether this is true or not. 

Meanwhile, the mass rally at Parade Ground, attended by several thousand supporters of the Republican and Conservative opposition parties, ended up outside the Legislature where it resulted in a confrontation with riot police. Following that, roving bands struck at stores on Water Street, smashing glass cases and looting merchandise. We don’t know exactly when the first fire started, but it is known that several major stores have suffered seriously from the arson...

In the front-yard, the mango tree, limbs diverging in every conceivable direction, trunk reaching as high as the top of the lantern-pole, was where John had scaled many times in the past and seen sights far into the backdam and over to Punt Trench Road—the southern border of Georgetown. But the rooftop afforded even more spectacular vistas, far into the downtown core, into the commercial district where fires raged, columns of dark, acrid smoke spiralling over the city into the evening, even as the setting sun fashioned its glow on the horizon.

John had never seen anything like it. “That is one big fire,” he said. “I’m going there.”

Joseph turned around. “Where the hell have you been? I didn’t see you when I arrived.”

“Just come home.” 

Joseph turned to his other brothers. “Don’t you guys ever keep an eye on him? This is no time to be wandering around like he is used to. There’s too much trouble in the city today.”

Carl shrugged. “You know how he is, he can’t be tied down.”

“But he’s just twelve years old,” Joseph protested.

“Almost thirteen, actually,” John said. “And I can handle myself. Don’t need no one to babysit me.”

“You might think you can handle yourself,” Joseph said, “but your size won’t help you in this situation. And, what would the Old Man say if he knew his youngest son was gallivanting all over the place?”

Gallivanting: John couldn’t argue. It was something he had perfected. Roaming the neighbourhood and afar gave him more pleasure than anything, especially going to school. As far as he was concerned, the Old Man could go to hell.

John took a deep breath. “What the rass do you care? Is none of your business, and you’re never around, anyhow.”

Stay tuned. We understand that the Premier and the two leaders of the opposition will make an address to the nation later this evening...Joseph turned off his radio. 

“Things will never be the same again,” he said, as he continued to gaze at the conflagration, where sparks and a tremulous layer of pyrotechnic display continued unabated. “Here we are, nineteen sixty-two, and we’re going backwards instead of forwards. It’s never onward with this country.” He shook his head. “There is no future here. I have to get out.”

It was rare for John to see his oldest brother in the house, though he himself was out a great deal of the time during daylight hours, and then in the evening, of late. The age-gap between them was close to sixteen years and they had little in common. 

Carl said, “What do you mean?”

Joseph waved his hand in the direction of the raging fires. “The first time I’m seeing something like this in all my born days. This breakdown in law and order will start a trend. Once the genie’s out of the bottle, you can’t get it back in.”

Joseph would have caught a ferry early that morning and travelled to the city from his job with the Bauxite Company at McKenzie, sixty miles down the Demerara River. John had hopped on the ship once, when he was nine, and headed downriver to the mining town. He could still remember Joseph’s face and reaction when he returned from work and found John at his front door. Joseph couldn’t comprehend that John had come alone; he had escorted his younger brother back to the city and blasted everyone, including their father, for not paying closer attention to John’s activities and whereabouts. 

Thomas pointed to The Walk. “Look at this,” he said. A crowd, about a hundred strong, was approaching, headed towards the housing-scheme where supporters of the main opposition party lived. Some women and children were scattered among them. An air of exhilaration prevailed in the crowd—everyone pleased with their loot. It looked as if Christmas had come early—and it was only February.

A man carried a small fridge on his back and led the pack. Another had piled up a donkey-cart with merchandise—cartons of various sizes and shapes stacked on a mattress. A woman toted a kerosene-oil stove on a shopping cart. A boy, no older than John, balanced a carton on his head. People had equipment perched on bicycle carriers and push carts. A man pushed a store display with clothes on hangers. There was even a man with a small sofa on his back.

“I wonder how much of that stuff came from the Old Man’s store,” Joseph said.

“Don’t matter much now,” Carl said. “Ownership done change hands.”

“I heard British troops are coming in,” Thomas said, as if he thought the presence of British troops would solve the question of ownership.

“About time,” Carl said. There was bitterness in his voice. “Since last night the Minister of Home Affairs and the Premier have been asking the Governor to bring in troops from the base at Atkinson Airport, but the Governor refused—he said maintaining law and order was an internal matter, something to be dealt with by the police. If needed, he said, troops are just a stone’s throw away—they can be brought in at the push of a button.”

Joseph said, “I guess they’re learning that unarmed police can’t cope with a situation like this.” 

Carl said, “How can the overthrow of an elected government in a British colony be an internal matter, when the preservation of law and order still lies with the Governor? It’s almost as if they want the government to fall.”

“People will never have any respect for the police force anymore.” Joseph said. ”Mark my words, officers will have to carry guns from now on.”

“Even if the police were armed,” Carl said, “do you really think they will fire on their own people? There’s no doubt in my mind that they’re under orders from the opposition parties not to take any action during the riots.”

“It’s all so stupid and insane,” Thomas said. “If the government had dropped the budget in the first place, this would never have happened.”

John was sorry he’d returned home, only to hear the usual bickering and disagreement among his family. The thought of going back out in the downtown area, closer to the dazzling display of fireworks, was appealing. “I wonder what’s happened to Dad, and James,” he said. “Let’s go down to the store and see if they’re okay.” He stumbled towards the ladder.

Joseph stepped in front of him and held him. 

At close to six feet, John was six inches taller than his oldest brother and could easily have repelled him. “Take your hands off me,” John warned.

“Have you been drinking, boy?” Joseph said.

“Might have had a beer, or two on the way home. No big deal.”

“What the heck! You’re drinking at your age?” Joseph turned to Carl. “Can someone tell me what’s going on here?”

Carl shrugged. “It’s been going on for a while. The Old Man knows about it.”

Joseph stood his ground. “As far as going downtown—there’s a curfew on. If you’re caught in the area of the fires and looting you will be locked up. You could even be shot by the soldiers.”

Total blackout in the suburbs, fires raging on the horizon, the sound of gunfire—John thought it was electrifying. On the other hand it looked as if the world was coming to a calamitous end and he would miss a close-up of the spectacle. “You don’t know what it’s like out there,” he said.

Joseph said, “What do you mean? Were you downtown today?”

Before John could respond, Carl said: “Don’t worry, it will take more than something like this to stop that Old Man.” Carl reached out and pulled John away from the edge of the roof. “James is with him, so they will watch out for each other. Plus, British troops will be on patrol downtown by now, I’m sure.”

John couldn’t help wondering about his father’s whereabouts, though. The last time he had seen the Old Man was outside the Legislature during the demonstrations against the government. Earlier that morning the Old Man had roused John out of bed...

“John,” his father said, “Are you going to school today?” The Old Man’s tone had a harsh ring, as usual, when he spoke to John about something he was unhappy about.

John had taken time to respond. It was past nine, after roll call for school, and he suspected his father already knew the answer. 

The Old Man shook him again, this time more vigorously. “I’m talking to you.”

“Don’t feel like it,” John said.

“You’ve been drinking again, haven’t you?”

John shrugged. He sat up in bed.

“This drinking has got to stop. You’re much too young to be drinking. And you’re hanging around a lot lately with Winslow.”

John couldn’t deny it. 

“Winslow is heading for trouble. He’s not the type I want you keeping company with.”

Winslow was four years older than John and had dropped out of school in second standard. It was true, John had been spending more time with him recently, picking up the finer art of shooting craps and playing cards for money. 

The Old Man pulled out a sheet of paper from the inside pocket of his pin-stripe jacket and flashed it in front of John. “This is from Carmel School. It says you were absent twenty times for this term alone. Is this true?”

John shrugged. If the Old Man had been paying attention, he’d have known this long before now. “I guess so. If they say so, must be so. I don’t count.”

“I don’t understand you, boy. How are you going to make a living when you get older? Money don’t grow on trees, you know.”

John raised his brows and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He’d heard that saying many times from his father. He was never interested in money, and the pocket-piece he received from the Old Man, supplemented at times by a hand-out from his brothers, went towards dice and card games around the cinema, and lately, cigarettes. Winslow, who lived next door, had been his mentor on how to shoot craps. Over the last year, John’s skill had been honed to the point where he ended up with more money in his pocket than when he started out—a level of expertise even surpassing Winslow’s. 

“Why don’t you go to school?”

John shook his head. “I just don’t find the lessons interesting. Half the time they teaching the same thing over and over again. The other half, they talking a lot of gibberish I don’t really understand. I know more than the other kids, anyhow, and can read and do ‘rithmetic a lot faster than most of them.”

“But you still need a School Leaving Certificate if you’re going to go to high school!”

“I don’t want to go to high school.”

The Old Man came closer to John’s bed. “What did you say?”

“You didn’t go any much higher than me, back in your days, and you own a successful business—”

“These are different times. You need an education more than ever today or you will be left behind. What do you plan on doing, if you don’t finish school, then?”

“I don’t know. Quit?”

His father was now red in the face. “No son of mine is going to quit school. Not while I’m alive. Why can’t you be like your older brothers? They’ve all getting a good education. What do you want to do, walk the streets and be a dunce and a laggard?”

John wanted to say that the idea was appealing, but stopped short. His father seemed totally frustrated. John sensed it had more to do with the political stalemate in the country, though.

“Your mother would be very disappointed in you, if she was here today.” 

The Old Man always came around to this subject, and John had heard it once too often. He flicked the lock of hair away from his face. “I don’t care. You always say I was the one who killed her when I was born, so it doesn’t really matter to me, one way or the other.”

His father went over to the window overlooking the road. He shook his head. “If you’re not going to school, today, I want you to come with me. Do something worthwhile for a change.”

John slipped on his pants and a shirt. The prospect of doing something different had stirred him. Besides, he’d do anything to skip the discussion of school. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see when we get there.”

Two boys were waiting in Augusto’s Morris Oxford when they went out to the driveway. John knew them—they lived in houses located on Punt Trench Road, not too far from The Walk, where John and his family lived. Their parents, like Augusto, were successful business people.

The boy with the strange first and last name: Ecliffe Van Sertima, called Cliff, was born the same year as Carl. His father owned a motorcycle franchise. Ian Veira, called Putagee, was the oldest of the lot and was in high school. His father owned the Paradise Rum Shop in the south end of the city. 

John had seen the two boys in the company of the Old Man many times recently. His father spent more time with the two boys from the Conservative Youth Movement, than with his sons. John didn’t mind. When his father was preoccupied with other matters, it removed the spotlight and allowed him to move around unfettered.

Augusto took his place behind the wheel and John climbed in next to him. The two boys greeted John. 

“Today could be the day, boys,” the Old Man said, as he started the car and pulled out. His mood had changed, now that he was no longer discussing John’s future. He sounded buoyant.

“Mister Dias, do you think the government will resign?” Cliff said.

“That’s what we’re going to make sure today.” 

John had heard his father and Uncle Jules discussing the political situation in the country, about how there was now too much power in the hands of East Indians and Communist agitators after the last election.

“The Conservative Party and the Youth Movement will see to it,” Putagee said. “We’ve got to keep up the pressure.”

“This government can’t be allowed to run this country anymore,” the Old Man said. “The Americans and the CIA will see to it, since the British Government is washing its hands of the whole matter.”

They arrived at the Legislature and found a large crowd gathered, held in check by a wrought-iron fence around the grounds. A squad of riot police patrolled inside the fence, members brandishing shields and batons, helmets covering their heads. The Old Man circled the Legislature and parked a block away.

The Old Man, John by his side, opened the trunk. John was stunned by a nauseating scent launched from the inside. The odour came from a crate filled with soft-drink bottles, a wick dangling through the neck of each. He recognized the unmistakable smell of kerosene oil—the maid at home cooked with it. The trunk was also stuffed with placards and a canvas sack. The Old man turned over the sack to Putagee and passed the placards around. 

John looked at his placard, spelled out in bold, red letters: Death Rather Than Communism. He didn’t know what it meant to be a Communist, but death was not something that appealed to him. 

The shadow of a looming hulk blocked the sunlight. John turned around, shocked to see Winslow hovering over him. Hadn’t his father told him, less than an hour ago, he had to avoid Winslow? And yet, here he was. The Old Man turned the crate over to Winslow, who limped away, soon lost in the crowd.

The throng around the Legislature was now forty or fifty deep and growing by the minute. People blocked the sidewalk and main entrance. They took up positions under palm trees and hung out of windows in the surrounding buildings; they sat on the hoods and trunks of cars parked on the street; they waved banners and pickets and sang songs of solidarity. Then, the crowd grew quiet, as the leader of the Republican Party waved his hands in the air for silence.

“Brothers and sisters,” the leader said, through his megaphone. “History is in the making, today. We’re all united with one purpose, to slay the evil demon of Communism that has reared its ugly head in our fair and beautiful British Guiana. This government is determined to pass a budget that is aimed at stripping away the freedom of the working class and undermining the democracy we now enjoy—”

The crowd roared. Chants of “Down with Jack,” arose. A loudspeaker blared a song by Ray Charles and the Raylettes. The people joined the chorus: Hit the road Jack and don’t you come back no more, no more...

John whispered to Putagee. “Who’s Jack? Why they want him to leave?”

“Don’t you read the newspapers, boy? Jack Hall is the special financial adviser to the Premier of the Reform Party. He’s the man responsible for drafting the budget we want to get rid of.”

John had been too busy roving lately to read the newspapers. But he’d heard the song played numerous times over the two radio stations in the city. The blind singer’s popularity had skyrocketed overnight in British Guiana.

The crowd continued, “Hit the road Jack...” 

The demonstrators continued to wave their pickets and placards: THIS IS A CHOKE AND ROB BUDGET and SLAVERY IF REFORM GETS INDEPENDENCE were the most widely toted ones in various sizes and colours, but others had much more inflammatory language: DOWN WITH THE GOVERNMENT; GIVE US FREEDOM OR GIVE US DEATH; NO INDEPENDENCE UNDER THIS GOVERNMENT.

The entire street in front of the Legislature, stretching from High Street in the east to the area of D’Aguiar Imperial House to the west, was crammed with people. The two opposition leaders of the Legislature, one heading the Conservative Party and the other, leading the Republican Party, had taken up positions in front. 

The Republican leader spoke again. “Comrades, friends, we have to do more than wave pickets and placards. Merely waving pickets will not get rid of this inept and dictatorial government. We have to take control of the situation. We have to show them that we have the power. We have to take action. We have to strike while the iron is hot. This is the hour. There will never be a better time than now.”

The crowd roared. Shouts of Down With The Government filled the air and John tried to make his voice heard above it all.

The Old Man had moved to the front, close to the leader of the Conservative party. John had seen the leader visit his father many times over the last year. He suspected they had been discussing ways to oppose the government’s measures. And now, here was his father, waving his placard, with the words: AXE THE TAX. He had already failed on his first attempt to win a seat in the Legislature and this time it seemed as if he wanted to ensure the party knew of his dedication to its pro-business advancement.

Ian and Cliff pushed forward, heading closer to the fence, Ian dragging his sack on the pavement. The crowd made way for them. They were clearly leaders of the herd, John realized. He followed in their wake. Ian emptied the contents of his sack on the road and combined it with a growing mound of rocks. Within minutes, a barrage of missiles was finding its way onto the grounds of the Legislature. John joined the action. The crowd followed suit. The police raised their shields and took up defensive positions. The crowd kept up the assault as an unrelenting fusillade streamed into the air over to the legislature. 

John saw his own missiles reaching as far as the building.

The riot police pulled back to the front door of the Legislature. The crowd pressed on. As people advanced, the two opposition leaders withdrew to the rear, and before long, they had disappeared. So had the Old Man. The last John saw of him, his father was heading in the direction of his car, his picket discarded. He didn’t seem to be interested in his son’s situation and John didn’t care. He suspected the Old Man was going to his store, and the last thing John wanted was to be stuck there when all the action was taking place where he was, right there, right now.

A black car pulled out of the parking lot inside the compound and stopped at the front entrance. Riot police quickly formed a cordon around it. The Premier—the leader of the Reform Party and two bodyguards climbed into the back seat and the car inched its way to the gate, police trotting on both sides. As the gate opened the crowd surged and separated the police from the car. They rocked the car while it was in motion. Hands clawed at door handles, fists banged on the roof, pickets were slammed on all sides.

As the car crawled through the crowd the protesters became more aggressive. They hurled stones at the windows, smashed the headlights and broke off the windshield wipers. People jumped on the hood and the trunk.

When it seemed that the car was about to be penetrated, a window lowered, and a hand with a revolver appeared. The crowd backed away. Two shots went off in the air in quick succession and pandemonium ensued. The crowd scattered, people piling up on one-another in their haste to get out of harm’s way, and John retreated across the street. The action was too close for comfort, even for him.

In the commotion that followed, and before the crowd could recover, the Premier’s car sped away. People continued to lob missiles after the car pulled out of range. 

It was only after the Premier’s car was out of reach that the crowd started to disperse. The last John saw of Winslow, the crapshooter was limping at the head of a large crowd towards Water Street, the commercial district with the large department stores. He was carrying the crate. 

“Time for us to go, John” Ian said. “I promised your father to get you home.”

Shortly before midnight, two jeeps pulled up on the road outside the house on The Walk. 

The Old Man came in and collapsed on the sofa in the living room. James sat next to him.

“Está tudo acabado,” was the first thing Augusto said, tears swelling in his eyes. “Eu estou acabado, dizimado.”

John’s father often reverted to his ancestral language when he was faced with a crisis, but his usage had diminished over the years to a trickle as he became active in politics and wanted to present the image of a man of the current generation, and not someone who clung to old colonial ways. Long before that, he’d tried to get his sons to pick up the language in an effort to keep it alive. The few words John had picked up were enough to know the Old Man was saying Everything is gone; I’ve been wiped out.

Joseph said, “How did you manage to get home?”

Augusto seemed surprised to see his oldest son. He reached out and took his son’s hands. “I’m glad you came,” he said. “I’m hearing that terrible things will happen downriver.”

John thought it typical. The Old Man hadn’t spared a second to ask about his youngest son’s welfare after the demonstrations. It was as if the Old Man didn’t care.

“What kind of things are you talking about?” Joseph said.

Augusto ignored him and repeated: “Está tudo acabado.”

“Luckily the British army was escorting store owners,” James said. “We managed to get a ride from them.”

“There’s nothing left,” Augusto said. “All gone, wiped out.” He retreated onto the sofa and dug himself deeper into the cushions, as if it was the only place he could find sanctuary.

“It was terrible” James said. “You wouldn’t believe it. I closed up the store early in the afternoon after I heard about the looting, but they came soon afterwards, broke all the showcases, stripped them bare, entered the store and take off with anything not bolted down to the floor. All we could do was stand by and watch, helpless.”

The Old Man sobbed. “They looted everything on the floor, then they moved to the warehouse and stripped it bare. They even carted away the fixtures before they set fire to the store. Why did they have to set fire to it? I can’t understand them. Why set fire and destroy everything that I’ve built up? I’ve always been good to them—why did they do it?”

John had never seen his father cry before. He’d often wondered if there had been occasions when his father was moved to tears, like when his mother passed away. Had his father broken down, or approached it calmly? Had this been the start of his hostility to John, for the death of his wife in childbirth?

“You can recover from the insurance company, can’t you?” Thomas said.

Augusto shook his head and looked at his son. He said: “Você está louco. You’re crazy. Our policy doesn’t cover riots and acts of civil unrest and insurrection. None of the owners will be able to recover from their insurance policies. We’re all going to go broke.”

“I tried to stop them,” Augusto continued. “I tried, but no one would listen. I told them, we’re all in this together. I’m Conservative, you’re Republican, I kept telling them, but no one would listen.”

Being a Conservative and part of the combined opposition against Reform, the governing party, hadn’t helped the situation. When the dogs of war were set free and insurrection and looting started, the rabble-rousers didn’t distinguish friend from foe. And Winslow had played a part in it all.

“Não há nada mais,” Augusto said. “Não há nada mais.”

John remembered stories about his grandfather, Salvador, who had started out as a street peddler of haberdashery. He had built his business from the ground up and passed it on to his son. Augusto had expanded over the years, and now everything was gone.

The irony of what had happened didn’t escape John. He had heard his father preach many times to his sons, about the value of hard work and how it would pay off in the end. Augusto had laboured all his life to achieve success, never taking a vacation or a sick day. The Old Man and Uncle Jules, often talked about going back to Madeira, one of these days, to explore their roots. It didn’t look as if he would make it in his lifetime. 

And the next time his father brought up the subject about the benefits of having a sound education and working hard to prosper, John would remind him about Black Friday.
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​2 FADED PATTERNS
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Sunlight streamed through the window high up in the wall as Omar lay on his cot, staring at the ceiling.

The size of the window was no more than eighteen square inches, and in the early morning glow, the sun filled the solitary opening with a rapturous blaze of stunning light, the finest he’d seen in all the time he’d been the sole occupant of the chamber. The light was broken into symmetrical zones by steel bars as the sun bounced off the ceiling and cascaded down the walls. And, if the bars were not enough, the shadows hurled on the wall stood as symbols of his impotence, a constant reminder—he had to remain within the confines of his cramped cell.

A cockroach scurried across the ceiling, followed by another and yet another. They were huge insects, antennae outstretched, claws visible on their legs. He suspected they were trying to escape the sunlight. In his peripheral vision, he observed a rat scampering across the floor, heading in the direction of his toilet bowl. This was what his life had come down to—insects and scavengers for companions.

The ceiling bore the faint but discernible shape of a watermark—somewhere back in time a toilet or sink overflowing and penetrating the floor above. Perhaps someone had lost control of his body functions at the last moment. Or had reached the point where he just didn't care anymore. People did that, he concluded, when the expectation of seeing another sunrise was hopeless. 

Someone was coming along the corridor. Omar knew the footsteps, had become familiar with them over the five years of his incarceration in the Old Capital Wing, knew every pause and hesitation as the person passed the contiguous cells in the block, his baton tap-tapping on the door as he checked and roused the denizens to a new morning. It was ironic: the authorities confined condemned men to a special block with the intention of terminating their existence, but still took pains to ensure they were up and alive every morning. It was as if the State was playing God.

Five steps—that was all it took from the adjoining cell to Omar’s. He felt the looming presence at the door of his compartment, even as he continued to stare at the stain on the ceiling. Something stirred deep in the recesses of his brain and he tried to come to grips with it before he acknowledged the person outside the door. But the perspective kept evading him.

“Hey boy, Omar, you up?” It was one of those idiotic questions Ram Persaud was capable of asking. It would go on like this throughout his rounds as he passed each cell on Death Row. Like: How you feeling today? How did he think condemned men could feel, confined to an eight by six cell, especially Omar for the last five years of his life? Or: You had a good night sleep, boy? How could anyone have a good night’s sleep with a death sentence hanging over his head? The constant stream of traffic on Camp Street all hours of the night, horns honking, voices of people passing, revelers carousing, did not help matters.

Omar didn’t answer.

“Things not too good out there, boy. Last night they nearly burn down the whole of Georgetown. JP Santos, Sandbach Parker, other big stores on Water Street, they all burn down to the ground. And they had plenty, plenty looting in downtown. They finally bring in the British troops from Atkinson Air Base to get t’ings under control. But, before that happen, it was open season on the stores. Boy, I don’t know what this country coming to, with all this talk about independence and what not.”

Omar turned to look at the jailer. “The only news I want to hear right now, is what happen to my appeal to the Privy Council.”

Ram Persaud seemed determined to elaborate on the big news item of the morning, though. “You shouldda seen it last night, boy. Smoke rising up from the shopping area. Thick black smoke high up in the sky. It look like the end of the world. People passing in the street with all kinds of things they loot from the stores before they burn them down. Refrigerators, stoves, mattress, you name it, people finding ways to fetch them out of the store. I went early this morning to take a look before I come to work. I never see anyt’ing like it in all me born days.”

Looked like the end of the world, as Ram Persaud put it. Omar had seen the glow in the evening, long after the sun had set and he’d wondered what was happening. Word quickly spread among the occupants of the cells about a fire in the downtown area. 

Omar shrugged. What did it really matter to him? As far as he was concerned, it was the end of the world if the news he was awaiting was not good.

Omar said, “You sound as if you sorry you couldn’t take some of the loot.”

“By the time they get through, there was nothing left behind for anybody to take, I tell you. All the stores stripped bare, and they even thief the shelves and light fixtures.”

“Is what cause all this looting and rioting?”

“The opposition Republicans and Conservatives trying to force the government to drop the new budget, but the government refuse to back down. So the opposition send all their supporters into the streets to protest, and before you know it, rioting and burning start.”

“And what was the police doing when all this was going on?”

“The police nowhere to be seen. They don’t really support the government, anyway. I believe they want to overthrow it, you know. I t’ink is time for me to make tracks and leave this country.”

“Where will you go?”

“Canada or America. I got friends in both places.”

Omar shrugged. “You lucky, you can still leave. I got nowhere to go. I still waiting to hear about my news, you know.”

“You sure you want to hear the news?”

It had to be bad. If it were good news, Ram would never have hesitated. Omar nodded.

Ram took his time before answering. He shook his head and pulled out a sheet of paper from inside his jacket. “Sorry, boy. Things don’t look too good. The Privy Council send word to the governor, the governor send word to the Super’tendent, everything got to go ahead on schedule.” He stuck the paper through the bars, balancing it on one of the cross runners.

Omar didn’t move from his cot.

“I really, really sorry about how things end up. I going leave it right here. You can look at it later. Anything I can get for you in the meanwhile?”

Omar wanted to say: What you sorry about? Is not you going to the gallows! But, he held his tongue. Ram had always been kind to him and they had developed a bond over the years. It had reached a point where Ram had even taken him into his confidence, sharing his ongoing marital troubles with Julie.
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