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CHAPTER 1 –News From Back Home
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TORONTO. MONDAY 24 NOVEMBER 1980: AM.

The clock radio on the night table, a foot away from him, was one of the items Carl had acquired after his move to the apartment on Tyndall Avenue in Toronto.

He stared at the numbers emblazoned in red against a black background: 4:45, while the last digit slowly moved downwards. The movement was hypnotic—one digit sliding into a cavity somewhere in the bottom of the clock, another replacing it from a reservoir at the top, a seemingly endless cycle of time. Was this what his life had come down to?

In the worst of times, insomnia had never been one of his problems. His way around the long days at the bank, the ongoing cycle of deadlines and ever moving targets, was to stop off at the gym on the way home, and by the time he went to bed he was mentally and physically drained. Recently, though, he’d found it increasingly difficult to sleep through the early hours of the morning. After the first few hours, his brain came alive again and refused to let his body succumb to its physical limitations. 

He could remember times though, when he managed to sleep late, with Natasha...

*
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They had been lying in bed, in what seemed such a long time ago, and she had her back to him. Light streamed through the slats of the window shade. Sunday, midmorning, and he was close enough to feel the rhythm of her breathing as her chest expanded with the inflow of air and her shoulders drooped with the exhalation. He had lain there on his elbow, observing every rise and undulation of her form and feature. The sunlight was focused on her, creating a halo effect. On her face, in the silhouette cast by the sunlight, fine strands of blond hair stood out—so short that they almost blended with her skin. 

Moving closer to her, he kissed her gently on her shoulder, his pulse racing at the thought of early morning intimacy. He traced the pattern of hair around her long neck—he’d always found this stimulating, and he remembered how it was when they started living together—her neck was smooth, an enticing part of her body from which he could taste the salt if he crept up behind her in the kitchen. Looking at it, now, it was all filled with ridges and folds, due to the angle in which she lay. He could smell her, the odour of stale cologne, hair that hadn’t been washed for days, leftover makeup from the prior night still caking her face. 

*
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The phone on the night table rang, a harsh sound splintering the stillness of the early morning and he was startled, even though he had not been fully asleep. Perhaps if he ignored it, the sound would go away.

The clock changed to 4:47. Passages in time. He had always wondered if it was possible to measure an interval, and here it was, two minutes had elapsed before his eyes. One hundred and twenty seconds during which nothing had happened. He had not stirred, had not planned, or moved his life forward in any way. As far as he knew there had been no earth-shattering event unfolding in the world, and if there were, what did it matter to him anyway? He could easily remain in bed all day and not know about it, and as far as he was concerned, if it was something he knew nothing about, it hadn’t happened and had no bearing on his life. 

Lying there in bed, dangling in a zone somewhere between sleep and consciousness, he was overcome by a strange feeling—that he was losing control of his life, and for the first time in recent years was unsure of his direction.

He looked around at his sparsely furnished bedroom: the bed he was lying in, a chest of drawers, vanity and wardrobe—all identical items he’d started out with back in 1972 when he was a bachelor and had just graduated and started working at the Canadian Business Bank.

He continued to stare at the clock: 4:48. The phone hadn’t stopped ringing—an ungodly hour for anyone to be trying to get hold of him. Who could it be? Panic seized him—was it Natasha? Had something happened to one of the children? He reached over to pick it up. 

The voice at the other end of the line said, “Collect call from Georgetown, Guyana from Mister Jules Dias for Mister Carl Dias. Will you accept the charge?”

Just over a week ago Carl had written Uncle Jules and given him his new phone number. His uncle hadn’t wasted much time in contacting him. What could he want this early in the morning?

“Yes,” he said.

He heard the connection being made. “Go ahead,” the operator said.

“Cal, you there?” His uncle had a habit of truncating his name—as if Carl was not short enough.

“Yes, I am, Uncle Jules.”

“Cal,” his uncle said, “I sorry to call you this early in the morning.”

Sometime back the eight had changed to nine and Carl had missed the movement. The four was now five and the nine had changed to zero. A late Indian summer had given false hope of a delayed winter and he had turned off the heat in the apartment. Now, a sudden chill penetrated below the comforter, got hold of his toes and was slowly working its way up his ankles to his calves. The phone was still lying next to him in his right hand, but he couldn’t feel it; his fingers were numb.

“Cal, you there?”

Carl cleared his throat. “Yes, I’m here Uncle Jules,” and his first thought was of the number of times he had tried to contact anyone in Guyana and had been unable due to the erratic state of the telephone system in the country. “Where are you calling from?”

“Georgetown—Telecom Building. Is the only way to make overseas phone calls these days and you have to join a long line-up. One big waste of time but is how things run nowadays in this kiss-me-ass country.”

Carl could well imagine what an imposition it must have been for Uncle Jules: journey by hire-car from the East Coast all the way to Georgetown just to make a phone call. How much more of a revolting waste of time could there be, when he could be back home in his shop making money.

“What’s the news, Uncle Jules?” 

Even before he asked, Carl had concluded it had to be connected to his father, that something dreadful had happened to the Old Man. He braced himself for the worse.

“I’m coming from Georgetown hospital,” his uncle said. “We rushed your father there last night.”

A pause. Carl detected a sniffle and a sigh. Who was it that felt the impact more—the bearer of the bad news or the one about to receive it?

“Your father...died, two hours ago.”

Uncle Jules was like that, from as far back as he knew him—the embodiment of paucity in language and efficiency in time management, someone who rarely said two words if one sufficed, a man who had made a fortune and lost it. Time is money and Idle hands make mischief were his catch phrases.

The last digit on the clock face now showed a One. Carl hugged the phone closer to his ear. The numbness was slowly overtaking his entire body.

“What happened?” Carl sputtered. “I didn’t know he was in hospital. I received a letter from him just last week.”

“He take in with pains last night. He didn’t want to go the hospital—he was saying that he would never come out alive. The people staying at the house finally call an ambulance, but none arrive. They had to take him themselves. They send word to me from the hospital.” A bitter note crept into his Uncle’s voice. “They didn’t admit him until I arrive and by then, he was in bad shape.”

The bottomless reservoir had supplied more numbers. One, two, three, four and five had fallen into the chasm and been replaced by six—it was now 4:56. 

“My God,” Carl said. “How could this happen? He didn’t mention any health problems in his letter.”

“That’s your father—stubborn as a jackass and headstrong like a mule. He always had to do things his own way. Anyway, they going do an autopsy this morning and release the body later. We have to make plans for the funeral. I can make all the arrangements with the funeral parlour this morning before I go back home. Will you and your brothers be coming?”

He always had to do things his own way. The Old Man had only been gone a few hours and already he was being referred to in the past tense.

The clock had made its way relentlessly through the last digit and had started over, the four having changed to five. One of the slats in the middle of the window shade was bent out of shape and through it he saw a new day breaking outside. A soft glow was working its way into the bedroom. How easily time had slipped through his fingers!

“Yes, I will definitely come back for the funeral. I’m going to phone Joseph and see if he wants to make the trip. I don’t think that Thomas is in any shape to take that long flight, so you can count him out. As for John, well, no one knows which part of the world he is right now...”

“Okay, I will hold the funeral until I hear from you. Will you be able to make arrangements for payment when you come? Things not too good with me right now.”

“Don’t worry, Uncle Jules. I will take care of everything. Please phone in another three hours. If I’m not here I will leave a message with Natasha—you have her number. She will give you flight information and arrival time. I’m going to have to do a bit of running around to prepare for the trip.”

After he hung up, Carl continued to lie in bed, staring at the clock, but totally oblivious of time. He was completely drained, as if he could sleep forever, only it was now from a numbness that left him confused, caught in the interval between sleeping and waking, when there was no distinction between dreaming and reality, when very little makes sense. He got up and sat at the edge of the bed, thinking of what had just happened, wondering if it were a dream from which he’d just awakened. When the reality finally sunk in, the news struck him suddenly, swiftly, like a slap in the face, and he realized, with regret, that he had only thought of himself, and nothing about what Uncle Jules was going through. He was the only surviving relative in Guyana, bearing the full brunt of his older brother’s death.

My God, Carl thought, has it really been that long since I last saw the Old Man? He tried to summon an image of his father’s features, recall how he usually dressed, what characteristics stood out, but the images had been buried so long that they had grown blurred. He remembered a photo album back in British Guiana, the pictures old and faded. He concentrated hard and sure enough he was able to recall certain details: a long aquiline nose with a solid bridge, a pencil shaped moustache, thin lips, large ears sticking out from the side of his head. He could still invoke the outline of the profile and the shape of the face—they were the easiest aspects to summon from his subconscious. And, he discovered that if he thought of the features one by one and positioned them on the face, slowly, out of the mist, a complete picture appeared and filled his vision. 

He remembered his son asking him: “Dad, what is our Grandfather like? Will we ever get to meet him one day?” He’d been unable to respond.

He thought of Natasha. Instead of being shacked up in his apartment in Toronto, he wished he were with her and the kids back in Etobicoke.

His father had always been a strong man, someone who took care of his body, preached the evils of overindulgence, and boasted that he would live to be a hundred and twenty years. Now, he was dead at the age of seventy, when he should still have been enjoying the fruits of his retirement.

Since leaving Guyana back in nineteen sixty-four, despite all his attempts to make contact and bridge the gap, there had been very little communication between Carl and the Old Man, something to which he had eventually grown accustomed. The last letter had arrived, written on an airmail form, the way his father always corresponded, his small, precise handwriting now degenerated into nothing more than a scribble, the letters difficult to decipher, as if he were writing in shorthand. A rambling letter—it touched on many subjects: the background of the family coming from Madeira in eighteen forty-three to British Guiana, family values he tried to instil in his children, his own political ambitions—successes and failures, life as it now existed in the country steadily and remorselessly sliding into an abyss of dictatorship and poverty. 

Carl felt a sudden void opening in his life, as he realized he would never again see his father alive—that it didn’t matter what had transpired over the years. It wasn’t relevant, the positions they had taken, the lack of empathy they had for each other, he would never be able to look into his father’s face and try to find some common ground. With his father’s departure, he had lost yet another link to his past. He opened his mouth wide, sucking in large gulps of air deep within his lungs, in a desperate attempt to control his emotions, but try as hard as he could, he was unable to avoid the convulsions and he broke down in tears. He thought of Natasha and the kids again, and he couldn’t help wondering what he was doing there, all alone in the apartment.

Natasha was the first person he contacted by phone after he’d composed himself. 

She must have detected a tremor in his voice when he greeted her. “Carlos, Qué pasa? Es algo malo? What is the matter? Is something wrong?” 

She always called him Carlos. From the very first day they met, she had labelled him her Carlos, and never changed after that.

“I just received a call from Guyana. My father died early this morning,” 

A short pause and he could hear her heavy breathing. In the first few months after they started living together, he had come to appreciate that she was a silent crier, one of those who mourned inwardly, never really letting her emotion get hold and take control. At first, he’d often made fun of this difference between them—about her being cold like the frozen Siberian tundra, while he was hot like the tropical days and nights in the West Indies. So many years later, it seemed as if they had switched and assumed each other’s personality. She had become someone who found death and its untimely appearance a lamentable event, regardless of who died and how tenuous the connection, and even though she’d never met his father, Carl had told her enough of the Old Man that she was familiar with his life and Carl’s relationship with him. He heard her sobbing. 

“я так сожалею. Lamento mucho,” she said. “I am so sorry.”

“El tío Jules me llamó,’” he said. 

His response had been automatic. After sixteen years of living with her on and off and hearing her constantly switch back and forth between Russian and English, Spanish and English, or even sometimes between Russian and Spanish, he’d grown accustomed to her seamless transitions, especially when she spoke to him or doing on-the-job translations.

“Uncle Jules called me,” he said. “He died early this morning.”

“What are you going to do? Are you planning on going back for the funeral?” She always seemed to be one step ahead of him, thinking into the future, planning and concocting schemes.

“Yes, I’m going to see if I can get a flight out, this afternoon if possible.”

She said, after a pause, “My poor Carlos. Puedo imaginarme cómo usted se siente. I can imagine how you feel. To have to go back when you were so far away from it all. How did he die?”

“I don’t have details. But, he was rushed to hospital late last night and died early this morning.”

“No hay nada peor que muriéndose solo. There is nothing worse than dying alone. Is a pity no one...none of his sons was down there with him when it happened.”

“Yes, it’s the life we choose, isn’t it? I will leave you details of the flight when I get the information. Uncle Jules will phone you if he can’t get hold of me, since I have some running around to do.”

“Carlos, ¿Está usted seguro que usted es bien?”

“Yes, I’m going to be okay.”

“Carlos, I’m so sorry. ¿Me querría usted al com sobre? Would you like me to come over?”

“No.” It came out abrupt, harsher than he meant it to sound and he felt guilty, that he might have appeared to have scolded her, when she was simply trying comfort him.

“Arrangements have to be made. I have to phone work and let them know. Must get an early flight.” He was thinking in flashes now, trying to concentrate on what needed to be done. “Have to pack some things. Have to phone Thomas before he goes off to work. Must phone Joseph—not sure I can get hold of him now.” He looked at the clock—it was 4:59. “Close to ten o’clock in the U.K. I’m not sure I can get him. He’s probably already at work.”

“What about the niños? Should I tell them?”

“No. When I come over to say goodbye I will explain everything to them. I’d like to be there when they’re told, If you don’t mind.”

“Of course, I don’t mind. I’ll keep the kids home today. ¿Debo preparar yo el desayuno para usted?”

“No, I don’t think I’ll be able to get there that early in time for breakfast.”  

The clock was showing 5:45 by the time Carl was through with the British West Indian Airways agent on the phone.

The real hurdle, the travel agent told him, would be in getting out of the country, since there was always a long list of people waiting to join the exodus. Even though they would issue a ticket, he would have to confirm his return flight in person at the airline office in Georgetown and there was always the possibility that someone who had good connections with some official in the office might be given Carl’s seat. That was the way things worked there now—having a contact ensured priority in everything, whether it was booking a flight or buying groceries, obtaining a passport or getting a driver’s license. 

Carl didn’t have much of a choice. He booked the flight.

He looked up his address book, found Joseph’s work number in England and dialled.

When the switchboard connected him, Carl didn’t hesitate: “I have some bad news,” he told his brother. “The Old Man died early this morning.”

A little over two years Carl had re-established contact with his brother and even though they hadn’t met they’d had several phone conversations during that time. Joseph had remarried, to an English woman he’d met while studying there. They had a daughter, Wendy, who was ten. Carl had never raised the topic of Joseph’s first wife Frances and their first child, Bernadette who would have been twenty-three in July if she were still alive.

A long pause at the other end of the line. What was going through Joseph’s mind—did he have the same emotional reaction that Carl had felt over an hour ago? Was he having flashes of his childhood and the later years in Georgetown?

Joseph cleared his throat. “I can’t say that it’s that much of a surprise. I received a letter from him last week and he was rambling about so many things I couldn’t figure out what he was talking about. I thought he was surely going downhill. He sounded like a man writing his last letter.”

So, Joseph had also received a letter. Most likely Thomas would have too. The Old Man must have known that his days were numbered. What had he been seeking—a last hour attempt at reconciliation with his sons?

Carl came straight to the point. “Are you going to make it for the funeral?”

The response was swift. “No. I can’t make it.”

Carl couldn’t help it—his response was just as swift and firm, with an edge to his voice, “Can’t, or won’t?”

“Either way it doesn’t make a difference. What did you expect?”

“The man’s dead, for Christ’s sake, don’t you think we should at least return for the funeral? After all, he was our father.”

“There’s nothing we can do for him now, is there? Uncle Jules can take care of the burial. I will pay my portion.”

“Does it always have to come down to money with you? You won’t even consider going to pay your last respects? You’re the oldest son! You, most of all should be there.”

“Carl, there’s nothing more for me in Guyana. I swore I would never return, not after what happened to me in nineteen sixty-four. How else do you expect me to feel?”

“That’s over sixteen years ago. You can’t live in the past forever. You have to let go, sometime. At least let’s go back for the funeral. I have to call Thomas next, though I can’t imagine he’s going to be able to go back, considering the condition he’s in. The Old Man deserves some kind of representation from you and me, at least.”

“Count me out. You’re right—I don’t think Thomas will make it. How about John, are you forgetting him?”

“I haven’t heard from John in over sixteen years. I have no idea where he is. Do you?”

“No. He hasn’t kept in touch with me.”

“Even if we’re able to contact him, chances are that he won’t even want to attend the funeral.” 

“Not the way the Old Man treated him over the years.”

“So that’s it? You wouldn’t even think about going back?”

“I’m afraid so. To be honest, I don’t see why you’re going. The country has gone downhill since independence—you will find a far different place from the one you left. Think about it Carl, do you really want to go?”

Carl had visions of his father’s coffin being placed in the ground with only Uncle Jules being present and his uncle shaking his head and muttering: I’m sorry Augusto, my brother, but I tried my best to get your boys here and it doesn’t look as if they give a damn about you.

“Since you won’t go and Thomas can’t make it, looks like its up to me. We just can’t leave everything on Uncle Jules’ shoulders. Besides, it’s not right that the Old Man is laid to rest with none of his children present.”

“The two of you didn’t exactly get along in the years before you left, though. Why the pressing need to go, now?”

“I know we didn’t get along, a long time ago. I haven’t told you this, but I was thinking of returning sometime soon, especially after the letter arrived. I won’t live with a clear conscience if I don’t go for the funeral.”

“Apart from it not being safe anymore, you could find yourself in real trouble with the authorities, and you might not be able to get out. Have you thought of what you’re going to do if that happens?”

“Yes, I have given that some thought. I’m returning as a Canadian citizen and travelling with a Canadian passport. I don’t think there’s much of a risk.”

“Suit yourself,” Joseph said. “I have too many bitter memories of what happened to really have faith in that country. I can’t put it behind me, not ever. Besides, you just have to look at the news and you can tell how bad things are down there with very little hope of change, not as long as the Republicans are in government.” 

Sixteen years and a distance spanning all the way across the Atlantic to the U.K now separated Carl from his brother. Joseph had turned forty-five last August. How had the years treated him? Carl still had a picture of the oldest of his siblings frozen in his memory. Time and space, and now death, seemed to do that. The picture he had of Joseph: someone with thick, black, slick hair parted in the middle and combed backwards, a thin moustache that could have been something scrolled on his top lip with a black-ink marker. This had all started when Joseph saw Down Argentine Way with Don Ameche in 1946. Don Ameche became a matinee idol and Joseph was sure to see him in all his movies playing in Georgetown. Joseph later adopted the trademark Don Ameche tux and black bow tie and wore these to every function. Added to his grey eyes and finely chiselled features, he had the look of a wild Latin dancer and was much sought after by women, until he married in 1956. In the months following the disturbances in Wismar in the lower Demerara River, where he lost his wife and daughter, Joseph’s appearance had altered. Carl had seen recent pictures: Joseph was now bald and tubby, far different from the Don Ameche of old.

“The alternative with the Reform party is not any better,” Joseph was saying. “You, most of all should know that with all the connections you had with them over the years.” 

Joseph was treading on a delicate subject—the differences that split the family and the entire country in the struggle for independence. The result was a series of cataclysmic explosions that rent the very fabric of the colony, like lava rising to the surface after a volcanic eruption. Carl rang off and looked up the phone number for Thomas.

Thinking about it, Carl understood: even if they had started out from different directions, they had all gone down the same path during the disturbances in the sixties. He, to some extent, and Joseph and Thomas to a greater degree, Uncle Jules and his family, all were still around as grim reminders. James was long gone; John had been affected in ways that most of them could never determine since he was somewhere out there, out of touch, and probably trying to adjust his life; and now his father was the most recent casualty. They had all suffered, like so many on both sides of the divide opening in the colony not long after the emergence of nationalism in the fifties and the split in the Reform party —based on racial, philosophical, and historical positions, fault lines running across the top of the South American landscape—fissures unpredictable and unavoidable from the onset. What had started out as a common goal for independence had fast disintegrated into a fight for supremacy in which divisions were cultivated and exploited to the fullest by all the participants and the great powers—by the British and Russian governments, and most of all the Americans.  

Carl had seen Thomas the previous Christmas when he had flown down to Florida with Natasha, Alexei and Irina for their first visit to Disney World. The last time he’d seen his brother prior to that was back in British Guiana.

He phoned Thomas’ home number and no one picked up. He hung up and tried the number for his brother’s office that was twenty feet down a flight of stairs in his house. After obtaining his CPA Thomas had gone into private practice and eventually built up a select clientele, enabling him to work from home.

Thomas answered the phone on the first ring and soon as he heard Carl’s voice, he said, “It’s bad news, isn’t it?”

“The only reason I’m calling so early in the morning.”

“Is it the Old Man?”

“Yes. I heard from Uncle Jules. The Old Man died early this morning in Georgetown hospital. No cause of death is given, as yet, but I suspect it was his heart. He was having severe pains over the weekend.”

Thomas was breathing heavily, much more than what Carl typically heard over the phone. Carl pictured his brother, sitting there in his large black leather office chair, the phone resting on its shoulder cradle. He would be staring out of half-singed eyelids, into space, perhaps thinking back to Guyana and the sixties and what had happened to get him to his present condition, something that placed severe limitations on his mobility.  

“I can’t imagine you’re going to be able to make it for the funeral so I’m just calling to let you know.”

“Yes, I realize that. Thanks Carl. Are you going back?”

“Yes, I’ve already got a flight out this afternoon.”

“What about Joseph—does he know?”

“Yes, I phoned him earlier. He’s not returning.”

“I didn’t think he would. So, that means you’re going to be on your own, since I can’t imagine John turning up out of nowhere. He probably won’t even hear the news about the Old Man’s death.”

“I’m not sure he would even care. Anyway, Uncle Jules is there. He’s already started arrangements for the funeral.”

“Good old Uncle Jules—always there when you need him. How about you—do you think you will have any problems down there?”

Carl thought for a while. He said, “Well, it has been sixteen years. If things are in such a mess as everyone keeps saying, I can’t imagine that there is any kind of record of what happened, or that anyone will even take the time to follow up.”

“I hope so,” Thomas said. 

Carl rang off. 
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CHAPTER 2 –On The Way
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TORONTO. MONDAY 24 NOVEMBER 1980: PM.

It was raining—one of those pelting downpours laced with occasional bursts of ice-pellets, a taste of what would come later in Toronto when winter’s icy grip took hold. Traffic was slow. Carl was glad he’d left for the airport with plenty of time to spare. He’d spent less than half an hour with Natasha and the kids and said goodbye. This hadn’t been easy. Since going on his own, he’d found the solitude of his self-imposed exile increasingly difficult.

As he sat in the cab, heading west on The Queensway, he thought of what might be awaiting him on his arrival in Guyana and whether he’d be able to get out after the funeral. If he had problems getting a flight, what would he do? Getting out by sea, assuming he was able to obtain the necessary booking, would take several weeks at best. Travelling overland to the neighbouring countries of Brazil and Venezuela was not an alternative since there was no through-road to those countries, all of which left Suriname—Dutch Guyana, as a last resort. He would have to travel by car to the border and cross over the Berbice River, make his way to Paramaribo and board a flight there. 

He did a mental check of the list he’d compiled—items he had to take on the trip, things he had to do before he left. His Canadian passport was now safely tucked away in the inside pocket of his jacket along with the BWIA airline ticket. There hadn’t been enough time to take immunization shots but he was reasonably sure he still had enough built-in protection. The suit he was wearing would be used for the funeral. In addition, he had packed enough clothes to last him for a week, and if he had to, he could rotate them. The travellers’ cheques he’d bought from the bank were safely hidden in his money-belt on the inside of his pants—he could feel the pressure in his crotch. Based on everything he’d heard and read about the crime situation in Guyana, he didn’t think his precautions were excessive.

The driver had his radio tuned to the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation—CBC, and Carl caught the main item: Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau to proceed with unilateral repatriation of the constitution to Canada.

He saw the driver looking at him in the rear-view mirror. 

“Sir, which airline you travelling with?” the man said.

“BWIA—I believe it’s terminal one,” Carl said.

The man nodded and tilted his head towards the radio. “Sir, what do you think will happen when Prime Minister Trudeau bring this constitution thing back to Canada? Do you think it will make a difference for people who come to Canada and can’t find a job in they field?” 

Carl thought about it. There had been a written constitution when British Guiana gained independence back in 1966. In that new Guyana Constitution, the British government and the British Guiana politicians had prescribed and enshrined all the human rights laid out by the United Nations Charter of Rights. However, it was now expected that The President and his Republican party would rig the upcoming elections to obtain the necessary two-thirds majority needed to amend the constitution and make him President For Life.

“I think it’s something Trudeau wants to leave as his legacy,” Carl said. “I don’t know if it will really mean anything to the common man on the street right now, but in the end, it could make a big difference if there are enough safeguards to protect and enforce rights and freedoms.” He wanted to add: Unlike back in Guyana where the Constitution turned out to be not even worth the paper it was written on since there was no mechanism for enforcement.

Carl said, “Time will tell. What’s your field, by the way?”

“I was a doctor back in the Punjab. The Canadian government tell me they need people like me so I apply and come, bring my whole family over. They tell me I can’t practice here unless I go back to school, can’t go back to school until I get a job and find the money for the fees. Can’t even get a pharmacist job. This is the best I can do right now to keep food on the table—drive a cab!” He laughed, a cynical laugh from deep inside his throat. He kept his left hand on the steering wheel and gesticulated frequently with his right as he spoke. He wore a silver bracelet around his right wrist, and it was too large—it kept slipping down to his elbow and he’d shake his wrist to reposition it. 

Carl looked closer at the driver. He seemed to be a modern-day Sikh who had trimmed his hair, replaced the turban with a Blue Jay’s cap and discarded his traditional outfit for blue jeans and a plaid shirt, all presumably to adapt to his new country. A doctor back in his homeland—you never know about people! 

“Where you going, sir, if you don’t mind me asking? You sound like you from the West Indies. Trinidad or Guyana, but I think more from Guyana?”

The man knew his geography. Carl said, “Yes.” 

“My next-door neighbour in Malton is from Guyana. He’s East Indian. He tell me that East Indians and Black people don’t get along in Guyana. Is this true?”

Carl sighed. “Not as simple as that.”

“But, you’re not Black or Indian, sir.”

“Mostly Portuguese, from way back, with a bit of East Indian, actually.”

“I was thinking only Black and Indian live in Guyana.”

“Not so. Blacks and East Indians make up the majority of the population. There’s some Portuguese, Chinese and White still there, descendants of the original migrants and there’s still native Amerindians who live mostly in outlying areas.”

“My neighbour say that there is a election coming up there next month and they might have trouble.”

Carl had read about the upcoming election in the Caribbean Times that he often picked up from Ram’s Roti And Curry Shop on Queen Street, so the news was no surprise to him. What would be in store with an election coming up?

“My neighbour also say that the government kill a politician early this year. I can’t remember his name. But, it was a Black man who form another party.”

Carl had also read of this. Back in June, a car bomb killed Walter Rodney in Georgetown. Rodney’s brother Donald, who was travelling with him at the time, escaped unhurt. Donald claimed that it was the Republican government who engineered the assassination because his brother’s new party would steal votes away from the Black segment of the population, posing a threat to the government’s often engineered majority hold on power. Walter Rodney’s killer had supposedly fled to nearby Surinam and was still at large. There was even a rumour that the CIA was involved in the plot. Rumours abounded in Guyana these days, especially with the media being tightly controlled by the government. 

Carl had followed the career of Guyanese born Rodney, one of the youngest professors at the University of West Indies until he was expelled for his stand against the Jamaican government’s lack of progress in alleviating the misery of the poorer class in that country. Rodney returned to Guyana in 1974 and spurned the advances of both mainstream political parties—the Reform and the Republican, forming his own party at the age of thirty-two. He became very popular through his activism in grassroots movements and open opposition to the corruption and dictatorship of the Republican government, becoming a target due to his stand. Another opportunity for change and progress shot down at an early stage, Carl thought. 

More news on the radio: Ronald Regan to announce appointments for his cabinet later that day. Iraq invasion of Iran now in full swing; the international community not hopeful of an early resolution. Anastasio Somoza, ousted Nicaragua ruler, and two aides assassinated in Asunción, the capital of Paraguay. 

“Do you think things will change under Regan?” the driver said. They had left highway 427 and were almost on the ramp to the airport. “Do you think I can get in there?”

Doesn’t really matter who was elected, Carl thought. Outsiders would always be involved in the internal affairs of other countries, more cold war power-play politics between the communist and western blocs, more manipulation of elections and governments by the KGB, the CIA and British Military Intelligence. Since the 1950’s it had been like that, when Guyana was still a colony and nationalism sparked a fire seen throughout most colonial empires. Outside involvement was there in the 1960’s, before Guyana’s independence, and he had no hope that things would ever change. Somoza: once the protégé of the CIA and supported by the American government despite all his corrupt practices and evil misdeeds, had been assassinated. Had he fallen out with the Americans and was the CIA also involved?

“I don’t really know,” Carl said.

The rain was still falling as they pulled into the departure level of the terminal. It could be raining back in Guyana. November was the start of the rainy season and Carl had read of recent floods in the country. That much hadn’t changed from when he was growing up back there.  

The driver got out and opened the trunk for Carl’s baggage. Carl paid him the fare with a generous tip and wished him well in his reintegration into the medical profession.

The flight was scheduled to stop in Antigua and Trinidad before going on to the northern tip of the South American mainland and to Guyana. Looking around at the other passengers waiting to check in, Carl couldn’t help wondering: Who’s going back to Guyana and why are they heading back, when so many were trying to get out? Why would they want to return, knowing the turbulence and uncertainty the country was presently experiencing? How many others are heading back on a bereavement call, reluctantly, out of necessity rather than for pleasure?

Five people were ahead of Carl in the queue. In front of him, a priest in his black cassock, a Guyana passport in his hand pushed a large blue suitcase on the floor with his foot as the line inched along. Behind Carl: an Indian woman in a long white dress and a white headscarf. The woman wore thick glasses, which tended to magnify her eyes. She rifled through her floral cloth bag as if she were taking inventory. Carl saw a saucepan in the bag—one of those carriers used for transporting lunch on the sugar estates.

The priest turned around and smiled at Carl. “Going on holiday?”

Carl shook his head. 

A woman with two large suitcases was arguing with the clerk about having to pay for overweight baggage.

“Things seems slower than usual,” the priest said. 

Carl smiled. “Island time, I guess, or if you’re from Guyana, it would be Guyanese time.”

The priest said, “You sound as if you’re originally from Guyana.”

“Yes. Where you headed, Father?”

“Same place.” 

The priest was a short stub of a man no more than five feet, four inches, sparse brown stumps littering his dome, while short hair curled at the sides and back of his head. He tilted his head downwards when he looked at Carl over his pince-nez glasses perched at the bottom of his nose.

He aroused Carl’s curiosity. Carl didn’t think there were many Whites still left in the country. “Are you connected with the church in Guyana, then?”

“Yes. I’m Father Ian Martin from the diocese in Georgetown.” He sighed and his face assumed a grave look, like someone who’d just received news of the unexpected death of a relative.  “I’m also the editor of The Catholic Times.”

The Catholic Times—Carl remembered it well. Along with The Guiana Graphic and The Chronicle, back in the sixties, it was a thorn in the side of the Reform party when they took power in the first self-government expected to lead the country to full independence. The Catholic Times seemed to take extra delight in vilifying Reform, branding their policies as communist, and engaging in personal attacks on the Chairman of the party and members of the cabinet. Almost every edition contained an article on how Reform would nationalize private business and seize properties if they lead the country to nationhood. At times, the attacks in all the newspapers became so venomous there was little objectivity remaining, even when Reform came out with policies based on sound economic practices being implemented in most developing countries, practices meant to break up huge holdings and promote land reform, along with a progressive taxation system based on ability to pay.

“You don’t look too enthusiastic about your job, Father.”

The priest raised his eyebrows. Red pinpoint spots on his forehead and the top of his head grew larger and his face displayed a deeper shade of scarlet. “One has to do what one has to do. The good Lord knows best.”

“I remember back in the early sixties, when I was there, The Catholic Times was on the leading edge of criticism against the Reform party. Is it doing the same with the Republican party?”

Father Martin nodded.

“The Times can’t be too popular with The President and the Republican party,” Carl said.

“We’re not.” The priest looked around and lowered his voice. “My predecessor was assassinated in Georgetown a few years ago. The job was vacant for quite some time and the archdiocese appointed me. Prior to that I was stationed at Lethem in the North West district, working with the native tribes. I knew very little about running a newspaper or politics. Saving souls was always my forte.”

“I can see why you’d be reluctant..” 

The clog in the queue had been cleared up. The priest moved on, Carl pushed his suitcase along and followed. He had no problem checking in and going through security.

Carl sat in the waiting area. 

An old East Indian man dressed in a bright yellow shirt and sitting across from Carl, was attempting to have a conversation with a teenager who rocked gently to the music of his earphones. The old woman in the white dress and headscarf sat not too far from them, peering through her glasses at everyone passing, perhaps looking for some lost acquaintance or companion. 

The man in the yellow shirt sucked his teeth and slapped the boy on his head. As the boy removed the earphones, the man said, “Lock off de radio, boy. Ah don’ wan’ shout at you all de time.” 

In the row of seats immediately behind Carl, two women discussed an acquaintance. “An’ how that woman gat plenty brains, I tell yuh,” one of the women said. “I don’ know where she get all them brains from.”

“Yes, she prapah smart,” her friend declared. “She does take back all them grips with she back to Guyana, full with all kinds of stuff fuh selling in de market. An’ she doesn’ pay a single cent in duty. She ask me to travel with one of she grips.”

“Me too!” her companion said.

“She mus’ be blessed with brains.”

“She get all them blessings after she mother dead. By the time she finish, she tekh back no less than ten bags with she, all crammed with goods. She make plenty plenty money selling everything.”

Carl wondered if they were talking about the woman who had delayed the check-in queue with her overweight suitcases. She would be sizing up those people travelling with only one suitcase and asking them to take one of hers as the second entitlement. This way, she could bypass customs at the airport, avoid import duty and make a handsome profit in the sale with the ongoing shortage of many items in Guyana. 

Carl saw Father Martin approaching. The priest spotted him and came over, taking a vacant seat.

“Lots of people travelling back today,” Carl said.

“Yes, it looks like a full flight. It’s always like this when I travel. BWIA is now the only airline that goes as far as Guyana so there’s not much choice.”

“How often do you travel, Father?”

“I make about three trips a year to Canada. I have family in Scarborough and I stay with them when I come. They also help to raise funds in the Guyanese community—it’s quite substantial, actually.”

“Yes, I know,” Carl said. “From my estimation, when you take into account Canada, the US, the UK and some in the Caribbean and Europe, I figure that there must be at least two hundred and fifty to three hundred thousand Guyanese now living out of the country.”

“Oh, it’s probably much more than that,” the priest said, softly. “More like something in the area of half a million people. The population in Guyana itself is close to seven hundred thousand now—it hasn’t grown any since independence...there’s been too much of a drain over the years.”  

“The cream of the crop. The best brains and the wealthiest ones.”

“Many Guyanese rely heavily on remittances from overseas—just about one in three families I know has someone abroad. To many, it makes up for no work and no income. Most of them couldn’t survive—they would starve without those remittances. There’s also a thriving business in sending barrels of used items and foodstuff back home, too.”

Carl had sent a barrel twice to Uncle Jules with items for his personal use and to sell in his shop. Just last year he’d sent a hundred dollars Canadian currency back to his father; he’d sent it with a friend who was returning for a visit. The money came back—his father rejected it outright. Two years prior, he’d also sent a bank draft for two hundred dollars, but this was never acknowledged and the bank confirmed that it was not cashed. Had the envelope been broached at the post office—a prevalent practice in the country? 

Carl said, “A pity isn’t it? The President and the Republicans are so entrenched that there is no hope of change in future, is there?”

“Not as long as we don’t have free elections.”

“The reason people vote with their feet and leave the country,” Carl said. He waved at the crowd.

As departure time neared, it sounded like the gradual build-up of activity in a hive as bees stirred with sunrise. The waiting area was now filled, and the hum had grown louder in the last ten minutes. 

Father Martin nodded in the direction of two people, a man and a woman, both about five feet six, standing by a post at the far end of the waiting area. “Looking at them tells me that there is always hope.”

The woman was White, slim and blonde, around fifty years old. She was doing most of the listening to the man who was Chinese, and much older than her.

“She’s the President of the Canadian Council of Churches. The man is Andrew Chung, head of the newly formed GCRC—Guyana Civil Rights Group. Mister Chung is a retired headmaster—he ran a private school in Georgetown until he gave it up to start the movement. He is practically a one-man show though, when it comes to human rights issues.” The priest sniggered. “The government doesn’t know the meaning of the word so Andrew has to tread a very careful line so as not to provoke them. I must say, though, he’s learning fast.”

“Did you have a successful fund-raising campaign this time?”

Father Martin said, “Yes, we’re going to be able to buy newsprint for the first time in three months. We’ll be up and running before the election next month, God willing.”

“Do you think the Observer Team will make a difference, Father Martin?” 

Father Martin took his time before he replied. Carl knew why the priest was hedging. All the priests he’d known in his Catholic upbringing, those from the schools he attended, the ones who heard his confession at weekly mass at Brickdam Cathedral, to the time he stopped going and broke completely with the Church, they rarely gave personal opinions in public or took a stand on any subject. The only exception was when The Catholic Times got involved in the politics of the fifties and sixties, but that was the Church speaking, not an individual priest.

The priest looked around, took in his surroundings, glanced and smiled. “Hard to say. The time is so short to get organized.”  

Carl had his own reservations, too. How could it be possible in one brief visit, even by well-respected administrators, to dislodge a well-entrenched establishment with its fingers in every aspect of Guyanese society? They were dealing with an organization dishing out largesse to its supporters, a well-oiled machine that controlled the police and armed forces through perks and privileges, a party manipulating election results to suit its own ends.  

Carl heard the call for boarding and there was a spontaneous surge towards the counter.  

*
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The airplane was heading south.

Dinner had been served and the trays had been collected and stowed away. Carl had not eaten much, even though his sensory glands had been stimulated by the fare—dishes of which he had a clear recollection: peas and rice, beef stew which reminded him of the pepper-pot his mother made, fried ripe plantains, a fruit bowl for desert with papaya, mango and pineapple. The Indian woman in thick glasses, seated to his right, declined the airline meal and ate her own food from the container she pulled out of her bag. After a brief prayer, she had shovelled spoons full of rice and curry into her mouth, then pulled out a flask of tea that she poured into a cup and drank. She could well have been an older version of one of the people in his hometown, one of the Muslim population who only ate Halal meat.

After a brief stopover in Antigua and several hours in Trinidad, they were heading for Guyana. The Indian woman had disembarked along with many of the passengers. Carl was dozing off when the stewardess came around and handed out immigration forms for completion. 

The first section of the form was easy enough. Family Name: Dias. First Name: Carl. Middle Name: Charles. Address: 100 Tyndall Avenue, Toronto, Ontario. Date of Birth: 17th July 1945. Place of Birth: Georgetown, Guyana. He came to a section, which asked: Nationality and he paused. He’d never officially relinquished his Guyanese citizenship and now, here he was, returning to the country of his birth, travelling with a Canadian passport. What was the protocol in Guyana for a situation like that—how would they look upon him? He wrote: Canadian. The next field asked where he was intending to reside in Guyana—he wrote the address in Repentigny. Then, a section in which he had to declare the amount of money he was taking into the country. He was puzzled—why would they want to know how much money he was taking into the country? Surely they would be more interested in the amount coming out, with the strict foreign exchange controls in place?

Carl paused, his pen hovering as he pondered his response to the question. Father Martin, sitting to his left, was also completing his form.

“You should be very careful how you answer that question, my son,” the priest said. 

Carl’s first reaction was one of resentment. He did not see that it really concerned his travelling companion, even if he were a priest. 

Then, he felt guilty over his attitude. “I was thinking the same thing, Father.”

“Well, I didn’t mean to alarm you, but I believe you haven’t been back for a very long time?”

“Nearly sixteen years.”

The priest raised his brows and looked over his spectacles. “That’s a very long time to be away. A lot has happened since you left. So many changes that you cannot even imagine how different things are now. The reason I think you should be cautious, is that while the information is required by the authorities, you never know how it’s going to be used.” He squirmed in his seat.  “If you declare a large sum, there are stories of the information being passed on to criminals who turn up at the address where you’re staying. I’d only be concerned with that section if you plan on returning to Canada with some of the money you’re taking in—they won’t allow you to take it out unless you’ve declared that you’ve brought it in. If not, I’d declare an understated amount.”

Carl could imagine how difficult it had been for the priest to offer advice—he’d practically suggested that Carl fabricate his declaration.

“How long are you planning on staying?” the priest said.

“I’m going to be there for about a week, assuming I can get an early flight out. I’ve heard that it’s sometimes very tough to do that.”

“Yes, it’s very true.” The priest returned to his form.

Carl entered $500.00 in the field, satisfied that the six thousand dollars in travellers’ cheques and a thousand in cash that he was taking in would be adequate for funeral and other expenses. If there were any left over, he’d turn it over to Uncle Jules. With a side-glance, he observed Father Martin. The priest wrote with a blue fountain pen and he held it almost vertical, his thumb, index and third finger of his right hand wrapped around the stem like someone who suffered from severe arthritis. He wrote in small scribbles, his writing almost indecipherable. Although he was White, Father Martin had the bronze tint of someone who had spent a lifetime in the tropics. Carl was curious: what would motivate someone like him to remain, especially in a country like Guyana, where things were coming apart at the seams and life was nothing but a struggle for survival? Father Martin’s hands were wrinkled, like his face, and he had to be in his late sixties or early seventies. There were some callings where people never really retired and were always dedicated to the ideals of the profession, even unto death, Carl realized. Was there such a thing as a retired priest, even though Father Martin seemed to have long passed the stage where he might have the energy required to be active in his post? 

“You said you’re not going back on vacation,” Father Martin said, without looking up from the form. “Considering the short time you plan on being there, I imagine it must be some kind of a mercy mission. Is someone ill?”

“My father passed away this morning and I’m returning for the funeral.”

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear.” He seemed to be choosing his words carefully.  “Was it from natural causes?”

“Yes it was, but why would you ask?”

“Well, just because there’s so much happening in the country, now. With the lack of resources and poverty everywhere, crime is rampant, especially in Georgetown. Many of the innocent are suffering because of this. I didn’t mean to startle you. It was very insensitive of me.”

“No problem, Father. I think I have a good idea about what’s going on, although I believe you’re right—after such a long time there’s bound to be a shock of some sort. I was brought up a Catholic, by the way.”

“I suspected as much. I saw your name on the form. Dias is Portuguese. I imagine you’ve come from several generations that go back to the last century. Your father would have been Catholic too?”

“Yes. He was a Catholic, all the way down to the end, I believe.”

“And you—are you still with the Church?”

Carl shook his head. He’d broken with the Church back in the sixties, even before he’d become alienated from his father and gravitated towards the socialist principles of the Reform party. 

“Not for a long time, Father.”

“I’m really sorry to hear that. I hope that you find your way back, one of these days.”

A priest never forgets his calling, Carl mused. He thought of his father, Augusto, and his grandfather Alvaro, who were active in the Church. This activism went back to his great grandfather, Carlos Dias who came from Madeira on the brig Zargo in eighteen forty-three as a Colono—indentured immigrant. Once he had served his two-year term and gained his freedom, Carlos opened a store in Georgetown, eventually developing it into a leading establishment. Whether it was to donate for a new church or spend time in the building effort, his ancestors had always contributed generously and they had married Catholic women, until his grandfather Alvaro broke the mould and married an Indian woman, Lilowtie—Grandma Lilly, a Hindu. Grandmother had refused to convert and she remained a staunch Hindu, following in the faith of her parents who came from India as indentured workers.

In his later years, after he’d become successful in business and embarked on his political career, Augusto had stopped attending church, although he’d always kept up his donations. Coming down to the last years, when he’d lost most of his money and was struggling to make ends meet, Carl heard that his father had returned to the fold. Carl thought it was ironic: here was a man who lived somewhat of a dissolute life when he was younger and successful, and after he’d grown older and almost lost it all, returned to religion, like a repenting sinner seeking salvation.

“Was your father active in politics?” Father Martin interrupted Carl’s thoughts. 

The priest must have been racking his brain to come up with something that was lying there, hidden in the inner recesses of knowledge of people he’d met over the years and places he’d been. 

“I seem to remember something vaguely about meeting someone by that name. I was in the North West District at that time. The leader of the Conservative party came up along with someone named Dias. I can’t remember his first name and they were canvassing for votes for the upcoming election. I believe it was the nineteen sixty-four elections, the one that was supposed to lead the country to independence.”

“Yes, Augusto Dias: prominent businessman, unflinching supporter of the Conservatives.” This had been the reason he’d never been able to get along with his father, a long-time supporter of the business oriented Conservative party. The Old Man had been opposed to independence under Reform.

Carl caught the priest looking at him with a frown and he suspected that his intemperate remark had most likely caused the reaction. 

The priest said,0 “I know he didn’t run in the North West District. If he had, he would surely have won, since most of the Amerindians there are Catholic and support the Conservatives, even up to this day.”

“He ran a couple of times in Georgetown where the Republicans held most of the seats. He was never elected. But, he goes back long before that in government—he was one of the advisers to the Executive Council appointed by the Governor to run the country after the constitution was suspended by the British Government in nineteen fifty-three, during the so-called Communist scare, when Reform were kicked out of office.”  

How does a man go from having a small fortune down to being almost penniless? Blind fanaticism? His father had defended the Conservatives and its policies to the very end, like so many other businessmen who felt threatened by the socialist leaning principles of Reform. Augusto had remained strong in his support, right up to the time it became clear that the Republicans and the President were using the Conservatives simply to attain power and would later jettison the party and its leader after they’d served their purpose.

“I remember that well,” Father Martin said. He smiled. “I can’t imagine that you were old enough to know what was going on back then, in nineteen fifty-three, though.”

“I was just eight. I do remember my father talking about it with my uncle and older brothers. He was very proud that he was part of that entire process. To him, it was a great accomplishment—suspension of the self-governing constitution and a reversion back to colonial rule under the British.”

Something else Carl remembered from back then: his father’s haughty and indignant comments that the colony was far from ready for self-government, much less independence. “What do these locals know about running a country,” he often asserted. “They don’t even know how to make a safety pin!” All the while, he was really implying that he didn’t think dark-skinned people capable of running their own government—that they still needed to be educated and trained, like little children. The same approach he had when it came to raising his children. To Augusto, the British could do no wrong, even with the discovery that there was no communist plot to grab independence. The British troops who were rushed to the colony found there was no armed insurrection in the streets of Georgetown or in the countryside, where the bulk of the Reform support lay.

Carl believed his reflections were leading him to thoughts buried a long time ago and going back down that road would only raise bitterness and condemnation. He was returning for a funeral and everything that had transpired should be interred with his father’s body. If he were lucky, he would be in and out of the country in less than a week.

“I hope everything goes well with the funeral,” Father Martin said, “and I wish you all the best.”

“Thank you, Father. I hope the newspaper gets back on its feet and you don’t have any problems with the government. I imagine it’s one of the few dissenting voices not controlled by the Republicans, now.”

“Well, there is one other voice, a newspaper printed by the opposition Reform, but I really don’t count that since it also prints opposition propaganda. All the dailies rely on government ad-revenue and since almost every big business is now within government control, the newspapers have to toe the line, a not so very subtle kind of pressure. You print only items in favour of the government, or you don’t get ad revenue and you go out of business. As for us, we prefer to maintain our independence. I guess you can say that we’ve become the conscience of the little man.”

“I imagine there will come a time when they resort to strong arm tactics?”

“We’ve always gotten death threats in the mail and phone calls in the night.” The priest sighed again and shook his head. “Some ministers are calling for us to be shut down, permanently, even though we’re still a weekly.”

“So why do you stick it out? Why don’t you leave, Father? I would think that you’ve earned the right to take it easy after so many years. Won’t it be a lot safer for you with your relatives in Canada?”

Father Martin chuckled. “My relatives feel the same way. A strange thing at times, you know. Whenever I’m in Guyana, hearing all the problems that surface every day, when I think about the threats and the struggle for survival, I ask myself the same question: Why don’t I just pack it all up and leave? Then, the need to go to Canada arises, since we have to raise funds to buy newsprint—the Guyana government will not sell foreign exchange for this purpose. To be honest, it’s a real relief to go to Canada where I can be among my relatives. Just the kind of break I need. Strange enough, when I’m there, I can’t wait to get back to Guyana. There’s something that’s always calling me back, something in the blood.”

Father Martin leaned back in his seat for a while—his eyes adopted a glaze that seemed to transport him far off, to another time and place. Perhaps back to when he was a young priest and lived a tranquil life in the savannahs of the sparsely populated Rupununi, providing bible lessons to the aboriginals and counselling them in the ways of the Lord. 

“I suppose it would be the easiest thing to do: run and hide,” the priest said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that as a reflection on all those Guyanese who have chosen to live abroad. Everyone has his own reason for doing what he has to do and the good Lord knows best. My skin might be lighter than many Guyanese, but
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