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 THE DEAD DON’T
DIE

 


X Marks the Grave

 


It was midnight in the Le Repentir cemetery in
Georgetown, the Capital of Guyana. The area surrounding the
Mortuary was pitch black. South of the Mortuary was the burial
ground trench, as it was known by the residents of Albouystown. The
trench was adjacent to Sussex Street which was the northern border
of Albouystown.

The area was pitch black because south of it, on the
other side of the trench was the backdam. The latter was a
collection of small farms, bordered on the south by the Sussex
Street trench. The backdam began opposite Callender Street in
Albouystown and ended at the Lamaha Canal, a distance of about a
mile and a half. A narrow zigzag path alongside the Sussex Street
trench ran from west to east. There were no street lights or house
lights at night to illuminate the backdam or the cemetery area next
to it.

Perched on top the red-painted zinc roof of the
Government Mortuary was a huge black crow, larger than a carrion
crow. It was unlike the black jumbee (spirit) birds and black
“who-you” birds that frequented the cemetery at night. No one knew
or tried to find out where those birds were during the day. Some
speculated that they lived in the graves during daylight hours. The
one-of-a-kind crow was never before seen in the cemetery.

The crow flew from the roof of the Mortuary to a
grave on the western side of the red gravel road that led to the
white brick road which ran from east to west. The latter was a
continuation of Broad Street in Charlestown. There was a deathly
silence in the cemetery as the crow landed on the grave. The burial
ground’s small black “who-you” birds stopped screaming “who you,
who you”. The crickets stopped chirping. The owls in trees
alongside the edge of the trench stopped hooting. Frogs and
crapauds (toads) ceased croaking. Even the dogs across the way in
Albouystown stopped howling. Something macabre and supernatural was
taking place.

The giant crow stood out in the Stygian darkness on
the white top of the rectangular concrete grave. A large X marked
the spot where it perched. The mark was visible only to very sharp
eyes between midnight and one in the morning. It was about two feet
away from the head of the grave. The barely visible X marked the
nameless graves in which criminals, executed by hanging, were
buried.

There was no headstone or headboard on the grave. It
was nameless for a reason. The large X was the only mark on the
grave.

The crow spent about five minutes on the grave while
the silence around it prevailed. It was speaking to the spirit of
the dead person in the grave. It shook its head up and down and
side to side from time to time. It suddenly shrieked and flew away.
The who-you birds screamed out their questions once more, the
crickets resumed their chirping, the owls hooted, the frogs and
crapauds croaked again and dogs in Albouystown began barking.

The crow flew in a westerly direction, past
Albouystown, La Penitence and Ruimveldt to Alexander Village on
East Bank Demerara. It landed on the step next to the wooden back
door of a cottage. The door was painted white with a large black
square in the middle. It used its long wide beak to knock on the
bottom of the door. The door opened and the crow walked into the
house.

The cottage was next to the narrow trench which
abutted the East Bank Public Road. In front of it were several
jandhi flags mounted on tall bamboo poles. The red flags paid
respect to the Hindu God Hanuman. There were several glass windows
along the front of the house, from the east to the stair platform,
and a door on the western side. The cottage was on nine square
wooden greenheart posts. It was about six feet above the ground to
prevent water from entering it when the trench overflowed because
of heavy rainfall. The front stairway had seven steps, the same as
the back. The front door, like the house, was painted in white but
in the center was a small black square on which was painted in
gold, the flat heads of two cobra snakes. There was a brass door
knocker. The zinc roof was painted dull red and there was a weather
vane on it, at the top of which was a small black crow.

 


The Butcher of La Penitence

 


Khalil Kadir Khan was a butcher. He was a
dark-skinned Moslem of medium height and slim, with broad
shoulders. His arms were muscled from sawing, chopping and cutting
beef for sale. He was unmarried and lived in a one-bedroom cottage
in La Penitence, next to the Punt Trench, so named from the
black-painted punts that used it to transport sugar cane stalks to
the sugar mill near the Public Road, La Penitence. His cottage was
opposite the Capital Cinema in Albouystown, on the other side of
the Trench.

He bought a quarter side of beef from the abattoir
or slaughter-house every morning at around 5.30 a.m. The abattoir
was located on upper Water Street, obliquely opposite Weiting and
Richter soda biscuit factory. He put it on the handle bar of his
Rudge bicycle and rode with it to Bourda Market where he rented and
operated a butcher stall. The shop opened at 7.00 a.m. and closed
at 2.00 p.m. Khalil usually sold all his meat by midday. He cleaned
and sharpened his butchering saws, hatchet, cutlasses and knives
and placed them neatly in a store room at the back of the stall.
The room was secured by strong heavy steel fencing with a door that
was locked top, middle and bottom with padlocks. The scale and
weights and meat hangers he used were also securely locked in the
room. It was also his daily routine to clean his stall before
leaving. The stall was not shuttered.

It was his practice after he left his business to go
to the cookshop towards the north western side of the market to buy
his lunch from Sonny Bacchus and his wife Jamilla. He enjoyed their
cuisine. They were great cooks. The menu changed daily. He also
bought food to take home for his dinner so he did not have to cook.
On Sundays, he would eat at the Chinese Restaurant near the High
Bridge on Public Road.

Khalil barely eked out a living. He had to buy the
beef he sold and his profit margin was small because there were
many other butcher stalls in the market.

He was sitting at home one Sunday afternoon thinking
about his future when his thoughts were disturbed by the sounds
coming from the movie being shown at the cinema across the Punt
Trench. He was further disturbed by a rap on his door.

He got up and opened the door. His nose was
immediately assailed by the stale and rank stench that flowed from
the trench. He grew accustomed to it over a period of time.

Khalil’s visitor was a Moulvi from the Moslem Mosque
at Peter’s Hall, some three miles south of La Penitence.

“Salaam aliekum, Sir,” said the Moulvi, dressed in
the usual garb of a Cleric - long white cotton kurta reaching his
knees, white cotton pyjama pants and a red fez on his head, “can I
come in? I would like to speak to you for a few minutes.”

“Aliekum salaam,” replied Khalil, “you are most
welcome into my humble home. Please come right in.”

Khalil led the Moulvi to a rocking chair. He pulled
one of the two chairs from his small square dining table, placed it
some four feet away from the Cleric and sat on it.

“My name is Moulvi Assad. May Allah bless you for
your kindness, welcome and generosity in having me in your home.
Permit me if you may to get straight to the point of my visit since
I have a service at my Mosque at Peter’s Hall in another two hours.
You are a young man and I am told that you are not married. Is that
so?” asked the Moslem cleric.

“It truly is so, Sir. You see kind Moulvi I am a shy
person. Both of my parents are dead and so are my older brother and
sister. I live here alone. The property had belonged to my parents.
I was never married nor even had a female friend,” replied
Khalil.

“I am truly sorry to learn of your misfortunes, if I
may call them that. But Allah be praised that you are single. You
see, my son, I mean that in a respectful sense, that is exactly why
I am here. I heard that you are single but I wanted to be sure.
That is why I asked. So now that I know that you are not married
and are probably lonely from living here all by yourself, may I ask
if you ever considered getting married?” asked the Moulvi.

“As you know, Sir,” replied the young man,
“according to my family’s Islamic culture, marriages are arranged.
My mother had talked to me about it but she died before it could
happen. And so I have remained single at 30 years of age.”

“Arising from what you said, my next question is,
would you like to get married?” continued the Moulvi.

“For sure,” said the butcher timidly, “I am fed up
and tired of living alone.”

“Well then young man, I have someone in mind. Given
your age, it would be difficult for me to find a teenager whose
parents would agree for their daughter to marry you. Moreover,
there is no teenager of marriageable age that I know of. So, would
you have any objection considering marriage to a 22-year-old lady?
Her name is Farida Ali. She is an only-child, fair-skinned,
beautiful and was once married but her husband died just two months
after their marriage. She has been a widow, living alone for the
past six years. She knows to cook, do housekeeping and will take
good care of you. I believe that you and she will make a very good
couple,” said the Moulvi.

Khalil gave the matter deep thought and, depressed
by his loneliness and the need to have a woman in his life, he
agreed. The Moulvi rose, shook the young man’s hand and said, “I
will now proceed to make the arrangements. You will be married in
three months. As you know, according to our custom and culture, the
bride and bridegroom do not see each other until their wedding day.
The ceremony will be held here. I will have some members of my
Mosque arrange an Islamic wedding ceremony and a small reception.
Your bride will of course be living here with you after the
wedding.” Khalil and Farida were married three months later.

The Bourda Market butcher was a changed man after
his marriage. He was more friendly, always smiling, his business
thrived and he no longer was a patron of the Bacchus cookshop. His
clothes were always cleaned and ironed. Farida was a great cook and
so he enjoyed his meals.

Khalil’s happiness was however short lived. One
night, after making love to his wife, he fell fast asleep. His
sleep was disturbed by a noise in the bed. He reached out his hand
and felt for Farida. Her place on his right was empty. He opened
his eyes and rubbed them to get the sleep out. Light was streaming
through his bedroom window from the bright streetlight next to the
cinema across the trench. He glanced to his right and was alarmed.
Farida was not there.

Strange sounds above him caused him to look up. He
received the shock of his life. There suspended in the air, arms at
her side, and head and body straight as a plumb
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