Black Friday

By Mirie Mouynés
“We’ve become what we were fighting
when we were twenty.”

José Emilio Pacheco
The helicopters have been whirring back and forth all night long. I can hear them and I can’t sleep. Sitting in the living room in the dark, I watch my mother feel her way to the balcony. She looks up, searching for them in the dark mass of winter clouds. 

“There’s no point, Mom. You won’t be able to see them,” I tell her softly. “But they’re there, all right.”

“I know, Miguel” she says in a small, barely audible voice. “You have no idea how much I’d like to believe they’re just raindrops hammering on the roof tiles, or the breeze moving the treetops. But no, it’s them, lulling us to sleep night after night, watching us from the sky.” She turns her back on them, skulking in the shadows, and her words drift away into the darkness. 


“Something’s going to happen. The gringos are going to invade us,” people keep saying, desperately hoping it’s true and stocking up on provisions. They don’t realize that, no matter what happens now, our country was actually invaded before we were even born. 

This country is going to hell one day at a time. Not even our brilliant, bleaching sunshine can hide the grayness of the buildings. Their brightly painted facades have faded and now blend together, devoid of what little individuality they once possessed. The dollar bills still in circulation reek of rancid sweat and fear. They’ve become damp, dark handkerchiefs that are passed from hand to hand like a prized treasure we find disgusting. Some are taped together; others bear witness to the fury of some previous owner: “Murderous Dictator” . . . “Military Sons of Bitches” . . . “Fucking Gringos” . . . “A United People Will Never Be Beaten” . . . . 

I listen to the short wave radio that in recent months has become permanently attached to my father’s ear. With no free press, and with our censors filtering the news, the foreign voices on radio and TV have taken on the role of sage prophets. And we are their captive audience.

I can’t remember a time when he’d be home from work before the sun went down, but lately he’s been getting back early; there isn’t much to do at the factory. His wages have been cut in half, and we barely make it from paycheck to paycheck. “We’re better off than lots of others who don’t even have a job anymore,” says my mother loudly and firmly whenever she feels the urge to complain. My father then retreats to his den and switches on the radio. He’s still hoping to hear some good news from a broadcaster with a foreign accent. He tries to interpret the news coverage of our country’s crisis; he reads between the lines; he listens when they interview the ones who’ve left to escape veiled threats or this daily uncertainty, deciphering coded messages woven into their words. Hours later he comes to the table looking defeated and older. He barely says a word and hardly touches his food. My mother won’t look at him so that he won’t see the despair in her eyes. We all have our own way of loving: she lowers her eyes and avoids facing her fears. 

They say the gringos are going to tighten the economic screws on us even more. As if the embargo weren’t enough! D’Amato, with his whiny voice and sarcastic remarks, is using our situation to criticize the Republican administration and play politics. And the Republicans, as arrogant as the gods of Olympus, want to shape our destiny. They’re choking the life out of us and nothing’s been accomplished. They’ve cornered the wild beast—they’ve got it caged up on a Central American isthmus, and the future of the country depends on his fate.
Bolívar comes by to pick me up earlier than usual. I get on the bus, which is almost empty, carrying my shoes in one hand and my breakfast in the other. I sink into my seat and see his big black eyes looking at me in the rear view mirror. 

“They’re saying today’s the day, that it’s better to stay indoors,” he says listlessly. “At this rate the whole goddamn country is going to come to a dead stop one of these days.” He shrugs and shifts into first. The bus lurches wearily forward and continues on its route. 

I take my chemistry book from my pack and, for the first time look over the forty-eight pages we were supposed to study for a test today. Formulas, symbols, junk. What difference does it make if I study or not, if I graduate or not . . . what the hell. 

The bus wheezes to a stop. Once again, the doors anxiously open, unsure if their welcoming embrace will be in vain. But Javier leaps aboard in a single bound. He looks at the empty seats, shakes his head in disgust at the absent ones, and calls them all chickens. He sits down beside me, then suddenly slams my chemistry book shut. 

“Fuck it, Miguel, don’t tell me you studied that crap.” 


I don’t answer. I don’t want to have to justify or explain anything or get into some pointless argument. Besides, Javier’s one of those guys who never cracks a book but always does well. He’s brilliant. 


“I bet you even the teachers don’t show up today, those cowards,” he adds, respecting my silence. “They’re terrified some government snitch’ll catch them out on the streets and finger them for being involved in subversive activities. Maybe they’ll send us home again. I sure hope so, otherwise we’re going to have to sit in the library all morning looking at Prestán’s stony face. That poor bastard’s never absent. The end of the world’s going to catch him sorting books and putting them back on the shelves in his mausoleum of knowledge. What a pathetic little guy.” Javier ends his monologue with an Oscar-worthy impression of Prestán.

Our bus arrives at the same time as all the others. You’d think they were synchronized; every day they leave on time and arrive at the school one after another, like some disjointed yellow centipede. Although, in the unpredictable reality of recent months, their punctuality is comforting. 


The schoolyard’s as empty as a ghost town. The few students who did show up today are wandering around, waiting for the bell to ring or for someone to tell us what’s going on. 


I sit on the landing of the junior school stairs and take a book from my pack, reading to kill time. I’ve been on a Russian kick lately, reading Tolstoy, Chekhov, Dostoevsky. I’ve always thought the Russians were fucked, doomed to slavery. But I’m not looking to them for comfort, just for answers. They’ve gone through so much shit and they’re still there. They must know something we don’t. Are history and hard knocks the only things that can teach us how to look ahead when we’re in the hole? Our country’s so young that we think there’s no solution to this crisis. Maybe there is, but we’ll be scarred in the process. Maybe the solution will wipe the smile off our faces or make us stronger. Maybe it’ll teach us the value of things. 

We’ve always been a nation of happy people, an easygoing country painted in bright yellows, greens, and reds. Even nature’s pampered us, my mother says, and she’s right. Like an overprotective parent, it hasn’t let us stumble and fall and get back up on our feet again. That’s why we don’t have the spirit of people who live under the threat of earthquakes and volcanoes. Adversity has made them humble, but it has also made them extremely resilient. We’ve certainly paid dearly for our privileged existence. We’ve never learned how to bend our backs and suffer; how to keep going no matter what. 

A slow, sleepy voice comes over the school’s PA system.

“Good morning. We have been in touch with the Ministry of Education to inform them of the unusual situation on our campus today . . .” A shrill squawk from the loudspeaker drowns out a few words of the principal’s little speech. “So,” the voice continues in the same tone, unaware of any interruption, “in view of the absence of more than three quarters of the students as well as the majority of the faculty, we have instructed the drivers to collect the students who travel by bus and take them home. Those who have their own transportation are permitted to . . .” 


Javier grabs me by the arm and steers me to a far corner where we can barely hear the principal droning on. 

“Listen, Miguel, it sounds like the shit’s going to hit the fan at the American Embassy today. They kept the dictator in power as long as it suited them and now they don’t know how to dump him. The embargo’s fucking us all—the country can’t take this economic squeeze any more. Alejandro says some people are going there straight from school. It’s a good idea. If we go home now our mothers might get all dramatic and not let us leave the house again. You’re coming, right? You can’t hide in your books forever, you know. You’ve got to live life hands-on, man. You can’t run away from it, or dress it up in other people’s realities.”  

I think of my father: his look of defeat, his total apathy. I suddenly realize that our collective resignation has turned us into our own worst enemy. 

“Fuck it man, we’ve got to do something.” Javier is determined, unaware of what I’m thinking. “This country’s going to hell and people just stand around doing nothing. Lots of them have given up hope, I know. But others hide behind that bullshit about how much they’ve done and how little things have changed. They say everything’s worse now and we should’ve left things alone. Yeah, right. Imagine the debt-ridden, corrupt country we’ll inherit from these assholes! People just stay at home, waiting for the gringos to come and save our bacon. The gringos, of all people! Those sons of bitches with their ‘it wasn’t me’ foreign policy, installing and removing dictators, playing with our countries as though we were pawns, never accepting responsibility for what they do.  

“I swear to God, man, it makes me sick to my stomach to see them acting like saints, when we all know some of them are just as involved in drugs and money laundering and all that shit as they say we are. Besides, it’s always been about our strategic position and nothing else. They talk about democracy, and human rights, and freedom. Right! They’re just protecting their interests, period. You’re coming, aren’t you, Miguel?”

I pick up my books and follow him. No matter what happens, we have to do something. Javier’s right—I can’t sit on the sidelines. This is my country, my future. I’ll explain it all to my mother later on; she’s sure to understand. She can’t take much more of this limbo either. 

We look for Bolívar in the parking lot to let him know we’re not going with him. Slumped in his seat, he looks at me for a long time before closing the door of the bus. He doesn’t believe in barricades or little white handkerchiefs any more. He’s wearing the same expression I’ve seen on my father’s face: lifeless, empty, hopeless. But this time, deep down in those black eyes, I think I see a flicker of fear. 

We leave school at the stroke of eleven. The streets are almost deserted. The few cars still around are traveling fast, but don’t seem to be heading anywhere in particular. We don’t hear the usual joyful blaring of car horns in the city. Taxicabs aren’t wandering aimlessly as they usually do—they’re speeding by now, not stopping to pick up passengers. The pageant of our people’s lives has always been on display in the streets, framed in the windows of the buses. Now all we see there are gloomy faces daydreaming about the good old days. 

Halfway to the embassy we meet a group of students from another school, the Mateo Iturralde. “Hey, there’s absolutely nothing going on back there,” one of them says. “Just a few guys with banners and white handkerchiefs and all the foreign press. It’s a fucking disgrace. What are they going to say about us? The country’s falling apart and nobody does a thing. People don’t realize that if they stay at home, hoping things will improve all by themselves, they’re just as guilty and corrupt as the ones who support the generals and the colonels.” 


“What about the ‘Dobermans’?” Javier asks. “Are they here yet?”

“No, they’re not here either,” says one of the other students, hanging his head. “The military doesn’t give a shit whether we demonstrate or not any more. Even the soldiers are bored with the white handkerchief thing. Besides, it’s Friday. They know that, crisis or no crisis, everyone’s headed for the beach.” 

“Are you sure there weren’t more people coming from somewhere else?” Alejandro asks. “What about the union guys, the construction workers, the people from the civil action groups?” 


“There were only about three hundred of them while we were there,” another one replies. “Even the journalists look fed up. I heard a couple of announcers from a Latin American radio station talking about us. They said we sure bend over easy and let the gringos and the military stick it up our ass. The son of a bitch, as if his filthy country were any better than ours.” 


Javier talks some of them into going back there with us. We’re the younger generation, if we don’t do something, who’s going to pull the country out of this mess? On the way we walk past several abandoned construction sites. It hurts me to see them like this: they look like sad gray skeletons clinging desperately to life. The stores have all lowered their metal shutters, for protection. I see a bank, and remember when we used to brag about our country’s International Financial Center, when we all said how different we were from our Central American neighbors. Today we’re on our knees—a hundred and twenty banks shut down, their fancy buildings with huge windows reminding us of where we come from and where we are now. My country: The bridge of the world, the heart of the universe. My country: small, alone, and afraid.  

In the distance we can see the American Embassy. It pisses me off when I call them that: the “Americans.” Just what the fuck are we then?

The press vans, each with its microwave antenna, arrogantly show off their mighty acronyms: NBC, ABC, CNN, CBS . . . . The cream of the crop is here. Their foreign correspondents, armed with microphones and cameras look powerful and infallible. The London BBC, Reuters, EFE, UPI, AP . . . we should be beating our chests with pride—we’re just as important as hurricanes or floods, as earthquakes that register 8.0 on the Richter scale or terrorist attacks on defenseless civilians in some obscure corner of the planet. 


The journalists and photographers, those modern crafters of history, strut about in their khaki, multi-pocketed vests, looking as superior as runway models at a fashion show. Lucía Newman, with her cold, calculating green eyes and that permanent sneer on her super-thin lips. And ABC’s John Quiñones, more Latino than any of us, but whose perfect accent ensures he’s never taken for a local. Javier and I walk up to a group of them. 

“So, what’s up boys? Aren’t y’all going to do anything?” asks a short, chubby cameraman who looks Mexican and speaks like a Texan. “Do you have any idea what our time’s worth? We should be covering important news, not some rinky-dink revolution. If nothing’s going to happen, we’re outta here.” 

I look at Javier, expecting him to explode with rage, or show some reaction, but he doesn’t say a word. He just turns and disappears into the sea of flags and white handkerchiefs. 
The heat and humidity of noon are getting to me. I take shelter in the shade of an almond tree across the street from the embassy. The stench of garbage rises from the defiled waters of the bay. The long, impassive line of ships waiting to enter the Canal, so far removed from our reality, looks like a mirage or a scene from a Fellini movie.  


I hear the sound of glass breaking and turn around. A few minutes later I smell burning rubber as a threatening cloud of black smoke billows up from a stack of tires. People start chanting our local slogans and others they’ve learned from neighboring countries. Javier, who’s six-foot-four, stands out above the crowd, which seems to be growing by the second. He gestures to the foreign journalists, yelling at them to pay attention now and see that we do have balls after all, that we aren’t a nation of cowards. Men, women, and children cheer him on, waving their handkerchiefs and flags for the news cameras. Like worker bees, the cameramen move back and forth, taking close-ups of the barricades, and the burned out cars, and the people clamoring for a better country.

The ‘Dobermans’ move into position at both ends of the street, trapping the crowd of people, who throw stones and shout slogans at them. The soldiers stand still, watching, waiting for the right moment to fly into action. Dressed in their riot gear, they look like a great black shadow. You can hardly see their eyes, which blaze with hatred behind their gas masks, as they prepare to attack their own people. Behind them I see the terrifying smile of the Pitufos: huge black military tanks with a laughing Smurf painted on each side, their bellies full of toxic water laced with chemicals. Their cannons are aimed at us, moving slowly from side to side, ready to fire their jets of scalding liquid at us. The embassy building rears up defiantly behind them, a backdrop to the scene of total chaos. The press crews have got their show, a product to offer their sponsors and their viewing audience. 

The first round of tear gas disperses the crowd. We all run, not knowing where to go. We cough and spit and inhale the searing fumes. Blinded and disoriented, we run into each other, our faces on fire. Javier sees me and shoves me toward the embassy, but the neighboring streets are surrounded. As we race around to the front the first shots ring out. Buckshot? Yes, it must be. But the bloodshed around us tells a different story. 

“Bastards!” Javier screams at the top of his lungs as he tries to open the embassy gates. He sees that they’re padlocked and his efforts are useless. He urges us all to climb over the gates, to jump the fence. He warns that they’ve got us cornered and they’re moving in for the kill. He shinnies nimbly up the bars of the fence. 

Just then we hear a volley of sharp sounds so close to us that they whistle in our ears like a burst of stealth rockets. Totally disoriented, I break into a blind, headlong run amid shouts and shoulders, heads and tears, past tattered flags and the bodies of women, children, and men, through the rank smell of burned rubber, sweat, blood, and the tear gas that sears us deep inside.
I open my eyes and see my mother sitting beside me, sobbing. She holds my hand and tells me over and over again that I’m going to be all right, that, thank God, I’m going to be all right. 

I feel an intense pain in my left leg but I don’t remember what happened. I hear the doctors and nurses coming and going in the halls of the hospital, giving transfusions, applying tourniquets, calming mothers looking for relatives, consoling others. 

On a TV in the corner of the room, the foreign news is clamoring about human rights, the excessive use of force, and the horror of using weapons of war against a civilian population. Later, the White House spokesman announces that the President of the United States is not ruling out the possibility of an invasion to put an end to these flagrant human rights violations. He further states that, as leaders of the free world, they are obliged to go before the international community and condemn events such as those that occurred today in their sister nation. 

Unedited footage of this afternoon’s demonstration appears in a small frame at the top of the screen. I suddenly make out a slim young man, whose six-foot-four frame towers above the crowd, gesturing and pleading for the embassy gates to be opened, warning that it’s an ambush and that people are going to be killed. A scream dies in my throat as I watch him climb the iron gate, then arch backward like a wounded animal and fall to the sidewalk, as limp as a rag doll. 
Translated from the Spanish by Tony Beckwith
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