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I

(One)

The White House

Washington, D.C.

12 December 1963
Lyndon Baines Johnson, the President of the United States, was sitting on a small couch in the Oval Office. Following the assassination of John Fitzgerald Kennedy twenty days before, Johnson had acceded to the presidency. This was enough time for Johnson to grow to like what he was doing.
The President was holding a squat glass dark with Kentucky sour mash bourbon whiskey. He had removed his jacket, revealing that he held up his trousers with suspenders. And he had draped his arm on the back of the couch and his right leg on the cushion.
Walter Cronkite, reporting the “Evening News,” spoke of events that caused the President of the United States to shake his head and mutter an obscenity. And then the CBS Broadcasting System paused for the delivery of a commercial message.
As the President raised his bourbon to his mouth, the door to the Oval Office opened.
“Colonel Felter, Sir,” the President’s secretary announced.
She had been watching the CBS news on a small television in her office, not so much in order to pay attention to the news but to watch for a commercial. The President would prefer not to be interrupted while the news was on the screen.
The President looked over his shoulder at the open door.
An Army officer stood there almost but not quite at attention. He wore a green uniform, and his leather-brimmed cap was under his left arm. Silver colonel’s eagles were on his epaulets; a Combat Infantry Badge was over his breast pocket; beneath that were the wings of a parachutist; and below those were four rows of colored ribbons, three ribbons to a row. There was another set of parachutist’s wings (which the President correctly guessed to be French) on the other breast pocket, together with the American and Korean Presidential Unit Citations. Below the pocket was the insignia which indicated the wearer had completed a tour of duty with the General Staff Corps of the United States Army.
The Colonel stood five feet seven inches tall, was in an advanced stage of male pattern baldness, and weighed 148 pounds.
He was carrying an attaché case. It was obviously well traveled, and in several places the leather had been gouged and torn, exposing the aluminum under the leather.
It was the first time the President had ever seen Colonel Sanford T. Felter in uniform. When Kennedy became President, Johnson had noticed Felter now and again around the White House, but had then dismissed him as just one more baggy-suited intellectual, a specialist of some kind on the outer edges of Jack Kennedy’s staff. But he had soon sensed there was more to Felter than what showed. Felter was more even than just another soldier “loaned” to the White House by the Defense Department. For one thing, Bobby Kennedy hated Felter’s ass—as only Bobby Kennedy could hate anyone’s ass; and that meant that Felter had to have Jack Kennedy’s protection. Otherwise he would have been long gone.
When Johnson finally had a chance to ask Jack Kennedy what Felter did, the President had smiled and said he “runs errands for me,” which was the same thing as saying, “None of your fucking business, Lyndon.” This had not been the first question asked by the Vice President of the United States that the President had chosen not to answer.
It was only after Dallas and the funeral that Johnson had learned what kind of errands Colonel Felter had run for the President of the United States.
“I’ll be damned,” the President said when Felter’s presence had sunk in. Then he raised his voice: “Come in, Felter. Help yourself to a drink.”
“Good evening, Mr. President,” Colonel Felter said and came into the room.
“Help yourself,” the President repeated. “It’s over there. You’ll remember where.”
Felter filled a glass with ice cubes and then poured it half full of vodka.
“What is that, a martini?” the President asked, a hint of disapproval in his Texas-accented voice.
“No, Sir,” Colonel Felter said. “Vodka over ice.”
“A drink ought to have color in it,” the President said, shaking his massive head. “But go ahead. Sit,” he ordered, indicating the matching chair beside his couch.
“Thank you, Sir,” Colonel Felter said.
A quartet of men in service station uniforms finished their vocal entreaty to CBS’s viewers to trust their cars to the men who wore Texaco Stars. Then Walter Cronkite’s face reappeared on the screen.
Finally he announced, “And that’s the way it is….”
The President picked up a remote-control device and aimed it at the television screen as if it were a pistol intended to shoot the head off a rattlesnake. The screen went blank.
The President stood up, and Felter started to do the same.
“Keep your seat,” the President said. “I can pour my own drink.”
“Yes, Sir,” Colonel Felter said.
“The reason I’m alone in here, Felter,” the President said, “is that most people feel they have to say something whenever Cronkite pauses for breath. And if I watch it upstairs, Mrs. Johnson feels she has to say something to keep me from getting bored.”
“Yes, Sir,” Colonel Felter said.
“Unless you want another drink,” the President said as an afterthought.
“Thank you, Sir,” Felter said, and got up and walked to the bar and poured more vodka over his ice.
“You like the way that tastes?” the President asked dubiously.
“I don’t like the way any of it tastes, Sir,” Felter said.
The President laughed.
“You just want a little liquid courage, is that it?”
“Yes, Sir. More or less.”
“I scare you, do I?”
“No, Sir.”
“Does the Attorney General scare you, Felter?”
“No, Sir.”
“I suppose you’ve suspected he doesn’t like you?”
“I have that feeling, yes, Sir,” Felter said.
“Story going around is that President Kennedy, with just the three of you there, told L’il Bobby that the reason he had it in for you was that you were smarter than him, and that the both of you knew it. True story?”
“Essentially, Sir,” Felter said. “Secretary Rusk was also present, Sir.”
“Why did you wait until now to come home, Felter? Why didn’t you hop on the next plane out of Saigon when the thing in Dallas happened?”
“I hadn’t completed my mission, Sir,” Felter said.
“That’s it? It wasn’t that you didn’t want to get splattered when the shit hit the fan around here?”
“I presumed, Sir, in the absence of orders from you to the contrary, that I was to complete the mission that President Kennedy had given me.”
“And I guess you have? You’re back.”
“Yes, Mr. President.”
“Everybody around here is—or pretends to be—a little vague about what you were doing over there, Felter.”
“I have my reports, Sir,” Felter said. He laid the attaché case on the coffee table, worked its two combination locks, and opened it. He took two envelopes from it, one letter size and the other a large manila envelope. He handed the smaller envelope to the President.
“That’s what I was able to find out about the death of President Ngo Dinh Diem, Sir,” Felter said. “I thought you would prefer to see that first.”
The President ripped open the envelope, put half glasses on the edge of his nose and read the first couple of lines.
Then he raised his eyes to Felter. “I thought maybe that was it,” the President said, “that he sent you over there to see who really shot who and why.”
Felter nodded but said nothing.
“So what have you got to tell me about the can of worms in Vietnam?” the President said, making a “come-on” gesture with his left hand.
“On 1 November 1963, Mr. President,” Felter said, “the Presidential Palace in Saigon was surrounded by troops unfriendly to President Ngo Dinh Diem. After the President discovered he was unable to contact Colonel Nomg, the commander of the troops charged with his protection, he realized that he was in substantial danger of being deposed in a military coup. He and his brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, then escaped from the palace by secret tunnel. I believe it was their intention to reach a parachute regiment, whose commander he believed to be loyal to him; but he was unable to do so. He and his brother then took refuge in a private villa. The next day, 2 November, Colonel Nomg, accompanied by a body of troops, came to the villa and offered the Diems protective custody until such time as either the coup could be controlled or that there was no question that it had succeeded. In the latter case, Nomg guaranteed Diem safe passage out of the country. He offered an APC—”
“A what?”
“An M-113 armored personnel carrier. It is a tracked vehicle that looks much like a tank—”
“Go on,” the President interrupted again impatiently.
“Colonel Nomg offered the President and his brother the APC and a detachment of troops to take them to the barracks of the parachute regiment,” Felter went on. “They accepted. Shortly after leaving the villa, the rear door of the APC was opened, and the President and his brother were assassinated. They were shot to death.”
“This Colonel Whatsisname betrayed them, in other words?”
“Colonel Nomg was acting under orders, Mr. President,” Felter said. “My report offers several possible scenarios as to who issued those orders, and for what reasons. There is, of course, no proof.”
The President dropped his eyes to Felter’s report and read it through. Twice, his bushy eyebrows rose in obvious surprise. Finally, he looked at Felter again, over the half glasses.
“So, according to this, we don’t know who the fuck is in charge over there in ’Nam. But whoever it is, it’s not our guy.”
“No, Sir.”
“Goddamn. Where I came from, when we buy some politician he stays bought.”
“Things are a bit different in Saigon, Sir.”
“And you’re also telling me Bobby Kennedy didn’t know why Jack Kennedy sent you over there?”
“There have been missions about which I believe President Kennedy kept his own confidence, Mr. President,” Felter replied. “Very possibly this is one of them.”
“What about you, Felter? Who do you share your knowledge with? Who has seen this?” He waved the report.
“There is one copy, Sir,” Felter said. “You have it. No one else has seen it.”
The President folded the four sheets of paper and put them back into the envelope.
“No one else will, Felter,” the President said. “This report doesn’t exist. You read me loud and clear?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Who typed this?” the President said, suddenly suspicious.
“I did, Sir. And the ribbon has been burned.”
“OK. I heard you were very good at what you do. I guess you are.”
“Thank you, Mr. President,” Felter said.
The President chuckled.
“I’m almost afraid to ask,” he said, nodding at the thick manila envelope, “but what’s that?”
“My report on the situation in Southwest Africa, Sir. I was there before I went to South Vietnam.”
“You do get around, don’t you, Colonel?” the President said, and gestured for the envelope. When Felter handed it to him, he tore it open and took out a nearly inch-thick stack of paper, bound together with a metal fastener.
“Don’t tell me you typed all this by yourself?”
“No, Sir,” Felter said. “I have a very good secretary.”
“Then I can presume this isn’t as dangerous as the other one?” Johnson said and started to flip through it. “Christ, I’m not going to read all this tonight!”
Felter started to speak, then changed his mind. The President’s eyes flashed at him. “Go ahead,” he said.
“Sir, it is my judgment that the situation in the Congo is potentially as dangerous to the United States as the situation in Vietnam.”
“I doubt that,” the President said.
“May I speak freely, Sir?”
“As long as you’re quick,” the President said with a smile, holding up the thick and heavy report.
Felter thought a moment before speaking.
“General MacArthur’s belief that we should not get involved in a war on the Asian Land Mass is being frequently quoted these days,” Felter said. “I believe he would say the same thing about Southern Africa or, for that matter, specifically about the Congo, and for much the same reasons.”
“Well, so what? I don’t think anyone is thinking about our getting into a war in Africa.”
Felter did not reply.
“Speak your mind, damn it!”
“I believe there is a very real possibility, Mr. President, that the well-intentioned granting of independence to the African nations, especially to the Congo, may result in a chaotic situation which our adversaries, especially the Chinese communists, are prepared to exploit. I believe, Sir, that the Chinese are in fact very actively engaged in creating that chaos, and that their efforts will intensify as they come to believe they can succeed. I believe their first major effort will be directed against the ex–Belgian Congo.”
“Like how?”
“An army of liberation,” Felter said. “Supplied and controlled by them, and directed against a government almost pathetically unprepared to cope with such a threat. And the last of the United Nations troops, as ineffective as they are, will leave the Congo 30 June.”
“Pathetically?”
“There were thirty college graduates in all of the Congo before independence, Mr. President,” Felter said. “The previous military experience of Colonel Mobutu, who heads their military, was a corporal in the Force Publique, a paramilitary Belgian officered police force.”
“That’s not what I hear from State and the CIA,” the President said sharply. He looked at Felter, coldly thoughtful, for a long moment. “You sound like Senator Goldwater, I suppose you know?”
“I don’t know what you mean, Sir.”
“He gave a speech where he said the first thing he would do if he were President—and he’s going to get the nomination, you can bet your ass on that—he said the first order he would give as President would be to our people in the Congo: ‘Change sides.’ You didn’t pick up on that?”
“I’ve been out of the country, Sir.”
“Yeah, sure. Well, nobody ever accused Barry Goldwater of being stupid. I guess I’m just going to have to find out for myself what the hell is going on over there.”
He went to the whiskey and half filled his glass.
“You know, Colonel,” the President said, turning to Felter, “this is the first time I’ve ever seen you in your uniform. Not that I’m not impressed with all your decorations, but you could have saved the effort. Yours was one of the first dossiers I told Mr. Hoover to fetch for me.”
“I presumed, Sir, that on President Kennedy’s death, or certainly on my return from Saigon—”
“That you’d go back to the Army?” the President interrupted. “You want to go? Is that what the uniform and all your medals is all about?”
“I had hoped that I might be given a command, Mr. President,” Colonel Felter said. “I’m eligible for one.”
“You’re supposed to be smart. That doesn’t sound like it. There’s a lot of people in the Army—hell, all over the Pentagon—who hate your ass. They’re not going to give you a command, Felter. They’d send you to some forgotten fort in Arkansas and bury you until you got the message and retired.”
“I was gathering my courage, Mr. President, to ask you for a recommendation,” Colonel Felter said.
“With the vodka?” the President chuckled.
“I’ve never asked for a favor before, Sir.”
“Then you’re the only sonofabitch around here who hasn’t. What kind of favor?”
“Mr. President, there is a program in the Army, because of a shortage of senior officers, where officers of my grade are being sent to flight school.”
“What makes you think they’d have you? That they don’t hate your ass?”
“Sir, Major General Bellmon commands the Aviation Center at Fort Rucker. He and I are old friends.”
“How can he afford you as a friend? General Taylor, when I asked him about you, said they hate your ass so much in the Pentagon that the President had to send your name to the Senate for promotion to colonel by himself; they weren’t going to do it.”
“Sir, during War Two General Bellmon was a POW. I was privileged to be with the unit which liberated him.”
“According to Max Taylor, it was the Russians you liberated him from, not the Germans. Taylor told me you found where the Russians had him,” the President said, “and then led the rescue column that went after him. If it wasn’t for you, Bellmon would be in Siberia someplace cutting trees down with a dull ax.”
Felter didn’t reply.
“Is there something personal in this, Felter? You don’t want to work for me?”
“Sir, I’m a soldier.”
“And you want to go get shot at? You’ve been shot at before. And hit. How many clusters is that on your Purple Heart?”
“Four, Sir.”
“You didn’t answer my question. Is there some reason you don’t want to work for me?”
“If I don’t get a command in the near future, Mr. President, I’ll never get one.”
“The Army’s not short of colonels qualified to lead regiments, or fly airplanes,” the President said. “Your Commander-in-Chief is short of people with your qualifications. It’s as simple as that.”
“Yes, Sir,” Colonel Felter said.
“OK,” the President said. He leaned over and pressed one of the buttons on the telephone on the low table beside the couch.
His secretary appeared a moment later in the doorway.
“Honey,” the President said, extending the smaller of Felter’s envelopes to her, “without reading this, put it in an envelope, stamp it ‘Presidential—Eyes Only’ and then put it in my personal file.”
“Yes, Mr. President,” she said.
“Next, did you find what I told you to look for—about Colonel Felter?”
“Yes, Mr. President. The Attorney General had it. It was with President Kennedy’s personal papers.”
“You want to get it, please?”
She came in the office a moment later with a small sheet of paper in her hands and handed it to the President. He put his half glasses on and read it.
“I never saw this before,” he said. “I heard about it. But I never saw it. I wonder why that was?” He handed the sheet of paper to Felter.
 
THE WHITE HOUSE
Washington
April 24, 1961
Colonel Sanford T. Felter, GSC, USA, is appointed my personal representative to the Intelligence Community, with rank as Counselor to the President. He will be presumed to have The Need To Know insofar as any classified information is concerned. No public announcement of this appointment will be made.
John F. Kennedy

“That wording all right, Felter? If you want it changed, now’s the time to speak up.”
“The wording is fine, Mr. President,” Felter said.
“Who had copies of it?”
“The Secretaries of State, Defense, Treasury,” the President’s secretary began, “all the services, plus the Directors of CIA, FBI, DIA…” She stopped when the President’s raised hand shut her off.
“Anybody not on that list that should be?” the President asked.
“No, Sir,” Felter said.
“Do it again over my signature,” he ordered. “Is there somebody around who can do it right now?”
“Yes, of course, Mr. President,” his secretary said.
“Well, then, have it done. And see that they’re delivered tonight. What did that guy say, ‘the medium is the message’? Make sure the Attorney General gets his personally. Take it out to his house, if necessary.”
“Yes, Mr. President,” his secretary said. She went to Felter and retrieved the letter and left the office.
The President picked up the thick report. He looked at Felter. “We understand each other, Colonel?”
“Sir?”
“I’m going to read this thing tonight. Or as soon as I can. I’ll call you back in when I have. But—presuming when I read it, I don’t decide you’re crazy—Africa, the Congo, that’s your assignment. I don’t want to be surprised by what might happen over there.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“I did understand you to say you were there before you went to Vietnam?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Then, considering what happened in Dallas, I think you better go back and see how that’s changed things.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Very quietly, you understand, Felter? I don’t want McCone or Rusk coming in here and wringing their hands about you.”
“I understand, Mr. President,” Felter said.
“Is there some way you could sneak in? Visit the Military Attaché or something?”
“I’m sure there is, Sir.”
(Two)

Langley, Virginia

14 December 1963
The Deputy Director for Liaison, who was the man who handled the CIA’s dealings with other governmental agencies, disliked but grudgingly admired Sanford T. Felter. Felter neither liked nor admired the Deputy Director for Liaison. He thought the man was nothing but a clerk who made it to his Deputy Director’s job by doing nothing wrong, and who had done nothing wrong because he had taken no chances. In Felter’s personal mental file of brief assessments of his professional associates, J. Edward Winton was a “fucking bureaucrat.”
“Sandy,” J. Edward Winton said, coming around from behind his large wooden desk with a smile on his face and his hand extended. “Good to see you!”
Physically, Winton was an impressive man. He was large but trim. He had all his teeth and an attractive display of silver-streaked curly hair. His suit was well cut, his tasseled loafers brilliantly shined, and his shirt collar immaculately cut and laundered.
Felter was wearing a baggy gray suit. His shoes were scuffed, and there were white marks near the soles where they had been soaked in salty slush and then dried. His tie was visibly not new, and his shirt collar had started to fray.
“Ed, how are you?” Felter said. Winton tried to crush Felter’s hand and failed. There was not much to Sanford T. Felter, but what was there was hard.
“Actually, I was thinking of calling you,” Winton said.
“Oh?”
“You ever consider coming out here? There’s a lot of places where you could easily fit in.”
Felter tried to see behind the question. When he could not, he asked, “What brought that up?”
“Well, what are you going to do now?” Winton asked.
The question was now explained. Felter wondered why he hadn’t understood immediately.
“Now that what?” he asked innocently.
“For Christ’s sake, Stan!”
“Oh, you mean Kennedy,” Felter said. “I’ve been hearing that you guys terminated him. Anything to that?”
“Goddamn it, Felter, that’s not even remotely amusing!”
“I take it that’s a no?”
“What can I do for you, Felter?”
“I want a look at all the files, including the personnel files, on everything you’ve got going in the Congo.”
“Which Congo?”
“I was about to say ex-Congo Belge,” Felter said. “But I suppose I had better look at both ex-Belge and ex-French. Plus everything you’ve developed on the Chicoms in Rwanda and Burundi.”
Winton smiled and nodded his understanding. Then he asked, “On what authority?”
“The usual,” Felter said.
“Didn’t that authority end when—”
“Kennedy was shot?” Felter interrupted. “Possibly, but I’m now working for Johnson. Same job.”
“Stan, I don’t have anything on that,” Winton said. “Nothing’s come down to me.”
His face and tone of voice indicated general regret that he couldn’t be helpful, but Felter suspected that Winton was really enjoying himself. Felter believed that bureaucrats took great satisfaction in being able to use their authority to say no.
“Call him,” Felter said.
There was no question in Winton’s mind that Felter meant the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency. His smile vanished for a moment, returned, and then he picked up a white telephone, one of three phones on his desk. One of the others was a multibutton affair, standard issue for CIA bureaucrats of a certain level. The other was red. It was one of perhaps a hundred telephones in the Washington area on what was called the White House net. When the President wanted to talk to someone, he used the White House net. Having one of the red telephones was a matter of great bureaucratic prestige, even if it never rang. Felter had two red telephones on the White House net, one in his small office high in the old State-War-and-Navy Building adjacent to the White House and another beside his bed in his “town house” in Alexandria. Under Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy both had rung frequently, and the one by his bed had already rung under President Johnson.
The President had called him the night before to tell him that he had spoken to the Secretary of State and explained the problem of Felter’s cover to him, and the Secretary had agreed to include Felter on a group of State Department functionaries about to leave for the ex–Congo Belge on some administrative mission.
“You can take the missus with you, Felter,” the President said. “Give her a little VIP vacation on the taxpayers. And it’ll make you look legitimate.”
Felter was beginning to suspect that the President was interested in the world of intelligence, and that he was going to be “helpful” in the future. It could be a problem.
“Is the Director in? J. Edward Winton here,” Winton said to the white telephone, which was on the CIA version of the White House net. Felter had a white telephone on his desk in the old State-War-and-Navy Building, too. But when he used it, he got the Director on the line. Not his secretary.
Winton listened to the reply, said “thank you,” politely, and hung up.
“The Director’s at the White House,” he said.
“Well, I’ve got to go over to State, too,” Felter said. “So that’s not an overwhelming problem. When he gets back, Ed, I’d be grateful if you’d check with him and get this authority business straight in your mind once and for all, and then send someone over to my office with the files.”
“Of course,” J. Edward Winton said. “I’m sure you understand my position, Stan. You know how the Director is.”
“Yes, I certainly do,” Felter said. “But if there’s any problem about this, Ed—I need this stuff today—call me so I can get it straightened out, will you?”
“Absolutely.”
They shook hands and smiled at each other. Then Felter left the Deputy Director for Liaison’s office and got in his battered and wheezing Volkswagen and headed back for the District of Columbia.
There was no doubt in his mind that the moment he’d walked out of the office, J. Edward Winton had called his counterpart at the State Department and warned him that Felter was en route; and more important that Felter had been in his office and announced that he had been reappointed under President Johnson to the job he’d held under Kennedy. J. Edward Winton’s counterpart at State was another fucking bureaucrat, and fucking bureaucrats had remarkably similar—and predictable—behavior patterns, one of which was that they took care to scratch each other’s backs.
Felter drove to the FBI, not to the State Department. He knew there would be no trouble at the FBI about his access to whatever he wanted to see. And when he didn’t show up at State when he was supposed to, J. Edward Winton’s credibility would be lessened.
And he was sure that when he got to his office in the old State-War-and-Navy Building, there would be a neatly dressed man from the company sitting there waiting for him, with a briefcase stuffed with the material he had asked for.


II

(One)

Albertville, Democratic Republic of the Congo

14 December 1963
Air Simba Flight Number 104, Captain Jacques Emile Portet at the controls, made its approach to the Albertville airfield over Lake Tanganyika. The descent was shallow, as was the bank when Air Simba 104 turned on final. Low and slow, in pilot’s cant.
Air Simba Flight Number 104 was a Curtiss Commando, a twin-engine, propeller-driven transport aircraft that was at least as old as its captain, who was four months shy of twenty-two years.
Indeed, the pilot’s father, Captain Jean-Philippe Portet, who owned Air Simba, harbored a strong suspicion that he had flown the very same aircraft over the Himalayas—“Over the Hump”—in 1943, when he had been a captain in the U.S. Army Air Corps.
There was a suspicious crease in the aluminum of the Commando’s wing root, a groove about an inch deep and five feet long. Jean-Philippe Portet remembered a similar crease from long ago. After he’d landed a C-46 Commando loaded with fifty-five-gallon drums of aviation gasoline in the rain at Chunking, the plane had been backed into by a truck driven by an enthusiastic but not too skillful Chinese ally. The wing root had been creased, but it had been determined that the damage was superficial, so the skin had not been replaced.
It was certainly possible that the creased wing root had been examined by others in the ensuing twenty years and that they had all reached the same conclusion: that the crease posed no hazard to flight. So, following the hoary adage, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” they all let the crease stay the way it was. Captain Jean-Philippe Portet had seen a number of interesting coincidences in his life, and he believed that was another one of them.
In the current Air Simba incarnation of the Curtiss, a stylized lion, leaping, was painted on the fuselage. Above that was the legend AIR SIMBA. This logotype was repeated on the vertical stabilizer. The aluminum skin of the airplane gleamed where the insignia and the identification numbers had been painted, but elsewhere the skin was dull, and there were remnants of previous paint jobs and other identification numbers.
Air Simba itself was a new airline. And it had only recently come into possession of the airplane, so there had not yet been time to do much more to it than to see that the aircraft was safe for flight and to add the logotype and Democratic Republic of the Congo identification number. Whenever the Commando landed at Leopoldville for an overnight stop—and there was time left after all the necessary maintenance—service stands were rolled against the fuselage, and barefooted Congolese attacked the grime and old paint with Brillo pads. Eventually the whole aircraft would gleam. Now it was more important to put the plane to work.
The pilot of Air Simba Flight 104, Captain Jacques Emile Portet, had made a low and slow approach to Albertville both because, like his father Jean-Philippe Portet, he was by nature a cautious pilot, and also because he had a 1963 MGB and a couple of heavy crates (as well as lighter cargo) lashed to the floor of the cabin. He did not place a good deal of faith in the structural integrity of the fuselage floor. And there had not been time since Air Simba acquired the aircraft to really have the cabin floor properly inspected and if necessary replaced. There were no facilities in the ex–Congo Belge to magnaflux large pieces of aluminum. Or for that matter, small pieces of aluminum.
Captain Jacques Emile Portet was blond headed, fair skinned, and large boned. He was wearing a light-blue sleeveless sweater over a white, button-down-collar shirt. His tie was pulled down and his feet on the rudder pedals were clad in scuffed loafers.
First Officer Enrico de la Santiago was black haired, swarthy skinned, and slight of build. He was wearing a khaki shirt and trousers. The shirt had once borne the insignia of a captain in the pre-Castro Cuban Air Force.
Captain Portet and First Officer de la Santiago comprised the entire flight crew of Air Simba flight 104. There was supposed to be a third man, a flight engineer, but that would have meant another paycheck for Air Simba, and in the opinion of Captain Jean-Philippe Portet, who had often done so himself, the aircraft could be safely flown without one.
Captain Portet fils set the Curtiss smoothly on the ground, and then engaged the brakes very judiciously, using up almost all of the runway before he came to a stop, turned, and then started back to the Albertville Terminal. He didn’t want the forces of deceleration to rip the heavy crates, or the shiny new 1963 MGB, loose from the cabin floor.
When, with an effort, Portet and de la Santiago had shoved the large cargo door on the left rear of the fuselage open and dropped the aluminum stairs out, a tall, tanned, heavyset man in a Stetson (of the kind favored by Lyndon B. Johnson) walked from a Jeep station wagon to the airplane and waited for them to climb down. The man’s name was K. N. Swayer.
There was a representation of an oil well drilling rig on the Jeep’s door, and the legend UNIT RIG TULSA. K. N. Swayer was Unit Rig’s boss in Albertville.
“How they hanging, Jack?” K. N. Swayer said, enthusiastically shaking Captain Portet’s hand.
“One lower than the other,” Captain Portet replied. “Say hello to Enrico de la Santiago.”
“Pleased to meet you,” K. N. Swayer said, pumping the Cuban’s hand. And then nodding toward the airplane, he asked, “Jack, you bring it?”
“It and the Christmas trees,” Captain Portet said. “I feel like Santa Claus.”
Captain Jacques Emile Portet’s English was American accented: He was a Belgian-American. He had passports from both countries, both of which said that he had been born in St. Louis, Missouri, USA, on June 6, 1942, which meant that he was some five months shy of his twenty-second birthday. His Belgian passport further identified him as an aviateur, a pilot. The Belgian passport was nearly new, and when he’d had it renewed, he’d shown the clerks his pilot’s license (Commercial; Instrument; Multiengine Land; and Helicopter, Commercial) and had them put aviateur in the “Profession” block. Previously it had said “étudiant.” His American passport, not yet due for renewal, still read “student,” but that was no longer true. The faculty of the Free University of Brussels had the previous June bestowed upon him a degree in history.
“The Christmas trees?” K. N. Swayer asked incredulously. “Already? What the fuck am I supposed to do with them?”
“How big is your freezer?” Captain Portet asked dryly.
Unit Rig Corporation of Tulsa, Oklahoma, had sold Union Minière, the Belgian conglomerate which operated most of the tin and copper mining operations in the ex–Congo Belge, well over a hundred million dollars’ worth of outsized earth-moving trucks. Final payment was to be made only when the trucks were delivered and running in various locations in the Congo, including Albertville.
Moving the trucks by road from the port of Matadi, on the Atlantic Coast, to where they would be used was impossible for a number of reasons, and the assembled trucks were too large to be carried on what rail lines were available. It had thus been decided to build and test the trucks in Tulsa, then to break them down into manageable pieces and fly them to the Congo for reassembly. K. N. Swayer was the Supervising Engineer.
Despite the high pay and generous company benefits it offered its employees on the Congo Job, Unit Rig was having a morale problem. Some of this problem was based on the brutal Congolese climate and some of it on the isolation. Air-freighting a ton of Christmas trees from the State of Washington to various sites in the Congo was one of many gestures of company concern and goodwill toward its employees, and so was the air-freighting in of the 1963 MGB for Supervising Engineer K. N. Swayer.
With Jack Portet on his heels, Swayer climbed the aluminum ladder into the cabin of the Curtiss and walked to the glistening red sports car.
“Jesus, isn’t that the cutest little fucker you ever saw?” Swayer said to Jack Portet.
“Adorable,” Jack said. “All the Maniema maidens will be competing for a ride.” The maidens of the Maniema tribe, the predominant tribe in the area, were not noted for their beauty.
“Fuck you, Jack,” Swayer said amiably. “How are we going to get it off of here?”
“I put it on with a forklift,” Jack Portet said.
“You didn’t scratch it?” Swayer asked with concern, and bent over to look.
“I wrapped the whatchamacallits with rope,” Jack replied, miming the forks with his index fingers.
“The forks,” Swayer said tolerantly. “That’s why they call them forklifts.”
“Forklifts,” Jack said. “Forklifts. I thought it was spelled F.U.”
Swayer laughed. “Who’s the Mexican?” he said.
“Cuban,” Jack said. “He used to be in the Cuban Air Force. My father hired him in Brussels. His family couldn’t get out.”
“Jesus!” Swayer said. “What we should have done was drop the 82nd Airborne in on Havana and then we should have shoved a Garand bayonet up that bearded spic’s ass. Goddamn Kennedy anyhow.”
“Which Kennedy?”
“All of them,” Swayer said. And he looked around the cabin and walked to a bundle of wire and canvas wrapped Christmas trees.
“There’s ten in a bundle,” Jack Portet said. “I figured that one bundle would be enough for here.”
“Where’s the others?”
“In the meat reefer in Leopoldville.”
“You think they’ll keep in a reefer?”
“I don’t think it will do them any harm.”
Swayer walked to the door of the airplane and made a gesture to the station wagon. A tall, slim Congolese walked to the airplane and climbed aboard. He was wearing a white shirt and a necktie, which were symbols that he had gone to school and had non-physical-labor employment.
He exchanged a few words in French with Jack Portet, and they shook hands.
Swayer pointed to the bundled Christmas trees.
“You think they’ll fit in the station wagon?”
“Yes, Sir,” he said.
“Well, get a couple of boys and load them up and take them to the hotel and tell Whatsisname…”
“M’sieu Gorrain?”
“Right,” Swayer said. “Gorrain. Tell him I would consider it a personal favor if he could keep the trees in his reefer until it’s time to pass them out.”
“Yes, Sir.”
A half dozen Congolese climbed into the plane. They were barefoot and barechested, and there were far more of them than was necessary. Chattering animatedly, they manhandled the bundled Christmas trees off and into the hands of half a dozen more Congolese.
Jack Portet laughed delightedly and said, “Noel, Noel.”
“What’s so funny?” Swayer asked as he dropped to his knees to inspect the webbing holding the MGB in place.
“Your interpreter told them what they were going to do with the ‘scrawny little trees.’ They at first wouldn’t believe him. Even granting that the Americans are crazier than the Belgians, the head boy said no one would really store firewood in a refrigerator.”
Swayer was more interested in his MGB.
“What did you do with the rope?”
“Just wrapped it around the forks,” Jack said.
“That it over there?” Swayer asked, pointing to a coil of rope.
“Air Simba strives to please.” Jack picked up the coil of rope and stepped to the door. He ordered, with gestures and in fluent Swahili, that it be wrapped around the prongs of a forklift.
“Christ, I wish I could speak it,” Swayer said. “I don’t understand two goddamned words of it. I been all over the world, and this is the first time I haven’t been able to learn any of it.”
“You got to be raised here,” Jack Portet said. “I got mine from my nurse and houseboys.”
“I suppose.”
“Before you loosen the tie-downs,” Jack Portet ordered, “make sure the parking brake is on.”
Five minutes later the MGB was gently lowered to ground by the forklift, with K. N. Swayer at its controls.
And five minutes after that the three heavy wooden crates that had made up the difference between what the MGB and the Christmas trees weighed and the maximum lift capacity for Curtiss Commando aircraft had been off-loaded.
“Stick around, Jack,” Swayer said. “Not only will I buy you dinner, but I’ll take you for a ride in my new car.”
“No,” Jack replied, “thanks, but I want to see if I can’t at least make Bukavu before the rain starts.”
“Fuck it—stay over and leave early in the morning.”
“Somebody I want to see in Bukavu if I can.”
“Give her my regards.”
“I will.”
“You horny little bastard you,” Swayer said admiringly.
“I have the strength of ten, because in my heart, I’m pure,” Jack Portet said piously. He looked at First Officer de la Santiago. “You want to fly the next leg, Enrico? You think you can get this bucket of bolts off the ground?”
“I’ll check the weather,” de la Santiago said quickly and started for the terminal building. Swayer started to say something, but saw the look on Jack Portet’s face and stopped.
When de la Santiago was out of sight, Jack Portet said, “One of several things is going to happen. Either the chef d’ aérodrome is not going to be there. Or he will be there and be drunk. Or he will be there and be sober and not have the foggiest idea of the weather, the telephones being ‘temporarily’ out of service again. I think he should learn that himself.”
Ten minutes later Air Simba Flight 104, with First Officer de la Santiago at the controls, took off from Albertville, bound for Bukavu.
“Not really for Bukavu, Enrico,” Jack Portet explained. “There’s no airport in Bukavu. The airport’s called Kamembe, and it’s in Rwanda, which is on the east side of the Ruzizi River.”
De la Santiago smiled at the strange names.
“But it does have an ADF?” he asked, referring to an automatic direction finder, a radio transmitter constantly broadcasting a three-letter Morse code identification on which aircraft home in.
“It does,” Portet replied. “KAM. But it’s usually temporarily out of service.”
De la Santiago examined the aerial navigation chart in his lap.
“In other words just fly up the lake?”
“Keeping well to the left of the center,” Portet said. “The border runs right down the center of the lake.”
“Between what countries?”
“Between the Congo and Tanganyika, then between the Congo and Rwanda, and finally between the Congo and Burundi.”
“But if we’re going to land in”—de la Santiago hesitated and then managed to come up with a Spanish-flavored approximation of Burundi—“what’s the difference?”
“The difference is that this is Africa,” Jack Portet explained. “And we would not want to give the Burundi Minister of Air the idea that we are the vanguard of an aerial invasion force.”
De la Santiago looked at him and saw he was serious.
“Not that I would bet that all the parts are in the fighter aircraft of the Burundi Air Force, and that they could actually get one in the air, but this is Africa, and strange things happen here.”
De la Santiago smiled and shook his head.
“There’s something else I have to discuss with you,” Portet said. “Something of a delicate nature.”
“What’s that?”
“Presuming we can find Kamembe, and that there’s somebody there to meet us, and that we can get across the border back into the Congo, you will be spending the night at the Hôtel du Lac—”
“I will?” de la Santiago asked.
“If I’m lucky,” Jack said, “which is to say if her husband is out of town, I will spend the night with a friend.”
De la Santiago smiled and shook his head.
“There will be women in the bar and restaurant of the Hôtel du Lac,” Jack went on, “which is the subject of this little man-to-man conversation. Congolese and European. One does not diddle with the natives unless one is suicidal, in a venereal disease sense. That leaves the Europeans, mostly Belge, but some French, German, and even the odd American. Most of them are married. The problem is with the Belgian women. If they are married to a Belgian, no problem. But some of them have found marital bliss with the Congolese officialdom. Their husbands are jealous. Phrased simply, don’t fuck around with—don’t even give any hints that you would like to fuck around with—some Belgian woman married to a Congolese.”
“How do you know which is which?”
“That’s the problem,” Jack said. “It’s a matter of experience. If the guy who owns the hotel’s wife—Madame Fameir—is around, I’ll introduce you, and you can ask her. But don’t guess wrong. There’s no second chance. You could easily wind up dead.”
De la Santiago looked at him and saw that he was absolutely serious. “Then the thing to do is behave.”
“This is the Congo,” Jack said. “With the exception of my father, nobody behaves, at least for long, in the Congo.”
(Two)

Stanleyville, Democratic Republic of the Congo

14 December 1963
Air Simba Flight 104 landed without incident at Kamembe, Rwanda, just over an hour after taking off from Albertville.
The skies were already full of furious-looking stratocumulus clouds, their tops boiling. This happened every afternoon this time of year in this part of the Congo; Captain Jacques Portet told First Officer de la Santiago that no weather report was necessary. You just planned your flights to get back on the ground before three P.M. and if you could arrange it, before two.
A GMC carryall, painted white and with the Air Simba logo on its doors, met them at the airport. The carryall was driven by a squat, very black Congolese wearing a white shirt and a necktie. He spoke French, but not too well, and he and Jacques Portet carried on their conversation in Swahili. De la Santiago saw that Portet was as fluent in Swahili as he was in French and English, and this impressed him almost as much as the skill, the professionalism, with which the young pilot flew.
There were customs posts at both ends of the iron bridge over the fast-flowing Ruzizi River. The Air Simba Bukavu chef de station gave a little gift—money and a carton of Camel cigarettes—to the Rwanda customs officials to facilitate their passage, and a smaller gift—less money and two packages of Camels—to the Congolese customs officials.
The Congolese customs officials required lesser gifts only because of the special relation then in effect between Jacques Portet’s father, Jean-Philippe, and certain very high placed and powerful members of the Congolese government.
When Air Simba had been formed not long ago, the brother-in-law of Colonel Joseph-Désiré Mobutu, head of the Armed Forces of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, had been asked to serve on the Board of Directors, and for his services had been given 10 percent of the outstanding stock. This was far less—half—than the usual arrangement, but Jean-Philippe Portet had known Colonel Mobutu since the Colonel had been a corporal in the Force Publique, and they were friends.
Jean-Philippe Portet (whom Santiago thought of alternately as The Old Captain Portet and Jacques’s father) had two jobs. He was Managing Director of Air Simba, which had been in business for five months and had had aircraft for three, and he was Chief Pilot of Air Congo, the international airline of the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
As Air Congo’s Chief Pilot, it naturally fell to him to fly the aircraft on which senior Congolese officialdom, including Colonel Mobutu, elected to travel. He had proposed the formation of Air Simba to Colonel Mobutu one day en route to Dar Es Salaam, while the Colonel was sitting in the copilot’s seat and had seemed to be in a very good mood.
Since it was known to the Governor of the province that Air Simba had friends in high places, it would not have been necessary to give the customs officials any gift at all. It just made sense to be friendly.
Once across the bridge, the Air Simba carryall deposited Portet and de la Santiago at the Hôtel du Lac, a five-story building whose rear windows overlooked Lake Kivu. Congolese in immaculate white jackets (some of them even wore shoes; the Hôtel du Lac was a class establishment) opened the door of the GMC, greeted Captain Portet with warmth, took care of the luggage, and rushed to push open the gleaming, brass-framed glass door for them.
The hotel was small but well furnished, and obviously spotless. Jack Portet stopped at the desk only long enough to ask for messages and to introduce de la Santiago to the desk clerk as someone who would be regularly staying in the Air Simba rooms. Then he led de la Santiago into the bar.
Two bottles of beer and glasses were immediately brought, without orders, to the table by a very large, and very black, white-jacketed waiter. As de la Santiago waited for his beer to be poured, Jack Portet took a healthy swig from the neck of his bottle, and then he burped.
“I’ve been thinking of that for an hour,” he announced. “The first sip is always the best.”
A plump woman in her late forties came to the table and kissed Portet on the cheek when he stood up to greet her. Portet introduced Madame Fameir to de la Santiago as his sweetheart.
As they were shaking hands, a European couple walked up to the table. The man was in his early fifties, gray-haired, suntanned, and dignified. He wore a summer-weight gray suit and tie. The woman was in a light summer dress, with black lingerie visible at the neckline. And she was somewhere under forty, de la Santiago decided, older than she at first looked.
“I thought that was you flying over, Jacques,” the man said to Portet as he offered his hand.
“I thought you were in the bush,” Portet said, as he kissed the woman’s offered cheek. And then he made the introductions. M’sieu et Madame Nininger, who were not only charming and witty, but new customers of Air Simba.
“I’ll go tomorrow,” Nininger said as he sat down. “You’ll come for dinner?”
“Thank you, but no. We have a little business tonight.”
At that moment Enrico de la Santiago realized that Jack Portet was going to be unlucky. His friend’s husband was not going to be out of town. He had just invited them to dinner.
The Niningers had a drink—Orange Blossoms—and then left. Enrico de la Santiago, wondering if his ego and/or his imagination had run wild, had the idea that Madame Nininger had more in mind than simple courtesy when she asked him to call whenever he returned to Bukavu.
They sat drinking the beer (which like the airline was also called Simba and which was astonishingly good) until it was time to eat. In the bar, and later in the restaurant (where at Portet’s suggestion they both had the broiled filet of a fish that Portet said was found only in Lake Kivu), Portet pointed out which European women were available and which were forbidden.
They went to bed early, leaving a call for half past four in the morning. The call was delivered by a Congolese carrying a tray with a coffeepot, orange juice, and a croissant.
They left the hotel a few minutes after five, and at 5:25 were at the airport. Nininger was there, leaning on the fender of a Mercedes, and so was a Mercedes truck with a refrigerated body. Its air-conditioning diesel engine was idling, but it roared into action when cooling was needed.
The previous evening Portet had explained why there would be a refrigerated truck here: Nininger had a cattle operation in the hills above Bukavu. What he was trying to do now with Air Simba was deliver fresh meat to Stanleyville and (most importantly) to Leopoldville cheaper than it could be obtained elsewhere. Most of the fresh meat—all of the quality fresh meat—now obtainable in Leopoldville came from South Africa. Some of the meat was flown in and some was sent by train; but all of it came to the capital alive, where it was then butchered. It was a seller’s market, and the South Africans took full advantage of it.
Nininger’s idea now was to butcher and chill his beef, lamb, and swine at his own plantation, and then air-freight it to Stanleyville, Leopoldville, and ultimately elsewhere. The problem was refrigeration, which was to say the temperature of the Congo, which lay on the Equator.
The meat could not be frozen because there was already an adequate supply of South African, European, and even Argentinian frozen meat in Leopoldville. Nor could it be iced down or shipped in insulated containers by air, because of the weight.
The solution they had found was to chill the meat to several degrees above freezing, transport it to the Kamembe airport in a refrigerated truck, and quickly load it aboard an Air Simba Curtiss cargo plane. For the past three weeks this solution had worked. The plane would quickly take off, and then climb quickly to an altitude which would keep the meat chilled en route.
If there was a delay, the meat would of course be ruined. And a close watch had to be maintained on outside temperature to make sure the meat didn’t become frozen en route, either.
Before Nininger’s workmen loaded the airplane with the contents of the truck, Jack and Enrico made very sure to check that the airplane was ready to go. They even fired up the engines and put the needles in the green, then shut down only the port engine. The cheesecloth-wrapped meat, some of it roughly butchered into loins and large parts and some of it in sides, was quickly laid on a sheet of plastic on the cabin floor, then strapped in place.
As soon as the door was closed, even before the port engine had been restarted, the plane moved to the threshold of the runway. It paused at the end of the runway only long enough to start the engine and check the mags; and then it roared off, heading northwest toward Stanleyville in a steep climb.
Stanleyville (estimated 1963 population 150,000) is 350 miles from Bukavu at the head of navigation for the middle portion of the Congo River. It is also very close to the exact center of Africa, equidistant from the Indian and Atlantic oceans, and from Cairo, Egypt, and Cape Town, South Africa.
The city sits surrounded by hundreds of miles of jungle—an island of apartment houses on wide boulevards, office buildings, hotels, warehouses, large villas, and shops. In Stanleyville in 1964, it was possible to buy Buick automobiles; Swiss watches; couturier clothing from Paris; and oysters, lamb chops, and newspapers (including the Times of London and the Paris edition of the New York Herald Tribune) flown in daily from Brussels. When arriving passengers descended from Sabena or KLM or UTA jets at Stanleyville, they were greeted with a multicolored neon sign urging them to FUMEZ LUCKY STRIKE!
The United States of America maintained a consulate general in Stanleyville, a large, white, red-roofed villa with a lovely swimming pool, as well as a splendid view of the white-water rapids of Stanley Falls (named, like the town itself, after the intrepid “Doctor Livingstone, I presume” journalist-explorer Henry Morton Stanley).
Stanleyville proved to have what Enrico de la Santiago thought of as a real airport. For one thing, the moment he tuned in the ADF, there was a strong STN signal. And when Portet called the Stanleyville tower an hour and fifteen minutes into the flight, there was an immediate response, in English, from a tower operator who left no question that he knew what he was doing—
“Simba One Oh Four, Stanleyville. We have you on radar. You are cleared to descend to two thousand five hundred on your present heading. The winds are five to ten from the north. The altimeter is two niner niner four. You are cleared as number one to land on runway zero five. There is no commercial traffic in the area, but please be on the lookout for light aircraft operating under visual flight rules. Report at flight level two five hundred and when over the outer marker.”
And a minute later he was back.
“Simba One Oh Four, Stanleyville.”
Portet, who was flying, nodded at Enrico to work the radio.
“Stanleyville, Simba One Oh Four—go ahead.”
“Simba One Oh Four, Stanleyville, in flight advisory. You will be met by a refrigerated truck and a fuel truck.”
“Roger, Stanleyville, thank you very much,” Enrico replied.
“I have to figure out some way to RON here,” Portet said: Remain Over Night. “Nice town. And we rented an apartment in the Immoquateur that’s just going to waste.”
“In the what?”
“The Immoquateur,” Jack Portet explained. “It’s a new apartment building, ten, twelve stories, on the river. Very classy.”
“And you have friends here, no doubt?” de la Santiago asked.
“Two. Neither of whose husbands can be called stay-at-homes.”
The radio came to life.
“Stanleyville, Sabena Six Oh Five, sixty miles north of your station for approaching and landing.”
Stanleyville gave Sabena 605 essentially the same information he had given Air Simba 104, except of course that he had told them that “Air Simba, a Curtiss C-46 aircraft is number one to land.”
Sabena 605, a Douglas DC-8, swooped in to land as Jack and Enrico were being driven to the terminal in a Peugeot station wagon. They picked up coffee and jelly doughnuts in the coffee shop, carried them to Weather for a briefing on en route and destination conditions to Leopoldville, filed their flight plan, visited the gentleman’s rest facility, and started back across the terminal to where the Peugeot waited for them.
As they passed the newsstand, stacks of newspapers and magazines fresh from the belly of the morning Sabena flight from Brussels were dropped on it and cut open. Jack Portet stopped and bought the Paris Edition of the New York Herald Tribune and Playboy.
And then a woman rushed up to him, kissed him on both cheeks, and in an accent Enrico de la Santiago found enchanting called him “Jacques, mon amour.” After that she expressed apparently genuine delight to find Jacques in Stanleyville, especially since her husband had been delayed in Brussels.
This woman was younger than the blonde in Bukavu, and French, Enrico decided, rather than Belgian.
And she seemed disconsolate when Portet told her he had a planeload of fresh meat he had to get back in the air in the next five minutes. And so, vicariously, was Enrico disconsolate for Jack Portet. It was not at all hard to imagine what pleasures with the French blonde the planeload of fresh meat would cause him to miss.
After they were in the air again and approaching twelve thousand, when it would become necessary to go on oxygen, Enrico asked the question that had quite naturally come to him.
“What’s the secret of your success?”
“Seriously?”
“Yeah, sure, seriously. If it’s some kind of cologne, I want to know what kind.”
“Aside from my charm, good looks, and all-around overwhelming masculinity,” Jack said, joking, and then grew serious, “the greatest risk a woman having an affair here runs is that the guy will get serious. There’s a great shortage of European women here, of course, especially in the bush—the deeper in the bush, the greater the shortage of women—and after they diddle some guy and then go home, the guy sits around alone in his house, or his apartment, and decides that his quick piece of ass is the greatest love affair since Romeo and Juliet, and that he has to have her permanently. People go crazy here anyway, and it gets messy. They know that I’m safe, that I’m not going to appear wide-eyed at their door and tell their husband I can’t live without them. If you play your cards right…”
“I’m married,” Enrico said. “My wife and my kids are still in Cuba.”
“My father told me,” Jack said.
“I’m working on getting them out.”
“You are Catholic, Enrico?”
“Yeah, sure.”
“When Catholic priests come to work down here, they are relieved of their vow of celibacy.”
Enrico looked at him in astonishment. He saw that Portet was again quite serious. He was unable to accept that a priest would be allowed to have sex—with the approval of the Church, but it was evident that Jack Portet believed what he was saying.
“A piece a day keeps the madman away,” Jack Portet said solemnly, and then tapping the altimeter, which showed they were still climbing at 13,000 feet, he pulled a black rubber oxygen mask over his mouth.
It was almost eight hundred miles from Stanleyville to Leopoldville. The flight took a little more than three hours and fifteen minutes. Frequently there was no sign of civilization beneath them at all, not even the trace of a road. Even at 25,000 feet, Enrico reasoned, there should be some sign of civilization down there, but there wasn’t, just green, broken every once in a while by a river.
A refrigerated truck pulled up to the airplane as soon as they landed. Jack felt the meat through the cheesecloth. It was cold but not frozen. Air Simba had done it again, which meant a profit and not the loss they would have had if the meat had been spoiled or frozen.
He got in his Volkswagen Bug and drove home.
He parked his car in the garage and entered the house via the kitchen. His stepmother, a statuesque blonde, was checking the bill from the grocery store against the groceries themselves. She suspected the grocery store of charging her for imaginary goods.
“You have a letter from the government in St. Louis,” Hanni Portet said. She spoke in English with a strong but not unpleasant German accent.
“Oh, shit!”
“Cursing won’t change anything,” Hanni said, and went to him and kissed his cheek. “Your father’s out by the pool. I think he would like to play tennis.”
Jack looked out the kitchen window. His father was sitting at one of three umbrella-shaded tables by the side of the pool. On the table beside him were two tennis racquets and two cans of balls.
When the Second World War had broken out, Jean-Philippe Portet had been the age Jacques was now and had been in America with his father. His father, Jacques’ grandfather, an official of the Société Anonyme Belge d’Exploitation de Navigation Aériènne (Sabena, the Belgian State Airline), had been sent to the United States on a purchasing mission. Sabena wanted to replace its Lockheed transports with Douglas DC-3s, and to issue orders for the not-yet-in-production four-engine Douglas DC-4.
When Belgium fell to the Germans, Grandfather Portet made himself available to the Belgian government-in-exile in England. He was ordered to stay where he was and to continue doing what he was doing. Which he did. But Jean-Philippe Portet announced he was going to join the Royal Canadian Air Force and become a fighter pilot.
Grandfather Portet, who believed that most of the young fighter pilots being raised in Canada would soon be dead, reasoned with him to join the U.S. Army Air Corps. So did Patricia Ellen Detwiler, the eighteen-year-old daughter of a Douglas engineer who had decided to marry Jean-Philippe Portet the moment she laid eyes on him. If Jean-Philippe went off to the RCAF, God only knew when she would see him again. If ever.
Jean-Philippe Portet saw her—though not his father’s—reasoning, and he was graduated from the U.S. Army Corps Flight Training School at Randolph Field, Texas, on August 1, 1941, and married Patricia Ellen Detwiler the next day. Their first child was born ten months later, by which time Lieutenant Portet was flying C-46 Commandos Over the Hump in the China-Burma-India Theater of Operations.
In early 1944 Captain Portet was discharged from the U.S. Army Air Corps to accept a commission in the armed forces of a friendly foreign power. The Royal Belgian Air Force commissioned him a commandant (major) and he was given command of a group (two squadrons) of C-47 aircraft in time to participate in the Normandy Invasion.
He ended the war a lieutenant colonel and afterward found immediate employment with Sabena. His wife and child remained in the Unites States until 1947 because of the conditions in Europe. They rented a small house in Burnt Mills, New Jersey, and Captain Portet got to see them three or four times a month when he was laying over between flights between Brussels and New York.
In November 1947, shortly after she had joined her husband in Brussels, Mme. Portet, née Detwiler, was struck by a truck while crossing the Boulevard de Waterloo en route to the 11:00 A.M. service at the Eglise Américaine on the Rue Cap Crespel. She died the next afternoon without regaining consciousness.
It was decided—it was the only thing to do—that Jacques/ Jack Portet would be raised in St. Louis by his maternal grandparents, with the understanding that as soon as he was old enough, he would come to live with his father in Europe and be educated there.
In March of 1951, Jean-Philippe Portet flew to California to accept delivery of the first Lockheed 1049D Constellation in the Sabena fleet. Developed largely through the efforts of Howard Hughes, the four-engine, triple-tailed transport had a range of approximately 5000 miles at a speed of about 360mph and was ideal for Sabena’s African routes.
On the way over from Europe—for no other reason than convenience—he took a Lufthansa flight from Frankfurt am Main. When the Lufthansa DC-4 was forced by weather to remain overnight at Gander, Newfoundland, as a matter of professional courtesy he was asked to dine with the Lufthansa crew, and met Fräulein Hannelore “Hanni” Grusterberg, a Lufthansa stewardess.
No one at Sabena said anything when Captain Portet married, in August 1951, the tall blonde Hamburgerin, but the German occupation of Belgium had been brutal, and Belgians have long memories. Rocks were thrown through the windows of the Portet apartment and Hanni was once spat on while shopping.
It was arranged for Captain Portet to remove his bride from an unpleasant situation. He was taken off the Atlantic routes and assigned to the African, where he flew Lockheeds on the routes Sabena operated within Africa and between Africa and Europe. The Portets moved into a roomy apartment on a high floor of a new building in Johannesburg, South Africa.
Their daughter, Jeanine, was born in Johannesburg in February 1953. The next month Captain Portet was offered the position of Chief Pilot of Air Congo, a joint venture then of Belgian and Congo Belge investors (including Sabena). He was offered a substantial increase in salary, transfer of his retirement and seniority credits, and a written guarantee that if things didn’t work out, he could return to Sabena.
As an inducement the job offer carried with it the offer of a mortgage loan at very attractive terms. Jean-Philippe had used it to buy a large villa on three hectares overlooking the Stanley Basin of the Congo River in Leopoldville. Jacques/Jack Portet, then ten years old, first saw his new half sister in June 1953, when he flew to Leopoldville to spend the summer with his father.
Hanni Portet promptly fell in love with him, and the first serious argument she had with her husband was over his refusal to insist that the boy be allowed to live with them. It would not, he said, be fair to his grandparents, for one thing, and for another he would rather have his son grow up as an American and not as an overprivileged colonialist. There would be time for his “Europification” later.
Hanni got her way the next year, though not as she would have wished. Jack’s Grandmother Detwiler died suddenly. Thus it was either turn the boy over to his uncle (whom Jack despised) or his aunt (whom his father thought had the brains of a gnat) or bring him home to the Belgian Congo.
Jack finished the equivalent of elementary school in Leopoldville, attended Culver Military School in the United States for two years, and then finished his secondary education at the lycée in Brussels from which his father had graduated. After that he had gone on to the Free University in Brussels.
One of Captain Portet’s responsibilities as Chief Pilot of Air Congo was the establishment of new service. In other words, he located places in the Congo Belge which Air Congo could service profitably and saw to it that they had the necessary navigation aids and ground-service equipment, and that they were adequately staffed.
Air Congo added three light, twin-engine Beechcraft airplanes to its fleet. Although Captain Portet was careful to remain current in the long-range passenger and cargo aircraft, he spent most of his time in the air in one of the little Twin-Beeches. He took a father’s natural pride when his eleven-year-old son, sitting on a pillow, could keep it straight and level. By the time he was twelve, the boy could take it off and land it.
And then he discovered an interesting omission in the Rules of the Ministry for Air of the Belgian Government, which governed air operations in the Congo Belge. No minimum age for a pilot’s license was specified, presumably because it had never occurred to anyone that a fourteen-year-old would present himself for the written and flight examination for a private pilot’s license.
Jack Portet’s private pilot license was his reward for a 3.6 grade average during his two years at Culver. As a legally licensed pilot, he could go on the flight manifest as pilot-in-command. And he did, whenever he went anywhere with his father in the Twin-Beech. Captain Portet was long past the point where he was concerned with building hours, especially in Twin-Beech, and no one at Air Congo was going to question his authority, or his wisdom, in letting the kid fly.
Before he was sixteen, Jack Portet earned his commercial pilot’s license, with twin-engine and instrument indorsements. It was his intention to become the youngest airline pilot in the world, and he studied hard and long for the written examination, only to find out that the Belgian Airline Pilot’s Rating (ATR) was governed by the International Airline Agreement, and the IAA said that you had to be twenty-one to get your ATR.
He took and passed the examination the week he graduated from college. He didn’t need the rating to fly Air Simba’s Curtiss aircraft, because they would not be flying passengers on a scheduled basis. But if they couldn’t make a go of Air Simba, he would have to get a job elsewhere, most likely with Air Congo, and that would require the ATR.
 
Jack Portet went to his room, actually a three-room suite, opened the letter from the government in St. Louis, read it, and then changed into tennis clothes and walked down the wide stairs to the pool.
His father raised his eyebrows at him quizzically. Jack handed him the letter.
It said that his friends and neighbors had selected him for induction into the Armed Forces of the Unites States of America, and that he was to present himself at the Armed Forces Induction Center, St. Louis, Missouri, on Thursday, January 2, 1964, at 9:00 A.M., bringing with him such personal items as he would need for three days.
“You knew it was coming,” his father said.
“Shit,” Jack said. “If I had the courage, I would put mascara on my eyelashes, swish in, and kiss the doctor.”
His father chuckled.
“Then the Belgians would get you,” his father said. “They don’t care about fairies. One way or another, you’re going in uniform.”
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