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            After Kosti

         

         Her prayer was answered, but the language of answered prayers is God’s language. The nun had failed to understand God’s message. Much had been gained, but much had been lost.

         The plane, the tool she had hoped God would send, shook relentlessly, the children screamed and cried as the nun’s shoes slid off the pedals. Sister Marie Claire brought them back to the worn metal once more. Pushing as hard as she could, the nun applied the brakes while Hanley kept the plane on the roadway. Thirty seconds after touchdown the plane rolled to a stop. Hanley cut the ignition, silencing the roar and thrum of the big engines and slumped over, his wounded body failing faster now. Struggling out of her seat, the nun slowly pulled him upright. Taking water from a bottle, she splashed his face and patted it while saying, “Hanley, wake up. I’m going to check on the children and go for help.” She called out, “Aisha, are the children safe? Aisha?”

         Appearing behind the nun, carrying the smallest child in her arms, Aisha told her the children were frightened, but all right. Leaving Hanley, the nun turned and led Aisha and the children from the plane, sitting all of them on the ground beneath the Beech. The morning air was now warm and the shade comfortable.

         “I will go into Shambe for help. You will stay with the children right here. Do not leave or let any of the children leave. If someone comes near you, put the children back on the plane and close the door. Wait here until I return. Do you understand?”

         Aisha nodded and the nun immediately turned toward the village and started off at a trot. The girl watched until the nun was perhaps three hundred yards down the dirt track, then turned, counted the children, told them to stay where they were and entered the plane.

         Moving to the cockpit, she looked at Hanley, who was unconscious, his head again resting against the window frame, his mouth open, his breathing a shallow wheeze, his body shivering. A thin line of blood dripped from his brow staining his shirt sleeve. Turning, she took a blanket from the floor of the cargo hold, placed it over the American, tucking it around his shoulders and arms. Putting her lips to his ear, Aisha whispered, “You did it,” then returned to the children.

      

   


   
      
         

            1

         

         For Hanley Martin, time had become an obsession. The effect of time on his existence was maddening. An uncle, his mentor, told him years ago he would need, if he was lucky, to balance the scales, to account for any good fortune that came his way. It had and he hadn’t, and now he felt time was running out.

         He was fifty-one years old, felt older, was successful at business but not life. He tried to understand where that life had taken him. By all accounts he was lucky, but it was not the kind of luck that made him feel good, in fact it made him feel bad, especially of late. Years ago this feeling began to press against him, made him uncomfortable with himself. His twice daily walks with his old dog turned into self-analysis sessions used to deal with these feelings of guilt and inadequacy.

         His head seemed to always ache, the strain of trying to sleep wearing on him, the pain always dull, a hammer face pressed to his forehead. The Jack and water was not helping. The effects of his drinking and thinking made his nights sleepless. It’s not what he wanted, but is what he got.

         He sometimes felt poor, ridiculous for a wealthy man, the founder of three aircraft industries all bearing the name Martin. He owned airplanes. But this was not about money; he was poor of spirit, an empty soul, as empty and dark as his house.

         Hanley and his old Airedale Weed tried walking out his issues but only gained the exercise. He was unlucky with answers he sought, not knowing why fate had picked him and not someone else. Now he thought he knew what to do. He must take his search elsewhere.

         Fate stepped in to make him believe someone actually had the answer. Chance meetings over the past year revealed a woman, a Catholic nun, who might help him. She was good at it her friends said. Hanley could use the change and the opportunity to give to others through helping a charity in need. A new acquaintance, another nun, had given him her name. He now believed this woman of God could tell him what he needed to know about his fated life. Friends and family thought he had gone over the edge, but he believed it. It is the answer he needed to a question he chased around for years, and that answer is with her in Africa. Now he knew where to go and how to get there. It wouldn’t be easy but he welcomed it.

         There was now this belief, a correctness to what he was thinking, to his plan. The indecisiveness, the concern, the weight of not knowing, had been lifted from his shoulders. Things had fallen into place. He knew who to ask. He knew where to look. She was what he needed. When he was a child, he loved to dig to the bottom of a box of cereal searching for the toy buried there. She was the prize he hoped to find.

         
            ***

         

         Hanley fiddled with the cargo net, the fiddling a balm, a necessity, like an old woman in church working beads, keeping his mind focused on something other than the conversation he was having and his trip across the Atlantic next week. The trip would be arduous, even dangerous, but so was the conversation he was having that moment. Rocky looked good, he thought, smelled good too. Damn her, she’s not playing fair; women, by nature, he believed, never played fair, but, then, how could they?

         Rocky said, “I think you’ve become infatuated with her or fixated, whatever. You see her as your savior, almost mythical.  The mythical Sister Marie Claire. You think she’ll tell you what you need to know, answer the big question. She doesn’t have the answer. For years you’ve wondered how to pay this great, cosmic debt you owe for your luck. You don’t owe anyone anything; you’ve earned your success. You’ve worked hard. There is no answer. She certainly doesn’t have it. She’s just a nun, that’s all she is, you know. A lonely old woman living in the bush in southern Sudan. I wish you had never heard of her.”

         Rocky Vicenti, Hanley’s next door neighbor, his widowed lover, sat on a folding chair in his large, dimly lit hanger facing him as he sat on the steps that formed the interior wall of the plane’s cargo door. It was March of 2001 and unusually cold in north-central Indiana. The hanger was built to house two planes and had, before Hanley crashed one when landing at the Russiaville Airport outside of Kokomo almost six months earlier.

         “She’s not that old,” Hanley said, trying to not so gently correct her. “She’s younger than me.”

         With a coarse black thread as heavy as a strand of dental floss, Hanley mended a weak spot on the border of the netting, which, once fixed, would stretch across the cargo hold of his old, meticulously restore Beech C-45, the plane he would hopscotch across the Atlantic to Europe and then on to Africa.

         “Elizabeth called me again yesterday, the third call this week. She’s desperate you know. She thinks I have more control over you than she has. She’s begging me to make you change your mind. She cries every time we talk,” Rocky said, rubbing her left index finger with her right thumb. Hanley watched her as he passed the curved needle back and forth through the fabric, his finger sliding dangerously along the metal toward the point when the needle met resistance. “What did you tell her?” he asked.

         “I said what I always say, ‘Your father has made up his mind and no one can change it, not you or me,’ that’s what I told her. I wish I had something else to say to her but I don’t. I wish I had something else to say to you. I’ve run out of things to say. Obviously ‘I love you’ isn’t good enough,” she said.

         “You don’t need to say that. Listen, we’ve been through this enough. Elizabeth think’s I’ve lost my mind. I’m sure her mother has helped her with that decision,” he said.

         “I don’t know what to say anymore, really I don’t. You’re going to go no matter what anyone says. If your uncle were still alive I’d call him to talk you out of this but he isn’t and he’d probably support you in this decision. He’s the one that told you to always pay your debts in this life anyway. Did he use the word karma when he told you this?”

         “Please don’t.”

         “Really? It doesn’t matter. You’re leaving to find another woman to help you understand life. I’m afraid you’ll travel ten thousand miles to learn she can’t tell you any more than I can. The trouble is, to sit at her knee or where ever you’ll be sitting, it will still be in a place that can kill you. Maybe that will be enough payment for you. I’ll be left to try to explain that to your daughter and granddaughter. Thanks for that.” Rocky said.

         
            ***

         

         Rocky left and now Hanley sat alone, watching an odd cocked rectangle of fall’s sunlight slide across the cement, a bright oddly shaped clock, pushed by the sun’s burning time, admitted through a high window to educate him-about what he wasn’t sure. The window was next to the large hanger door he used to take his plane to the tarmac, then the runway, then into the sky and to wherever he wanted. Flying was an expensive hobby, the plane an expensive toy. He love things of beauty, whether a meticulously restored airplane, a finely crafted table or a watch. He love to look at his plane, the shiny skin of the Beech, polished, reflective of both his money and his love of beautiful things, a mirror of this time of his life, the image there, distinguishable but flawed, no straight lines, no hard information, connected shapes, colors, post-modernistic life imagery that everyone saw differently. But the smooth skin of a woman reflected nothing back at him. A woman was that mirror he must now look to, knowing he would never see himself looking back, his image lost time and again. Hanley considered the conversation the past few minutes, the time spent with Rocky. It had told him nothing.

         
            ***

         

         After flying for three weeks, Hanley finally saw Africa in the distance. He could see a deeper haze, gray melting to brown, beneath which lay Egypt. The land before him was the vision he had in his head for two years. That vision would certainly not be the reality. Leaning forward, he stared hard at what he hoped would soon become familiar and yet believed would remain a mystery to him. He had given up much to be here at this moment and he still wasn’t certain why.

         He would enter Africa through Egypt, but his destination was Sudan.

         The plane, the noise, the squawk of the air traffic controller in his ear, the vibration of two four-hundred-and-fifty horsepower Pratt and Whitney R-985 engines coming through the steering pushed their way back into his head. The big engines thrummed, pulsing, grabbing air, pulling the old Beech C-45 Expeditor toward the coast. Hanley Martin thought about what he was about to get into. He smiled slightly and said aloud, “What have you done?”

         Ground haze obscured the coastline as Hanley approached Northern Africa. He began searching the coasts for landmarks. The late morning sun reflected off the blindingly polished aluminum skin of the plane’s engine housings, causing glints of light to bounce around the cockpit, off the crystal of his sport wristwatch, up to the surface of his sunglasses causing him some momentary visual disorientation. The nose of plane was painted a flat black, extending up to the cockpit windows, reducing the glare of the bright sun at altitude.

         The Beech cruised at one-hundred-and-seventy-five miles per hour. At eight thousand feet, Hanley could fly with his cabin unpressurized for hours at a time; enough to hop between Crete and Egypt. When distances permitted, he’d been doing that since leaving Kokomo, Indiana three weeks earlier. Hanley found flying in an unpressurized cabin less tiring, keeping him more alert.

         Turbulence bounced him off the seat. He tightened his grip on the old black bowtie-shaped yoke. The Beech maintained its trim through the mild turbulent air over the Mediterranean Sea. Checking his fuel, then his manifold pressure and his air speed, he reached for the red-knobbed throttle levers and pushed them forward, reducing his speed, adjusted his flaps and started a slow descent.

         Seeing the continent for the first time thrilled him more than he expected. He was in it now, he thought, pumped-up and scared at the same time. It caused his gut to tighten a bit just thinking about it. Before leaving Kokomo, Hanley spent some time talking to people who had business dealings in Africa, one man in particular that Sister Mary Kathleen put him in touch with. His name was Bobby Stein. He supplied oil companies with replacement valves and seals. Dealing primarily in Ethiopia and the Mideast, business was good for a while, but local politics caused too many problems. Bobby Stein switched his focus to the countries of the former Soviet Union. While certainly no picnic, dealing with the local Russian criminal element beat dealing with radical Muslims by a mile, he told Hanley. He rated doing business internationally at a three or four out of ten, he said. Doing some business outside America allowed him to keep his contacts in place and active. He explained that he at least hoped to create some balance as a hedge against the ever-increasing ups and downs of the American business cycle.

         Hanley remembered the one point that Stein kept coming back to; that no matter what Hanley’s experience had been in dealing with European-based businesses, nothing would prepare him for being in Africa. “It’s like nothing you’ve ever experienced or will ever experience,” Stein said. “I’m from northern New Jersey and thought I was tough, at least I would never allow anyone to get the best of me. But Africa, it’s something else entirely. It’s not really being tough or even shrewd. It’s not even that the rules are different. It’s that there aren’t any rules. I don’t know you, Mr Martin. Our mutual friend tells me you’re really successful. I hope you are good at covering your back or have someone around that will. It’s not just a requirement, it’s closer to survival. Being an American outside of America is becoming a risky business.”

         Hanley thought of explaining what he would be doing there, but skipped it. It did not matter, at least not in this conversation. He was tired of explaining anyway. It was time to get on with it, he told himself.

         Flying alone gave Hanley time to reflect on his recent decision. As he aged, he realized choices were accompanied by a certain finality or at least a limited amount of time to correct them if the decisions were bad. His accumulated decisions began to haunt him. His financial success was not a comfort, but only added to the doubt he had about what he had become. Success was not really success, he believed. Conversations he had with his uncle when he was young began to come back to him as he shaved or lay in bed, unable to sleep. He even began to drift away during telephone conversations, back to when he spent his summers on his uncle’s farm, listening to the lessons being taught. Not lessons, at least they weren’t meant to be lessons, more like advice. They were lessons nonetheless.

         To Hanley, time became a package with a bomb inside. The package always had to be opened, but at what cost? Control of his life was lost. His daughter’s marriage and move to another state, his divorce, his loneliness, the creases and blotches on his skin. He came to see the wastefulness of the life he was leading and was ashamed. That vision became a burden he carried, the many minutes, hours, days, months and years he wasted piled on his back. Family and friends defended him from himself. He would not accept their support. Soon, events began pointing him toward change and the decisions made to make that change. He thought he saw a design to the events, maybe looked too hard, thought fate played a hand. Again thought himself foolish.

         After landing in Heraklion on the island of Crete, he filed a flight plan that designated Cairo International Airport as his first stop after entering Africa. At every stop since leaving the US, he dealt with local customs officials, inspections and fees for landing, and parking while his plane was inspected. Most were polite or at least as polite as seemed reasonable in today’s world, Hanley thought. The farther south he went after leaving Greenland, the more difficult and time-consuming became the process. Apparently, the Beech C-45 was the type of plane every customs inspector south of France imagined a drug smuggler might use. So thorough and long was the inspection process in Crete that Hanley checked the inspection form for a section specifying a cavity search. Not finding it mentioned in English did not mean it was not covered in the Greek sections, he reminded himself. He was very relieved when asked to sign the form and saw it stamped several times by the inspector. Leaving Crete for Africa and Cairo brought a mixture of joy and apprehension.

         The coast of Egypt was flat and brown from an altitude of eight thousand feet. The green of the Mediterranean Sea turned to white as the sea ran to the land.

         The fastest route, the straightest, would take Hanley over the city of Baltim. Touching the coast at that point, he planned to turn south, from there to Cairo was approximately one hundred miles. That Cairo would be the first city in Africa he reached would be a blessing, he believed, being something close to normal. Some English would be spoken; customs would be similar, perhaps tougher, at least no worse than Crete had been. No coercion or overt extortion. The plane might not draw as much attention as it did in Crete. His papers were in order. The one thing that worried him was that, now that he was in Africa, in the Mideast region, how would officials react to the letter of employment he carried from a Catholic charity? Any customs agent he met from here on would probably be Muslim. He knew an American working for a Christian order would generate little enthusiasm from the locals.

         Approaching the coast, Baltim spread out before him. From altitude, the buildings appeared to be similar,  various-sized boxes, some white, some gray, some beige, tattered, some supporting water tanks, electrical wires stretched like threads spun by blind spiders, stretched everywhere, a shimmer of heat above everything. The lives of thousands of people passed beneath him in seconds, a curious feeling as he thought about it. The city stopped at the ocean, a sudden change, the buildings seemingly tied in a bundle by a thin ribbon of beach. He watched as Baltim and its unseen people passed by. Did they hear him and wonder who he was? Would a child look up at the old plane and become fascinated, learn to love flying as he once did?

         Since college, he had flown airplanes, loved flying, the accomplishment, the skill it required. Airplanes made him fairly wealthy, would keep his daughter and granddaughter comfortable all their lives. Growing his businesses had not been a difficult task.

         Hanley decided to continue south–southeast to find a landmark he wanted to see. After another thirty minutes, a green fan appeared ahead to the right of the plane, its presence in the middle of the arid land a thrilling surprise. Somewhere within the fan was a river. No ordinary river, Hanley thought, but a myth. It was water of legend, bringing life to a place where none should exist, a heaven where a hell would be if not for it. Stories passed from generations for thousands of years mentioned the beauty of life carried by its currents and sometimes taken by them too. He knew he would see the Nile soon after making the coast, but was not prepared for the impact it would have once he saw it.

         The green of the fan deepened, indicating the lushness of a delta. Dipping his right wing, he tracked a slow smooth arc in the hot Egyptian sky while he searched for the larger flow of water. The Beech was at five thousand feet. Hanley believed, at his current heading, he would cross the Nile soon. He could see the activity along the streams, the small boats, people living their lives, tied to the water that gave life to everything.

         And then he saw it, the spot where the river divided itself, creating the streams and the delta, flowing to the Mediterranean. Moving south, he watched the river grow, widening, showing its strength, the water occasionally reflecting the sunlight in glowing arcs. Thousands and thousands of years this river flowed, giving its gifts to kings and beggars, prophets and paupers, the lost and the found. It didn’t matter, the river cared for all the same and took life with the same care. Love and indifference, perhaps all the same. Hanley, thrilled with it all, flew on.

         
            ***

         

         As he neared Cairo, the air around the city grew brown, with a red tint toward the south. Cairo was a very polluted city, its air stifled and burdened with the exhalations of old buses and taxis and the breath of six million souls. Hanley reached air traffic control in Cairo at seventy-five miles and again at fifty. He was on approach, sandwiched in between two 747s. He would touch down and leave the runway at the first possible ramp, an arrangement agreeable to both he and approach control. Lowering his landing gear, Hanley concentrated on the task of landing the Beech, while a tiny signal continued to sound in the back of his mind; this was Africa and there were no rules.

         Cairo was a pleasant surprise. The customs people were all efficient and courteous, English was spoken and he was finished with his inspection and paperwork in under two hours. Hanley also suspected he arrived at the right time of day to facilitate the process. Seeing he carried virtually nothing in his cargo hold, the inspectors checked in all the obvious areas, examined his paperwork, and questioned him about his destination, registering mild surprise at his answer of southwestern Sudan and the Catholic outpost. The young customs inspector, Riyhad, looked hard at Hanley and asked, “Mr Martin, what brings you to the desert?”

         Hanley looked at the sky, removed his old, black baseball cap with the emblem of the Pittsburgh Steelers on it, swiped his forehead with the back of his hand and said, “A woman.” Riyadh smiled and nodded.

         After completing his inspection of Hanley’s plane and paperwork in Cairo, the young Egyptian said, “May I suggest something to you, Mr Martin? As I know you are going to Sudan, and will enter at Port Sudan, I will offer you some advice. Things will not be what you are used to when dealing with customs. There, they expect you to behave in a certain manner; to know what the customary behavior is when processing through their customs area. In an odd way, because you are an American, they will expect more of you while expecting less.”

         Hanley thought, perhaps, his expression caused the young man to pause and smile. The inspector looked to Hanley to be about thirty years old, was slim and fastidious in his dress and grooming. The young customs agent continued, “I don’t mean to confuse you. They know, as an American, you will be unfamiliar with how their system works, but, as an American, they will expect you to be capable of paying more respect to them and their position; more than others. And, I am ashamed to say, because you are American, they may want to punish you in some manner. I am not that way. As one man to another, I will allow you the benefit of already knowing what type of respect you should give these men. My wife’s cousin, an older cousin, works for the customs inspection unit in Port Sudan.”

         Hanley explained that he was unaccustomed to such matters and asked the young man just how much respect a Sudanese customs inspector deserves. The young customs inspector said he was not certain, but once had been told one hundred thousand dinars was customary. Hanley was stunned. Riyadh reminded Hanley these would be Sudanese dinars. The young man appeared to be uncomfortable discussing money.

         The American turned and went to the general aviation terminal where he exchanged all his dollars and euros for Sudanese dinars. Afterward, he completed filing a flight plan for Port Sudan and returned to his plane.

         He looked at the young Egyptian customs inspector and said, “I will carry one hundred thousand dinars with me to Port Sudan.”

         “Good,” the young man said. “Everyone needs companions when they travel.”

      

   


   
      
         

            2

         

         The stench of the open sewer sat in his nose all morning. Hanley thought it smelled like cabbage and carrion, stewed together in the sewer by the brutal Sudanese sun. He now faced the smell and the heat. It was a bad cycle, the smell seemingly making the day hotter, the heat making the smell worse. The sewer, with its brackish water, looked oil-slicked, trickling some thirty feet behind the low building that served as the general aviation terminal in Port Sudan. A cloud of flies hovered over the stream, their buzz like heavy traffic in the distance.

         The terminal, an aging pen of cement blocks, was painted desert tan, sloppily trimmed in red along the top and over the doorframes and the doors themselves. One story high, it was sixty feet long, maybe thirty deep. The terminal could have been one hundred feet high and a mile wide and still not kept the horrid odor of the sewer from reaching his nostrils. With no breeze and that smell making every minute torturous, Hanley wished he had chosen Khartoum as his point of entry and not Port Sudan.

         The Beech was parked to the right and slightly behind the terminal, with the American sitting against the frame of its open door, its aluminum skin reflecting the burnt brown of the earth and the brilliant blue of the Sudanese sky.

         After his arrival and check-in, Hanley sat for ten minutes in the terminal lounge, then returned to the plane. The odor of sweat, onions and dirty feet, mixed with the stares of the others, drove him back to the heat and the sewer. He found the sounds of the lounge maddening, the voices like that of a tightly packed, foul-smelling sports bar, people talking to each other, to themselves, often over their companions, always, it seemed, while staring at him. So, he left. He realized the comments of the others were probably about the weather, jobs, children and all the same inane subjects he would hear in a terminal lounge back in America. Hanley could not get out of his head the idea they weren’t. He was tired. The weeks of flying wore him down. He waited in the plane, the heat and the smell preferable to his imagination in the terminal.

         Hanley left behind a daughter and granddaughter, Elizabeth and Carrie, left good friends, and Rocky. Rocky was keeping Weed. Hanley Martin left his life, left everything behind, sold his businesses, boarded his old plane and set off for Africa. It wasn’t as simple as that, but not far from it.

         When he thought about his past good fortune, the only word that explained it was luck. The word hung suspended inside his head like a seed glued to a string. It was in there for years. He thought it haunted him, but that sounded too dramatic. Thirty years went by, he was very successful and he was damned if he really knew why. Certainly he worked hard, but so did others. The want of an explanation nagged him for years. Luck and fate were too simple. Life was too complex. Why the millions upon millions of daily occurrences surrounding each of us come together to push one life toward success and one to ruin. This was the question. Why Hanley Martin and not someone sleeping on the street? Hanley needed to find an answer, but thought the only real answer was to find a way to give back what he owed for his luck. How exactly to make the payment had been the real question. That was driving him crazy, had been driving him crazy for many years. Then, when attending the Paris Air Show, a chance meeting with a French priest who mentioned the need for pilots to aid mission work in Sudan, it felt right. He had no idea why, but it did.

         The trip went smoothly, for the most part. There were some annoyances and a great deal of satisfaction. He was flying. Flying the Beech around the world was a trip he dreamt of for years. He was halfway there. Four more hours, if he was lucky, and he would be in Mapuordit. Desperate for something to take his mind off his miserable surroundings, he shaded his eyes to watch a small lizard moving slowly along the bottom of the terminal wall nearest the plane. The red and brown of the lizard’s skin made it difficult to see as it moved onto the dirt. I wonder if it’s poisonous, he asked himself. It probably is, he thought, everything here is probably poisonous. “At least it smells poisonous,” he said aloud.

         The wait was now into its fourth hour. Port Sudan was the nightmare Hanley had been waiting for. When flight-planning, he decided to skip Khartoum and chose Port Sudan as his next stop after Cairo. The choice was made for two reasons; he assumed a port city would offer a more experienced general aviation and customs service. Port Sudan was also a bit closer to Mapuordit. Since this would be his last stop before reaching the mission station, he chose the closer of the two, allowing him a bit more fuel upon arriving at the Catholic outpost. He was wrong about the customs part.

         The heat of a Sudanese noon was more than oppressive; it was intruding, insistent. It made the tires on the plane dull and soft. Hanley could smell them. He could not recall ever having smelled the tires on his plane without handling them. He thought the heat crazy. It was only the beginning of March.

         The noonday sun was on the other side of the Beech and that afforded Hanley some shade. The inside of the plane was a cooker, even with every window and door that would open, open. He was soaked with his own sweat, and dreaming of a shower, when a short, stocky man came around the corner of the building, a clipboard in his hand. He was dark, almost native African dark, but he had the features of an Arab. His hair was short, his face displaying a large crooked nose riding on a thick, seldom-trimmed mustache. He limped. Two more men followed, walked around the corner and stopped, squinting at Hanley and his plane. Both were wearing holsters with semiautomatic pistols in them. Hanley climbed down from the plane and stood, waiting for the man with the clipboard. He saw the lizard stop its crawl along the building’s edge, watching the two men near the corner, its tongue flicking in the air.

         “Mr Martin, I have some bad news to report,” the man said in barely understandable English. “The chief customs inspector cannot review your documents at this time and I am powerless to provide such a review myself. As I am only an assistant, I cannot provide you with the necessary approvals that will allow you to leave this impounding area and continue on your journey to Mapuordit. Therefore, you must leave your plane here until the chief inspector can examine your papers. He is a busy man, you must see, huh? These men will guard your plane for you for a small fee. I think it wise to use them. People here are desperate for gasoline and tires and wood such as on the floor of your plane, a beautiful plane, I would like to say. Sudan has become a dangerous place; not the place of my grandfathers. Please, I can help you find a place to sleep tonight and maybe the inspector will see your papers tomorrow or the next day.”

         Well, shit, Hanley thought; there it is. The custom inspector in Cairo had been right. This is probably the cousin of his wife.

         Now Hanley looked hard at the Sudan customs agent and said, “I know the chief customs inspector is a very busy man and I am certain tomorrow will be an even busier day than today. If there was a way I might alleviate the burden he faces of having to deal with a small man such as myself and my plane, I would certainly like to do so.” Hanley kept his voice low and his expression blank. The two men near the corner of the building looked bored and began to bicker while squinting into the sun, trying to follow the conversation. Hanley had the impression they did not speak English and were following on tone alone. The custom agent turned and said something to the men and they fell silent. He turned back to Hanley and blinked, staring hard at the face of the American. Decision time, Hanley thought. The man cleared his throat and said, “Please wait here while I speak to my superior. These men will wait with you to insure you and your magnificent plane come to no harm.”

         He turned and walked away, stopping for an instant to say something to the two men and then disappeared around the corner of the building. Hanley saw that the lizard had not moved.

         Trying to show little or no emotion, Hanley returned to the doorway of the Beech and sat down, leaving the men to squint in the sunlight. The day grew hotter. Hanley Martin hoped his guardians would grow tired of waiting in the heat and seek shade around the corner of the building. He’d drank four bottles of water since landing that morning. Last night in Cairo, he ate in a small dining area in the airport and had nothing since. Eating on a regular basis in Sudan would be a rarity, he expected. He needed to leave Port Sudan today. To his surprise, the two men sat down against the wall and continued to watch the plane while continuing to bicker.

         Hanley knew that once he was free to depart, the flight to Mapuordit would be around three-and-a-half to four hours. There was a landing strip about ten miles northwest of the mission with a telephone there. Hanley had the number for the mission station. A ride could be at the airfield within thirty minutes of the call if all went well. Big if, he thought.

         Hanley now believed he would be spending the night in Port Sudan. He would not abandon the plane and resigned himself to paying the chief customs inspector and these men to insure that he could leave first thing in the morning. He toyed with the idea of just taxiing out and departing, but then every son-of-a-bitch in the area probably had a handheld missile in his tent or truck and he would be down before he climbed to five hundred feet.

         Hanley watched as the larger of the two men took the pistol from its holster and began pointing it at the plane, first at the tires and then other parts; the nose, the engine, the tip of the wing. As he worked his way toward the rear of the plane, he stopped for a millisecond at the doorway and Hanley and then moved to the tail. At each stop, the muzzle of the gun rose almost imperceptibly. Hanley knew little about guns, but recognized this gun to be an old 45-caliber Colt 911, once the sidearm of the American military. It looked barely functional to Hanley and, should the Sudanese guard pull the trigger, there was a greater chance it would fail than work, he thought. The second man sat and grinned at his partner’s antics. Hanley suspected the smaller man hoped his companion would shoot this American fool.

         Hanley did not wait for the thug to accidentally shoot him as he worked the gun back to the plane’s nose. Getting his right foot under him, he pushed himself up, pulled the hatch shut, turned and walked to the cockpit. He began the startup procedure for the left engine; the side where the two Sudanese watchdogs were sitting. When Hanley hit the engine boost, the left engine kicked over and started immediately. Grit and dust filled the space between the plane and the building, swirling clockwise, enveloping the two men in a choking and blinding grit-fog. Hanley watched as the man with the gun tried covering his nose and mouth with his right hand, then dropped the gun while pushing the other toward the corner of the building and away from the swirl. Standing on the brakes, Hanley revved the left engine enough to insure dust would surround that side of the plane. Dropping the engine to an idle, Hanley set the brakes and got out of the seat. From a metal chest located at the bottom of the bulkhead, he took goggles and put them on as he exited the rear cargo door. He walked straight to the wall of the terminal and began searching. He saw the lizard just to his right, about a foot from the wall. Resting under the left front paw of the lizard was the old 45. He took the gun and walked back to the plane. I hope this thing is ready to fire, he thought.

         Back in the pilot’s seat, he shut the engine down and was surprised at how quickly the dust settled and how quickly the two men returned. Hanley watched as they began searching for the gun then, failing to find it, begin shouting at each other, with fingers pointing and soon each shoving the other. The larger of the two was the one who dropped the gun and was now the angriest and most animated. Soon, he was kicking dust at his companion, shouting so violently that spit flew everywhere, creating little round welts on the ground that he then blew to oblivion as he kicked the dirt. The second man, smaller and a little older, began retreating when the assistant customs inspector rounded the corner and received a face full of dust. The shouting stopped so suddenly, Hanley thought he heard its remnants carried off by the wind. The customs inspector was stunned for a second and then marched over and hit the dust kicker across the face with his clipboard. Then the assistant customs inspector unleashed his fury, letting it stream over the man like a bucket of scalding water. The second man disappeared around the corner. After a minute, the thug was ordered away and the assistant customs inspector approached the plane, knocking at the rear hatch as if he were a meter-reader back in Kokomo. Hanley walked to the back of the plane, opened the hatch, knelt and peered out at the customs inspector.

         “What did your boss say about my inspection?” Hanley asked. The bureaucrat’s face now resembled a tribal mask, painted on before battle. The red dust and perspiration together created twisted brown lines that ran down his face, surrounding his eyes, lips and exaggerated a nose that did not need the help.

         “The chief customs inspector sends his regrets. Tomorrow will be the soonest he can attend to this matter. You must realize he is an important man and his time has a certain value. To inspect your plane now means his time is diminished and he would be forced to work longer today to make up for dealing with you. It not that you’re an American, that has no bearing on this. It must be said that what you are doing is considered irregular. Where you are going and what you are doing are seen as a problem by some. The chief customs inspector is aware of this. However, that is not really the problem in this case. It is simply the value of time. You must understand.”

         Finally, there it is, Hanley thought. He considered bringing the gun into the bargaining that was about to start, but decided against that, at least until he saw how it went.

         “Yes, I understand and appreciate the value of your time and of the chief inspector’s time. Really, I do. I’m sorry to have caused you such trouble. I know you must think of the Sudanese people first and I appreciate that. I must be leaving soon, at least first thing in the morning. If there was a way that I might express my understanding of the value of both your time and that of the chief inspector, an expression that would allow me to depart in the morning, I would appreciate being allowed to demonstrate that understanding.” Hanley said.

         “It is rare to find a foreigner, and forgive me for saying so, an American, that understands the complexities of dealing with such a situation. Time is so valuable in a place such as this. One never knows when time will stop being a friend. We have a saying here, in Sudan, that a hundred thousand candles cannot find time when time is lost. With that many candles, the search is sometimes worthwhile.”

         Staring at the man for a moment longer, Hanley turned, entered the plane and walked to the same chest that he had taken the goggles from. He removed a large plastic box marked as a first-aid kit. Inside were an assortment of bandages and ointments found in kits of this nature anywhere in the world. Underneath the medical supplies, Hanley fitted a piece of white cardboard, beneath which he stored the Sudanese dinars he had acquired at the airport in Cairo. He counted out one-hundred-and-twenty-five thousand and rolled them up in a wad. He put the kit back and walked back to the door. The assistant custom inspector was standing with his back to the plane. Hanley said, “Here, I hope there are enough candles here to help you find the time you need.”

         The man turned and eyed the money in Hanley’s hand. He smiled slightly and said, “Time is elusive, but can sometimes be found.” He moved closer and took the money, opened the roll and quickly counted the bills. His smile broadened when he realized there was an additional twenty-five thousand Dinars in the roll.

         “Please wait here for a few minutes more. I will return soon with the necessary papers.” As he walked away, Hanley stepped from the plane and walked over to the building. Taking the gun from his pants pocket, he dropped it to the ground, covering it with some loose dirt and dust. Looking around, he no longer saw the lizard. Probably booted away during all the commotion, Hanley thought.

         He returned to the plane to wait in the heat, aware that he may have given the money away with no assurances he would be allowed to leave Port Sudan.

         Hanley just sat down when the assistant customs inspector came storming back with the two guards trailing behind. He looked distressed and the two men were sullen. The larger of the two was still without a gun.

         “I’m sorry, but we must clear up a matter of importance. My men say you started your plane in an attempt to leave and they were forced to stop you. This man, Abdul Essam, says he dropped his gun and you now have it. This is very serious and we will be forced to detain you now.”

         Hanley held up his hand and said, “I did not try to escape. I started the left engine to insure that dust had not clogged…”

         “What is clogged?” the assistant customs inspector interrupted.

         “…that dust had not blocked the exhaust. Your man dropped his gun, which he was pointing at my plane at the time, and I believe it’s still where he dropped it. Here, I’ll help you look.”

         Hanley jumped from the plane and walked over to the building before his hosts could react. They turned and followed. Hanley stood, pretending to look around for a moment and then bent down and retrieved the gun. He blew the dust off it. Holding it by the barrel, he turned and offered it to the customs inspector. The man’s look of concern instantly turned to anger. He whirled to face the two men and began yelling at them. Both trotted off and disappeared around the corner of the building. The assistant customs inspector turned to Hanley, placed the gun under his left arm, looked at his clipboard, signed a form, flipped over two pages and signed a second form. Taking copies from beneath both, he handed the copies to Hanley and said, “This was an unfortunate incident; very unusual. You are free to depart at any time. If I were you, I would not wait until morning.”

         He offered Hanley a grim smile, turned and walked away quickly. Not about to wait another moment, Hanley entered the plane, shut and locked the rear door, made his way to his seat and began the process to depart. He radioed the tower, and with some difficulty notified them of his plans to leave Port Sudan. With a blast of smoke, the big engines of the Beech turned over. Taxiing out and onto the departure area, Hanley waited a bit until he was cleared to depart. Hanley Martin taxied to the runway. It was now three-thirty. No matter, he was leaving and would land in Mapuordit at about seven o’clock. One way or another, he would be in Mapuordit.
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         The bottom of the Beech’s windshield was aligned with the horizon. The setting sun, low in the sky to his right was enlarged by the denseness of the atmosphere, bright but not glaring, a perfect glowing orb, bright orange with a streak of dull blue across it, a thin cloud mixed with dust carried high in the air from the dried-out land below. Hanley’s hands were dirty. The dirt and sweat of his palms made the yoke feel greasy. Red dust covered his clothes. If he moved his arms quickly, dust raised, creating a small cloud that fell to his lap and onto the seat between his legs.

         Below was Sudan, a brown landscape, patches of green appeared, but were scattered. A long ribbon of green marked his passing over the White Nile, a sibling river, not great, but good to the land that touched it. Studying the charts of Sudan over the past year had given Hanley a good knowledge of the major features over which he flew, so different from what he knew. From the air, Africa was different from the other lands he crossed, as different as Greenland was from Ireland. In America, the land he flew over was much the same, looked much the same. He was glad he came. Fear aside, Africa thrilled him.

         
            ***

         

         The old priest’s knees ached, as did his arms. No one else will do this, he thought. Just me, the one that everyone waits for. There would be no water if I refuse to fix this fucking pump. Now I must also wait for the American. He’s not coming, I think; saw the folly and stayed home to drink bad beer and watch American football. A joke, American football-helmets and padding.

         Father Jean-Robert Robineau crouched beside the water pump, the various parts and pieces of which lay scattered about his scuffed boots, one with its heel glued on. The pump was essential to the mission. The water, whenever available, was produced by the vigorous and, for the priest, tiring pumping of its handle. Its surface was a mosaic of black paint, red primer paint and rust. At sixty-seven years of age, the priest was at least as old as the pump and worked about as well.

         The box-wrench he pushed on slipped, his finger scraping against a flange in the middle of the pump shaft. A thick piece of knuckle skin curled back, allowing blood to well and then run around to the other side of the forefinger on his right hand. The priest felt the sting of the scrape, but did not stop, only put the wrench back on the nut and pushed again.

         The pump was leaking water near the base. In Sudan, water was too precious to waste and so it was time to attempt an overhaul. The priest was aware when he started that he would be forced to improvise once he discovered the problem; a worn seal, a broken bolt perhaps. On his knees, his lips pursed, the priest stared at the pump. Over the past twenty years, he had experienced most of the failures the old pump managed to produce.

         He scraped muck from the inside of the main shaft, a slight sewer stink coming from the filth. As he worked, he heard the two-way radio inside the compound’s office building bleat static and then a voice began calling contact information for someone to hear. The priest’s head snapped up and he got to his feet. The tingling of his thickened blood working back into his legs joined for a few moments with the arthritis in his knees to render him immobile. Again, his condition reminded him of Saint Francis of Assisi, who considered his body the weak, useless relative of his brilliant mind. “Brother Ass” was how the saint referred to his weak body. The priest could relate.

         It must be Mr Martin, the American. He was due today, the priest believed. The priest could not remember the exact time. Too many things to remember, too many unimaginable things were happening now. It was not as bad here as in Darfur, but who knew where it would lead. The priest walked as fast as his tingling legs could manage, stumbling into the office and to the radio. He sat heavily onto an ancient wooden chair, picked up the microphone and answered, “This is the Mapuordit mission station. Is this Mr Martin, out?”

         “Affirmative. This is Beech T806D on approach to the Akot airstrip. Who am I talking to?”

         “This is Father Robineau Monsieur Martin. I will leave now but, it will take me about one half hour to get to Akot. It is about fifteen kilometers from here. We expected you today, but did not know your exact time of arrival. Please be patient.”

         The American acknowledged the response and said he would wait. What else could he do, the priest thought.

         Hanley Martin would be bringing news of Father Robineau’s family. The old priest was excited to hear about his niece Sophie and her English husband. The French priest did not think himself to be prejudiced, but, like many of the French his age, he was not especially fond of the British; or Americans, for that matter. He did not see anything wrong in feeling this way. Everyone did. He tried to remain contrite when it happened.

         Sophie’s father and mother had been concerned when she first mentioned Michael Campbell, thinking it was a temporary thing, a fling of sorts. After a while, their concern grew. When finally they realized this was a serious matter, Sophie’s parents consulted Jean-Robert, first by mail and then when he had returned to France for a visit and some study. Eventually, the three conferred with their other brothers and sisters, discussing various ways to intervene. In the end, nothing came of it and, once married, all welcomed Michael to the family. When he thought of his niece’s husband, he thought of him as the Englishman.

         The plane must be getting close. It was almost dusk. The runway might be difficult to see. Finding the keys to the old Land Rover, the priest picked up his hat and walked to the truck to make the drive to the airstrip. He was mildly aware that there was some danger being out after dark, but if all went well, he and the American would be back soon enough.

         The finish on the old English vehicle was a dark green and dull, its faded swirls and cloud patterns covered the larger, flat areas of the hood and doors. The roof was white, a hedge against, but no real match for, the Sudanese sun and the heat they suffered through almost daily. The spare tire on the hood was soft and probably useless. He needed to patch it and spend the hour or two it takes to pump air into it by hand.

         With an old rag kept under the front seat, he wiped the windshield of its thin dusting and then the driver’s side door window. Getting in was hard for him. Crawling into the seat, he started the truck, found first gear and moved forward. Smelling of old grease and used oil, the truck traveled so many miles, the odometer stopped, showing only thirty-two miles, as if the old vehicle was new.

         The drive was a difficult one. Two months ago, rain rendered the roads almost impassable. The rains stopped and now the rutted roads were hardened. The ruts assumed control the truck’s direction, moving it from one side to the other. The priest gripped the wheel tightly, thinking that a run through the brush might be better than the road.

         As the truck lurched forward, electric lines of pain shot across the old man’s lower back, the sprung coils beneath the seat’s heavy leather coverings offering little support. As he drove, he heard a heavy drone with thunderous undertones approaching from behind. The sound overpowered the sound of the truck’s engine through a bad muffler and the rattles of its body. Faint for a moment, it quickly grew. A small wave of fear came over the old priest, making him feel ashamed. It was the American, faster than he anticipated. Yes, it was the of sound of an approaching airplane.

         The noise continued to grow, a rhythmic beating of the thin Africa air, rising in intensity until the plane passed over the truck at a very low altitude, perhaps five to eight hundred feet. Involuntarily ducking his head, Father Robineau craned his neck, twisting to look out the windshield. A dark form flashed overhead, the noise startling in its massiveness. It beat down on the Land Rover and rushed ahead, seeming to push down the grass and bush, while the plane continued its descent. Until that moment, the priest had not thought of the condition of the landing strip, but now worried that it might be a hazard for the pilot. Would an American flier, accustomed to paved airfields, be prepared for what he would find in the middle of the Sudanese scrub desert?

         Twenty more minutes passed before he neared the landing strip. Already, he could see the plane, sitting next to the small, crumbling building, a shack, that served as a terminal. Inside was a single table, a bare light bulb, an old Clansman crank-powered two-way radio and a telephone that connected the building to the mission and the office of the local government official. As the priest’s truck cleared the last bit of brush to enter the clearing where the terminal stood, he could see the brightness of it, its shine a contrast to the dull brown surfaces of grass, brush and rock. Nearing the plane, Father Robineau stopped the truck, then got out, hoping nervousness wasn’t showing on his old, dusty face. There was a hole in the front of the shack where tin had once hung, open like an eye, awakened by the noise of the plane. The plane itself was not what the priest had expected. It was dust-covered but otherwise looked new, not the kind of plane normally found in southern Sudan, old planes with faded paint over dents, oil blackened metal near motors that belched smoke. The plane was certainly old, but if cleaned of the dust, would be almost immaculate. To see a plane in this part of the world that looked like this was rare. A man was sitting in the pilot’s seat, his head bent forward. He was obviously writing; or maybe praying, the priest thought. No, just writing.

         After a moment, the pilot twisted around and then left the seat. The brush area of this part of Sudan had little noise outside the birds, crickets and frogs who sang to the evening wind. Now near the plane, Father Robineau could hear the pilot walking down its length. He heard the sound of the rear door opening. The door was lowered to rest a foot or so from the ground, held there by a strong cable. A middle-aged man peered from the doorway, saw the priest and smiled. He stepped from the plane and walked toward the priest. As he neared, he extended his hand and said, “Hi, I’m Hanley Martin. You must be Father Robineau.”

         “Yes, yes, I am.” The priest was immediately aware that his accent probably sounded thick to the American. The priest hoped his English was good enough for the American to understand. They shook hands and briefly looked each other over.

         “I must admit, when I passed over this airstrip, I thought about returning to the Port of Sudan. And believe me, that’s not a place I want to see again anytime soon.” Hanley’s smile seemed odd to the priest, like he was hearing a private joke, but one he did not enjoy.

         The priest said, “I was afraid the shape of the runway might prove to be a problem for you. I’m pleased you are in a good condition after landing.”

         “Oh, it was bumpy, but manageable. The gravel helped. I’m glad to see you made it out here. I didn’t want to sleep in the plane tonight. Let me get the plane secured and we can go.”

         In front of the plane was a large stone buried in the ground with an iron ring secured to it with a hasp imbedded in the center of the visible surface. Twenty feet of chain was attached to the ring. The stone itself, or what was visible to Father Robineau, was an oval about six feet in length. The entire stone must be enormous, he thought as he watched the American drag the chain toward the front of the plane. The pilot must have seen the stone and taxied to it.

         “How will you secure the plane?” the priest asked.

         “I have a lock. It’s an S&G 833, made for outdoor conditions. It can stand up to about anything, would be hard for someone, anyone, actually, to pick or cut,” Hanley said. “Let me show you my plane.”

         Following Hanley up the steps, the priest watched as the American retrieved his duffle, his keys and an old brown leather satchel. He also took the large padlock from a metal chest behind the bulkhead.

         “I’ve had this briefcase forever,” Hanley explained. “It’s been handy for carrying all my papers, including my flight log.” The back part of the plane’s interior was empty, save for two seats attached to the bulkhead, the partition separating the cargo area from the cockpit. The cargo area flooring was a highly polished wood, the interior walls painted a light grey. The cockpit seats, the instruments and the various levers and knobs all shined, with two small screens in the center of the instrument panel.

         The priest followed Hanley out of the plane. After locking the plane’s rear door, he threaded the chain from the large rock through a section of the right wheel strut and padlocked it. “This will do, but even if it doesn’t, it’s all that I have,” he told the priest. He smiled and again the priest thought the smile odd, the American’s face sad, but smiling nonetheless.

         Picking up the duffle and the old satchel, Hanley Martin said to Father Robineau, “I’m ready if you are.” As they walked to the truck, Hanley asked, “Do you think the plane will be safe, I mean, will it be vandalized?”

         “I would doubt it. There are few if any rebel factions operating in this area. Most of them are in the Darfur region, west of where we are. The people here are still respectful of the mission. We have told those visiting the mission of your coming and they know the plane will help them. So, I believe they will honor its presence here and not disturb it. They will come to see it, starting tonight, perhaps, certainly tomorrow. Now they certainly know you are here. How could they not? My hearing is bad and I could not have missed your arrival.” The priest smiled and put a hand on Hanley’s shoulder. He said, “Let us return to the mission, we will find something for you to eat and drink and you can tell me about my niece, Sophie.”
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