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PRAISE FOR BLOOD BEFORE DAWN AND AUTHOR DANIEL V. MEIER, JR.


“Meier continues his The Dung Beetles of Liberia series with this enthralling installment as Ken Verrier returns to Liberia to buy diamonds. It’s April of 1979. When Ken, accompanied by his strong-willed wife, Sam, planned to return to Liberia to buy diamonds, he had no idea the country was entering a devastatingly tumultuous period of political unrest. Will he get out alive? Meier’s insights into the ways corruption, injustice, and atrocities hollow out a nation’s soul are cleareyed. His prose is intelligent, the narrative engrossing, and his unflinching forays into the African nation’s social, cultural, and political atmosphere are realistic. Along the way, he weaves in a high-profile assassination, suspense, and daring escapades, keeping readers invested. From its adrenaline-fueled opening to its surprising conclusion, this poignant novel brilliantly captures the population’s unrest and the white-hot fury as they struggle to obtain the basic necessities of life. This is a powerful story of civil unrest, corruption, and the arbitrary division between the masses.


— The Prairies Book Review
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“. . . In both books, The Dung Beetles of Liberia and this sequel, Blood Before Dawn, author Daniel V. Meier, Jr. captures the essence of Africa. It’s a continent that is both majestic and undeniably cruel. It’s the battlefield where the clash between foreign influence with western ideals of life and a fair standard of living, tribalism, lack of compassion, minimal sanctity of life, and belief in witchcraft meet and struggle. Meier throws the Americans into this mix, who are worried that either China or Russia is gaining inroads into an area they wish to influence, and this lights the touch paper to the revolution. No one is safe; men’s basest behaviors are unleashed, destroying lives and livelihoods. . . . The story itself takes the reader on a page-turning, fast-moving exciting ride, and I found myself holding my breath as I flew through the chapters . . . this is another read that will stay with me for years to come.”


— Lucinda E. Clarke for Readers’ Favorite reviews
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“. . . Daniel V. Meier, Jr. has written another compelling historical fiction narrative in Blood Before Dawn. Readers hit the ground running in the beginning scenes (along with the main characters, much to their horror) while the suspenseful and harrowing story of the corrupt political environment and unrest in Liberia unfolds and doesn’t subside until the shockingly messy conclusion.


It is evident that the author is a master of writing in the historical fiction genre, whether he is spinning a tale partly from his personal experience as seen in this series, or with his other equally engaging historical fiction works. Readers are not just told a wild, fictional story that might have some basis in history, but they’re presented with an entertaining story expertly woven throughout real events in the tumultuous history of Liberia. . . . Blood Before Dawn. . . will not only linger in your thoughts, but it also has the potential to awaken your thirst for knowledge.”


— Lynette Latzko, Feathered Quill Book Reviews
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CHAPTER 1


APRIL 1979


I’d always known that one could get into trouble just standing on a street corner, but never like this. We had just finished a late breakfast at a new Lebanese restaurant on Gurley Street in center city Monrovia, and were actually standing on the corner of Gurley and Benson when a crowd—more of a roaring mob—swept down the street like a tidal bore. Judging from the signs and posters coming toward us, the throng seemed to be heading in the direction of the Executive Mansion. We watched for a moment, fascinated, just as one might stare at a growing flood, then realized, too late, that we were caught up in this human deluge. We tried to run, but we were already submerged in the tumbling waters of human flesh and the roar of human voices.


Sam and I glanced at each other. “What the hell?” All we could do was lock arms and flow with the mob.
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I had returned to Liberia because I needed to raise a lot of cash quickly, and the best way I could do that was to drop in on some of my old friends in the diamond business. It was the beginning of the wet season in West Africa—not the best time to arrive or, in fact, to do anything there. My wife, Sam, had insisted on coming with me. I told her I didn’t think it was a good idea—Sam is one of the toughest people I know. You just don’t say no to her, not even a maybe. Then, too, I knew she was better at this sort of thing than I was.


It had been twelve years since Sam and I were in Africa, but Sam appeared not to have aged a single day. She still had the same thick red hair that she had cut short for the trip. It would be easier to manage in the heat and humidity of Liberia. Her eyes were still clear and green with the same laugh wrinkles at the corners, and the attractive bridge of freckles across her nose and upper cheeks had not faded. I knew that with her intelligence and insight we had a much better chance of succeeding.


The flights to Liberia had been long and arduous despite Pan Am’s latest jet transport airplanes. Sam and I learned a new term on this trip: “jet lag.” We experienced it by first falling asleep during the taxi ride to the Ambassador Hotel. Then, after a surreal check-in at the hotel, we went up to our room in a dreamlike state and, without removing our clothes or taking a shower or any of the normal things people do before retiring for the night, collapsed onto the bed and immediately fell deeply asleep until early the next morning when our unexpected adventure began.
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The noisy mob, brandishing posters reading, “OUT WITH TOLBERT!”, “STOP OPPRESSION NOW!”, “WE WANT RICE!” swept us up into their superheated mist and carried us along like two pieces of entwined flotsam. We tried but could not move against the flow. Sam and I began to move laterally through the crowd like two small animals trying to swim across a rushing river.


The noise was deafening until I heard the gunshots in the distance, and the crowd grew silent for a very brief moment. Then screaming started, drowning out all other sounds except the staccato rhythm of automatic gunfire. Sam and I fell facedown onto the pavement, making ourselves as flat as possible. A man, an older man with gray hair, fell on his back in front of us, blood spurting from the front of his head like a small red fountain. As his blood pressure dropped, the gushing slowed to a trickle and the man lay dead. Blood covered his face, slowly filling his right ear. A woman tripped over us and fell, shrieking, still holding on to her protest sign.


Finally, the firing stopped. Soldiers ran toward us, rifles in hand. I couldn’t make out what they were saying. They stopped along the edge of the street and shouted at us. They wanted us to leave, and made aggressive waving motions with their free hands. Several people stood up, hesitated as though waiting for something to happen, then started to run. There was no more firing. I looked over at Sam. Her red hair was disheveled and her face was contorted into a snarl, and through gritted teeth she shouted, “I wish I had my goddamn Uzi!”


“I think they want us to go!” I hissed back to her. “I’m making a run for it. Are you ready?”


She nodded. We stood up slowly. The soldiers, now nearby, were motioning for us to move. I took Sam’s hand and we started running. By this time, most people had gotten to their feet; that is, those who were not dead or badly injured. We ran with the crowd, stopping only once to help someone who had fallen. After that, we didn’t stop running until we got to the Ambassador Hotel several blocks away. The front doors were locked, but people were inside crouching behind chairs and flowerpots.


“Let’s try the back!” I shouted.


We ran around to the beach bar. The patio was deserted. The entrance to the interior bar was also locked—of course it would be. I picked up a barstool and raised it to smash the glass door. Just as I got the stool over my head, the back door opened slightly and Joe, the bartender, peeked out from inside.


“Mr. Ken,” he said quietly from the partially opened door, “please don’ do dat. Ya know, it be expensive to get glass.”


I pulled the door fully open with a jerk, nearly yanking Joe out onto the pavement. Sam and I rushed in and closed the door behind us. Joe stayed next to me the whole time and quickly locked it.


“Well, if it isn’t ‘Set-em-up Joe’!” I exclaimed. “I’ve never been happier to see anyone in my life! But you don’t think these locked doors will keep them out, do you?”


“Yah ah do. For dhey is notin’ fo’ dem here. Dhey after food. Dhey starving and dhey after Tolbert’s head on a stick. Dhey don’t wa notin’ else. So, why you hee, Mr. Ken. It be almos’ ten yee now. You come to fly again?”


“Long story, Joe. Long story.”


It was strangely quiet when we got to the hotel lobby. It was dotted with a mixture of Europeans, Americans, some Latin Americans, and Africans—mostly men. Sam was still breathing in gulps of air. Her red hair was wet and clinging to her head and ears.


“What the hell happened out there?” she asked in a raspy voice.


“Somebody started shooting,” I said.


“You think it was the soldiers?”


“I don’t think so. They seemed to want us to get away. They seemed to be protecting us.”


“That’s odd. Then who was doing the shooting?” Sam asked.


“De police. Dhey do de shootin’. Dhey be Tolbert’s policeman. He personal bodyguard. De Army not his.”


It was the hotel desk clerk speaking softly from behind the counter.


An unnatural quiet had settled around us as I looked out on the now empty street. Hotel guests who had been crouching behind the furniture started to stand up. One of the men was an Asian, and from his clothes and appearance I guessed (correctly, as it turned out) that he was Chinese.


He did not seem as concerned or as frightened as the others. Having witnessed our entrance into the lobby and seeing that we were Westerners, he walked toward us and addressed us, bowing slightly.


“You are American?”


“Yes,” I said. “And you are?”


“I am Chao Zhan, Assistant Deputy Minister for Agriculture for The People’s Republic of China.”


He extended his hand. And I took it. It was small and damp.


“Mr. Chao,” I said and nodded.


“Ah, so you have been to China?”


“No, why do you ask?”


“You addressed me correctly. In China, the surname is always pronounced first. The opposite from Western culture.”


“Let’s just say it was a lucky accident and leave it at that.”


Sam was standing next to him and I noticed visible discomfort on her face. I put my arm gently around her and introduced myself, and Sam as my wife. I then offered to buy Mr. Chao a drink—Joe had signaled that the bar was now open.


Mr. Chao had all the graciousness of a trained diplomat. His lips smiled and he seemed to nod in agreement at nearly every sentence. We chose one of the tables in the far corner, near the window. Guests were beginning to drift out of the lobby and meander to the hotel bar. Most were laughing grimly as though they had just watched a horror movie and realized with great relief that they were now safe.


Mr. Chao ordered a small bottle of mineral water.


“I never drink alcohol before six,” he said, “and even then, I seldom partake except for social purposes. Excessive alcohol consumption is discouraged in The People’s Republic.”


Sam and I, on the other hand, felt like we had both narrowly escaped death, which we had, so we needed something fortifying—maybe even life affirming.


“So, Mr. Chao,” I said, taking a sip of a large gin and tonic, “what happened out there?”


Mr. Chao smiled slightly and poured his mineral water very carefully into a tall glass. “I think it was an old-fashioned food riot. We often experienced them during the Qing Dynasty. In those days, the rich controlled all sources of wealth and production. Workers over the years attempted to march to the estates of the rich, which were surrounded by walls and strong gates, and demand lower prices. Many workers were killed, and some thrown into rivers or dungeons.”


“Not like today, huh, Mr. Chao?” Sam said, not bothering to conceal her sarcasm. Mr. Chao continued smiling and sipped his mineral water.


“There are no food riots in China today, madam. The Party sees to it that all workers’ needs are cared for.”


“But China has had food riots,” Sam said.


“Unfortunately, madam, that is true, as I have said, during the Qing dynasty. The workers and peasants wanted only what was rightfully theirs.”


“If my memory is correct, Mr. Chao,” Sam added, “that was in the seventeenth century, wasn’t it?”


Mr. Chao smiled without showing his teeth. “In fact, it was 1644 to 1911.”


“Yes,” said Sam, “and there was a Royalist attempt to bring the Qing back to power in 1917, but it was aborted and failed.”


“Your knowledge is astounding, madam, but in China the past and the present are one. We do not dismiss events which came before as irrelevant. It is all the same to us. The class struggle will always go on.”


There was a distant explosion, startling everyone at the bar, but no secondary explosions or gunfire.


“Mr. Chao,” I said, “you must know something about this food riot?”


He nodded slightly. “President Tolbert, it seems, is not quite as wily as his predecessor, President Tubman. It is my understanding, I am sure one can get different versions, that President Tolbert’s Secretary of Agriculture, Florence Chenoweth, raised the import tax on rice significantly. Some say it was meant to stimulate local rice cultivation, but I think it was to channel more money into the Treasury and into the pockets of the President and other members of his family.”


“What do you mean, ‘his family’?” I asked.


“His daughter owns considerable rice-growing land; his son is also heavily invested, as is, I believe, his brother, Frank Tolbert, who is also a member of the Senate. I suspect they were not among the rioters.” Mr. Chao snickered such that small droplets of mineral water dribbled from his mouth. He went on. “President Tolbert, in his blind ambition to please the Western powers, especially the United States, forgot the power of the workers and peasants. Have you heard of the Progressive Alliance of Liberia?”


“No,” I said.


“The acronym is PAL. It was formed a few years ago and is led by one Gabriel Matthews, an activist who espouses a quasi-Marxist ideology. I would consider it a ‘grassroots movement’, as you Americans say, to address government corruption and other such abuses of power.” He put his hand over his mouth. “I have said too much,” he muttered.


“I suspect you’re right,” Sam said. “What do you think will happen now?”


“I imagine President Tolbert will remove the tax, but, as you Americans say, ‘the cat is out of the bag.’”


He turned to look at the ocean and then asked quietly, “What does that mean, I wonder?”


His thoughtful moment was interrupted by renewed bursts of automatic gunfire. A few people ducked beneath the bar, then reemerged, laughing nervously.


I told Mr. Chao about our experience with the soldiers we saw in the street.


“They were acting strangely,” I said, “and not shooting at the demonstrators. Some actually helped us get out of the way. But then there were also people who’d been hit and were dying in the street. So, there must have been some soldiers who were shooting.”


“The President does not trust his Army. The enlisted ranks are made up of poorly paid and badly treated indigenous people while the officer corps is comprised mostly of the upper class, especially the high-ranking officers. The enlisted men are in sympathy with the struggles of the people and will not fire on them. It is reminiscent of the Russian Revolution, no? Tolbert suspected this, so he asked the President of Guinea for support, who obligingly sent him a detachment of troops. I’m told that they can be particularly ruthless and cruel.”


Sam wanted to know how many troops were sent.


“I don’t know exactly, but I imagine it’s enough to protect Tolbert’s Executive Mansion and his home in Bentol City.” Mr. Chao shook his head slowly as people do when they believe the outcome is inevitable. “Using foreign troops against your own people can never be justified, but,” Mr. Chao shrugged, “he doesn’t have to worry about re-election—does he? Did you know he’s planning on hosting the Organization of African Unity in a few months? He’s already cleared away some small houses on beach property to build acceptable accommodations for the delegates, and I understand he’s sparing no expense to house diplomats and other well-placed persons. Quite an expenditure.”


“That won’t go down well with the workers and peasants,” Sam said with a smirk.


“I imagine,” Mr. Chao said, “that the struggle is just beginning. This is how all capitalist systems will end—in chaos, confusion, and complete destruction.”


“Surely Capitalism can adjust,” Sam said. “It has done so in Europe and America.”


“Only by much struggle and hardship and by adopting some measure of socialist principals. Take your President Roosevelt and his New Deal. He was criticized as being a socialist by your Wall Street bankers and the opposition party. But had he not done that, America would be arm in arm with the Communist world today.”


“Are you saying that President Roosevelt saved Capitalism, Mr. Chao?” Sam asked.


“Madam,” Mr. Chao said with a slight smile. “President Roosevelt said so himself.”


Sam looked toward the front window of the hotel. The street was littered with the detritus of riot and destruction, but the rioters were gone. Even the bodies of the dead had been removed.


Sam motioned toward the outside. “Do you think those people will embrace Communism as their savior, Mr. Chao?”


Mr. Chao leaned back in his chair, took another sip of his tea. “I think they may have already, madam. They just don’t know it.”









CHAPTER 2


WINSTON


Shortly after, President Tolbert did, in fact, lower the rice tax but it made little difference in his public image, and though he was an ordained Baptist minister and reputed to be a “decent” man, he was universally hated by all but the Americo-Liberians.


The Liberian Army had, indeed, refused to fire on the rioters, so Tolbert had their ammunition withdrawn and placed in storage, guarded by the police and his personal bodyguards, the SSS. Gradually, life in Monrovia got back to normal, or as normal as it could be in difficult times. There were occasional pockets of unrest, indicated by an explosion or two, but these were quickly suppressed by the police. The press was silent except for its praise of Tolbert’s Government and its admiration of his ceremonies and state banquets.


During this time, Sam and I went about the serious business of diamond hunting.


There are many ways to acquire diamonds in Liberia, but Sam and I knew that the best way was to have an agent who was in contact with a reliable source and, if possible, actually get to the diamond mines. This was very difficult, especially in the rainy season. The mines were typically far inside the bush and there were virtually no roads to access them. Iron and ore mining pits, typically owned by foreign countries, had roads leading to them, but these were generally built by the companies themselves.


The De Beers Company did not have a stranglehold on the Liberian mines like they did in South Africa or even Sierra Leone. The Liberian mines simply did not produce enough diamonds to interest them, and the quality, for the most part, was said to be not as high. Even so, with only a few small bags of these diamonds, one could easily clear over a 100,000 USD. And that was what I needed.


I had cleared out my savings for this trip. There would be costs, I knew that. I needed an airplane and something for ground transportation. Sam suggested a motorcycle. She used to ride one to her teaching job in Virginia Beach before she joined the Peace Corps. Despite the wonderful simplicity of it, there just wasn’t enough carrying room and I didn’t relish the idea of using it on muddy roads in the rain.
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After a hotel breakfast of scrambled eggs and some kind of unidentifiable meat, Sam and I went searching for a cab. We found one, as I thought we would, a few steps from the hotel entrance.


“Can you take us to Spriggs-Payne airport?” I asked the driver as we got into the back seat.


“Boss, I take you anywhere you wan’ go, oh.”


“Good.”


He was a man in his thirties, clean shaven and wearing a stained but clean New York Yankees T-shirt and a New York Yankees baseball hat. I liked the way he drove—carefully, cautiously, and with situational awareness—good piloting technique.


“What’s your name?” I asked.


“Winston, boss. Like da great Winston Churchill. Only I still don’ like cigars!” He laughed.


“That’s a good name,” I said. “Tell me, Winston, do you know where I can buy a good car?”


“How much you pay, boss?”


“I was thinking as much as a hundred and fifty US”


“A hunded and fitty US! Damn! Boss, I drive you anywhere you wan’ till de second comin o’ de Lord Jesus Christ fo’ a hunded an’ fitty.”


This sounded like a good offer. It would free me from legal entanglements with the Liberian Government. A vehicle of my own would require maintenance, and expense.


“Okay, Winston, you’ve got a deal. A hundred and fifty US. I’ll pay you half now and the rest when the job is finished. That should be in a few weeks, when we head home.”


Winston hesitated. “Why can you not pay me all now? I ha’ chillen to feed, a wife to please. I ha’ to buy petrol.”


“That would not be good business, Winston. You are a man of business. Would you pay all up front before the job is finished?”


“You right, boss. Dhat is da good way o’ bidness, oh.”


Winston started off on the familiar road to Spriggs-Payne airfield, and right away, I recognized the dilapidated buildings that still had not been improved, the women walking slowly but steadily along the sides of the road, most shabbily dressed, and carrying bundles on their heads. As we arrived, I asked him to stop by the airport bar.


The small building by the side of the orange dirt airstrip was much the same as it was when I worked for Monrovia Airlines. Had I not recognized the dirty concrete structure from my many hours of drinking there in the ’60s, I wouldn’t have known it was an actual bar open for business. I asked Winston to pull up next to the small doorway on the far side of the building.


“Come in with us, Winston. I’ll buy you a beer.”


“Da be fine, boss, so fine.”


Sam, Winston, and I strode into the airport bar like a trio of successful big game hunters. The place had changed very little, if at all—dimly lit and smelling of stale beer and cigarette smoke. There were fewer patrons than I remembered for the time of day, but my memory of the place gave me a friendly, welcoming feeling.


The reinforcing steel bars protecting the window openings in the shapes of tropical birds and plants were still there, but dusty and in need of repainting. And as evidenced by the amount of guano on them, birds were still happy to fly in and out of the room at will.


“Monsieur Ken! Monsieur Ken!” Madeleine shouted from the opposite end of the bar. She came toward me with her arms outstretched. “How handsome you are, mon chéri. You haven’t changed at all!”


“And you haven’t either,” I said, noticing the unfamiliar lines around her eyes and the slightly grayish tint of her hair. “Still as beautiful as ever.”


“And this lovely lady? She your latest, mon ami?”


Sam glared at me for a second. Then I introduced Sam and made it clear that she was my wife and that Winston was our driver.


“And what brings you back to Liberia? Are you going to fly again?”


“I am looking for an airplane,” I said, “but it’s for my own use.”


“Then you have come to the right place. So many operators are giving up; so much disturbance and unrest. Not like the old days when you were here, mon cher, when things were— how do you say—’‘booming.’ My business is no good too—not as many pilots. André is gone, dead, I think. The Germans are mostly gone. There are still a few around but they are too old, or too young, to remember the war. A few Spanish and English—there will always be English everywhere you go.”


“Don’t people still need to get to the interior? It doesn’t look like the roads have improved.”


Madeleine shrugged in that special French way as if to say, “I don’t know and I don’t give a damn.”


“The Mandingos, oui, the merchants, oui, the Peace Corps, oui, but the mining companies and most of the other foreign companies have their own aircraft—big helicopters that carry six, maybe ten people. They don’t come in here very much.”


“Is Honorable Williams still around?” I asked.


“Oh yes. He comes often, like before. All smiles and talks forever about starting an international airline in Liberia, but never seems to get around to doing it.”


A very young bartender brought our beers. He set one bottle in front of each of us, opened the cap, and wiped the top with a clean paper towel. I knew from living here before that this was an absolute must—to be sure it was a sealed bottle. By the same token, I never had a gin and tonic with ice. Public water was toxic with bacteria.


“As I said, Madeleine, I need an airplane. Do you know of one for sale?”


“Oh, mon cher, everything is for sale here. You know that. For the right price you can have anything you want. But there is a Dutchman at the other end of the field. I hear he’s not doing so well. Name of the operation is Omnibus.”


I took her hand and kissed it. She smiled and slowly withdrew it.


We finished our drinks and Winston drove us to the far side of the airfield where Omnibus was located. It looked like two outbuildings nailed together with barely room inside for a desk and chair. There were two airplanes parked on what could be considered a dirt ramp next to the shacks. Inside there was a man, red faced with gray stubble on his chin and upper lip. He was sitting in the only chair, smoking a long cigarette. He glanced up at me with indifference.


I asked, “Are you Mr. Van Dick, the owner of this operation?”


He smirked, blowing cigarette smoke and the ash in front of him. “Van Dijk. Please. Pronounced Fan Dyke! De owner? Und yah, yo might could say dat.”


“I’m told you have an airplane for sale.”


“Yah, yo might could say dat too. Yo might could say de whole damn place is for sale.”


“I see you’ve got a 170A.”


“Yah, yah. Ich let you have it for five towsand US.”


“I want to look at it first. Where are the logbooks?”


He pointed to a box of cubby shelves nailed to the wall. “De books und keys are in dare.”


The logbooks had a thin layer of dust on them, and the pages stuck loosely together as I flipped through them. No recent entries had been made. I asked to look at the airplane. Mr. Van Dijk waved me on.


The airplane was well used, and like most well-used airplanes, it smelled of fuel and burnt oil. However, it was cleaner than I expected and, surprisingly, the engine looked clean and well maintained. I checked to make sure the plane was tied down securely and that the main switch was off, then pulled the propeller through several times. The compression wasn’t the greatest but it wasn’t bad either.


I walked back into the outhouse of an office. Mr. Van Dijk was there, still chain-smoking.


“I’d like to start the engine,” I said.


“Und ich suppose yo vant to fly it too?”


“That would be the usual procedure,” I said.


“Goot, den leave a deposit of five towsand US.”


I tried not to look surprised.


“I’ll leave 2,000 US. If that isn’t good enough, then thank you for your time.”


After a significant pause, I turned and started to walk out.


“Vate! Vate!” he said, seeming to chew on his tongue slightly.


I stopped and turned back to face him.


“Ya, ya, okay. Leave da money on da desk.”


“I’ll take the logbooks too,” I said.


He nodded, then lit another cigarette from the stub of the previous one. I walked out to the taxi and told Winston and Sam that I would probably take the airplane around the field for a few minutes. Winston had found a shadier place to park, so Sam went back to reading her book and Winston continued humming a plaintive West African song.


I checked the fuel tanks and strainer for contamination. All were clear. The oil was up to the line and reasonably clean. All wires were connected, and nothing was broken, frayed, dripping, or hanging. I untied the airplane, pushed it around to face the runway, and climbed in. I started the engine and all engine gauges jumped into the green arcs, which was very encouraging. The engine ran smoothly with no excessive vibration. I went through the taxi check list, then pushed the throttle in slightly and felt the familiar tremble of the aircraft fuselage. A little more power and the airplane started rolling forward. I held the yoke back against my belt buckle and pushed the rudder pedal, pointing the nose to the end of the runway. Once there, I performed the pre-takeoff check carefully and methodically. I felt a little like a test pilot. The airplane checked out okay, but with an old machine in Liberia one could never be sure. When I convinced myself that the airplane was ready to go, I keyed the mic of the transceiver and asked the tower for permission to take off. The scratchy voice of the air traffic controller, although they were air traffic controller in name only, cackled in the headset. “Yah, yah, go,” said the sleepy voice.


It was one of the rare clear days in the West African rainy season. I eased the throttle into full power. The old bird accelerated quickly. As soon as I felt the rudder become aerodynamically effective, I pushed the yoke forward, lifting the tail until the runway appeared over the nose. In a few moments she was ready to fly, so I eased back on the yoke just enough to let her lift off the ground. She was in her element.


The ground fell away as though released from the clutches of my landing gear. The gauges were still functioning normally—all pointers in the green arcs. The engine had not missed a beat. Then all the old familiar sights began to appear—the sprawl of Monrovia, the ocean and the white line of the coast. The distinctive red-orange dirt roadways, so colored by high concentration of iron and aluminum, known as laterite, meandered out from the city until they disappeared into the bush.


At five hundred feet I turned ninety degrees to the left and climbed another five hundred feet before turning downwind. I leveled the airplane out and let it accelerate to cruise speed, then reduced the power to hold that speed while trimming the pitch forward to maintain level flight and speed.


At cruise speed she felt a little out of rig, so I had to hold slight aileron pressure to keep the wings level. Other than that, she performed beautifully. Opposite the end of the runway, I throttled back, trimmed to relieve pressure from the yoke, and did a shallow descending 180 degree turn on to final approach, went to full flaps and retrimmed for approach speed. At slower speed the tendency of the airplane to roll slightly diminished to where it was barely noticeable. I was over the end of the runway and after a short, floating glide I raised the flaps to let the airplane settle onto the runway as smoothly as a goose.


“Vell?” Mr. Van Dijk asked through a cloud of fresh cigarette smoke.


“$2,000,” I said, trying to edge my voice with determination.


Mr. Van Dijk shook his head.


“Okay,” I said. “Give me my deposit back and I’ll go.”


He pointed to a white envelope on his desk. I picked it up and checked to see if the money was there. It was. Then I walked out and had almost reached the car door when I heard his voice behind me.


“Alla right! Alla right!” he shouted. “Yo can hab de damn ting vor two towsand. But ya can’t keep it here.”


I happily agreed and took the keys and logbook outside to meet Winston and Sam.


“Jump in, Sam! I want to taxi this baby over to Monrovia Airlines. Winston, you meet us there with the car.”


Monrovia Airlines, my former employer, was under new ownership and management; I knew that. As I taxied onto the dirt ramp and shut the engine down, A familiar figure came toward me from the hangar.


Paterson extended both arms, and with a broad smile, wrapped them around me. He was just as I remembered him, dressed in a white, longsleeved shirt, pressed khaki trousers, and polished shoes. He had visibly aged, like everyone else I met from the old days.


“Mista Ken, so good to see ya afta so long a time.”


“And you too, Paterson. Have you been well?”


“Yes, Mista Ken. All is well, all is well.”


“How is it with the airlines?”


“Mista André left some time ago. I hear he went to Cote d’Ivoire. I don’t know for sure, but I hear he was killed. De airline now owned by an Israel company and, of course, de Honorable Williams.”


Paterson spoke Honorable Williams’s name with the kind of reverence shown to high members of the clergy. He was, after all, an Americo-Liberian, one of the “Congo” people, who owned virtually all of Liberia. He was, as all Americos were, referred to as “Honorable.”


“All dese Israel pilots be very young like yourself when you was here befo’.”


“Is Honorable Williams in good health, Paterson?”


“Ya. He in de best of health. Only like de rest of us, he gettin’ ol’.”


“I need to talk to the new boss. Is he there?” I asked, pointing to the operations office.


“Ya, he dhere. He always dhere.”


I thanked Paterson and walked across the orange, muddy road to the operations office. Sam came with me, waving to Winston that we wouldn’t be long.


The office had been considerably improved in the last ten years—new windows, paint, newish furniture, and a cleaner smell. I tapped on the door of André’s former office.


“Come in,” a masculine voice called.


The man was writing something as I entered. He looked up. He was a rather handsome man in his early forties. He had a thin mustache, searching, intelligent eyes, and no indication of thinning hair.


“Yes, can I help you?” he said in a nearly perfect American accent. I told him that I expected to be in Liberia for about a month and wanted to keep my airplane tied down here. He glanced out of the window at the 170A, then nodded and said that it would cost twenty-five US for four weeks.


I didn’t mention my past with Monrovia Airlines. He would find out from Paterson anyway, and in Liberia, it was always best not to talk about the past. I paid him the twenty-five.


“Want a receipt?” he said without looking up.


“That won’t be necessary,” I said.


He nodded and waved his free hand dismissively. Winston drove us back into Monrovia so that I could file the change of title and struggle through the red tape of Liberian bureaucracy to establish ownership of the Cessna, which also meant handing out ‘dash’ to everyone in the process.


As it was when I was last here in the ’60s, bribery, or “dash,” was the way of life. It is what greases the wheels of local government, or any establishment for that matter. At the airport, immigration officials require “dash” to get you beyond their desk. Customs officials need their “dash” or “Saturday” if you want to retain all of your bags and their contents. These are not tips. If you don’t pay the dash, you don’t get the service.


It was late afternoon when all was completed and, while on the way back to the hotel, and for no particular reason, I thought of Heinz and Maria’s Restaurant where I had spent many hours with my German pilot friends when I flew along with them for Monrovia Airlines.


“Winston, can you take us to Heinz and Maria’s Café? Maybe get a quick beer and a schnitzel.”


“Sorry, boss,” Winston said. “Heinz and Maria’s is closed. Heinz, he wen’ back to Germany long time hence, an’ Maria, I tink she close de restaurant soon afta.”


“Heinz went back to Germany? Why?”


“Well, de story is dhat one day President Tubman was havin’ a big party an’ he ran outa champagne wine. So he sen’ someone to Heinz to get mo’ wine. But Heinz, he say no! No, ’cause President Tubman hadn’t paid for de las’ order o’ wine. Or de one befo’ dhat. I mean, dhat take cohones, ya know!”


“What happened?”


Winston laughed. “Ha! De next day, Heinz wa’ on a plane back to Germany!”


“And Maria?”


“She din’ go wid him, but what she did, I don’ know. I really don’ know.”


As long as I was thinking about the ’60s, I thought about Mr. Koning and his arts and hobby store. I asked Winston if he was familiar with it and he nodded that he was. When I asked him to drive us there, he seemed puzzled for a moment but made the proper turns through the city streets. The people in Monrovia looked poorer than I remembered. Cheap and temporary repairs had been done to most of the properties. There were a lot of angry and fatigued faces, and many malnourished children whose clothes hung on them like torn rags. Most seemed to wander through the streets aimlessly.


Mr. Koning’s shop had changed little, except the bright colors that made up the sign advertising his hobby shop were now sun bleached to the point of indecipherability.


Winston found a parking place near the store and said that he would wait. Sam and I walked the half block through a throng of people desperately trying to sell us anything from glass trinkets to fish. We entered the store half hoping to find a rare, air-conditioned interior, but discovered instead a swirling, out-of-balance ceiling fan stirring the humid air. There was a local woman of late middle age sitting in a metal chair next to a row of primitive style paintings. She was impeccably dressed in a colorful, loose-fitting caftan and equally colorful turban. She smiled at us as we walked past.


The young man behind the glass counter introduced himself as Andrew, a nephew of Mr. Koning.


“And where are Mr. and Mrs. Koning now?” I asked after a short exchange of pleasantries.


“It is very sad,” Andrew said, “but Aunt Alide died some years ago. She has been missed by everyone. She was much loved by the arts community here. A couple of years after Aunt Alide’s passing, Uncle Geert decided that it was now safe to return to Holland—no more Nazis, he said. And I haven’t heard from him since. I suppose he is doing well.”


“And you, you don’t want to return to Holland?”


“No, I wouldn’t be returning. Liberia is all I know. It is my home.”


I said that I was looking for an eight-by-eleven sketch pad and a set of graphite drawing pencils. Andrew pointed to shelves and bins against the wall displaying all the art supplies.


“Who is the woman?” I asked.


“She is a local artist. Some of her work has been shown and sold in Europe and America. She comes in when she has a new collection to sell, usually about once a month, sometimes two months.


“What is her name?” Sam asked.


“Her name is Leesai. She is Kpelle but speaks English very well—she went to the Catholic mission school.”


I selected a pad of white sketching paper and a box set of twelve drawing pencils. Sam strolled over to where Leesai was sitting and started carefully looking through her paintings. The artist watched her intently. Sam selected one and held it up to the light coming from the large front window.


“Are all of your paintings of women?” Sam asked.


“Ya, most of my work is about woman. I portray all subjects, but most especially women.”


“Do you ever paint men, children?”


“I do not know men. I cannot portray what I do not know, but as you will see, I do portray children. I unnerstand children—dehr innocence, dehr endless ability to love. I understand dhem until dhey lose childhood. Dhen dhey know evil and dehr child’s love is gone.”


Sam stared at her for a moment as though she was thinking about what the woman had said, then she looked through more of the paintings.


“Your women do not look happy,” Sam said.


“You must see more close. Dhey are happy. Not movie-star happy or like women in America magazines are happy. Dhey are happy de way Liberian women are happy. Dhey can bear dehr burdens, dhey can care for dehr families, dhey can stand agains’ a mighty flood of troubles, and dhey cause no pain. Dhey cause no suffering; dhey struggle to remove dhose tings. Most men do not see dees tings. De women I portray are Madonnas of a diffren’ sort.”


Sam looked through several more and selected one. It was of a colorfully dressed woman and a man walking along an empty dirt road. The woman cradled something in her arms and had turned to look back. The man, only his back visible, continued down the road. The surrounding colors were muted and seemed to fade into the daylight. Long shadows stretched to a dark thicket of trees beyond.


Sam seemed to be drawn into the painting, studying it for an unusually long time. She put it back in its place and then, still studying it, picked it up again.


“I’d like this one,” she sighed softly.


Winston was unimpressed by the picture, and although he didn’t actually say so, must have thought it a waste of money. He drove us back to the Ambassador and promised to return the next morning at nine o’clock.


“Do you think we’ll ever see him again?” Sam asked.


“I doubt it. I paid him the whole thing. It’s probably more money than he’ll make in a year. I expect he’ll take a Dutchman’s holiday.”


We took a table at the beach bar. Sam noticed Mr. Chao sitting nearby.


“Ask him if he wants to join us,” she said.


I went over to the bar next to Mr. Chao.


“Mr. Chao,” I said, “would you care to join us at our table?”


Mr. Chao smiled broadly, showing his yellowing teeth.


“Yes, yes,” he said, bobbing his head up and down. He glanced over at Sam, then at the two men at the other side of the bar.


Joe danced up, polishing a whiskey glass with a soft linen cloth. It wasn’t necessary for him to ask what I wanted, but I ordered two gins and tonic anyway and a replacement for whatever Mr. Chao was having, which looked like diluted orange juice.


From their clothes, hair, and bulldog expressions I guessed that the two men on the other side of the bar were Eastern Europeans, probably Russians. They pretended to ignore us, but occasionally I would catch them taking a sidelong glance our way. They had muscular arms and thick necks and looked more like soldiers out of uniform than construction workers.


Back at the table, Mr. Chao sipped his drink with unusual zeal.


“Do you know those men?” I asked.


He glanced around slowly.


“They are from the Soviet Union,” he said. “They have been shadowing me since I arrived.”


“What do they want?” Sam asked.


“I don’t know, madam, specifically. It looks like to me they want to know where I go and who I meet with. All Chinese diplomats have their Russian friends tagging along with them.” Mr. Chao looked thoughtful for a moment. “But then again, we tag along with them also.”


“Should I invite them over for a drink?” I asked.


“No! No!” Mr. Chao said with his eyes growing larger. “That is not the way the game is played. We pretend to ignore one another. We keep up appearances. They don’t step over the line and we don’t step over the line. It’s a rather delicate diplomatic dance, you see.”


“Why are the Russians so interested?” Sam asked. “I thought you guys were comrades—Marx and Mao and all that.”


“Yes, we do share similar ideologies but theirs was much, shall I say, distorted by Lenin and Stalin.”


“And yours by Mao?” Sam added.


“Please, madam, let us not ruin a perfect late afternoon with discussions of politics. Let us enjoy the beautiful golden sunset in this land of plenty.”


I wondered where Mr. Chao had gotten his notion that Liberia was a land of plenty. Most people in Liberia lived in conditions of poverty that would not be tolerated in the US or Europe and probably not in China. Ninety-five percent of the wealth and access to wealth was controlled by a relative few who seemed to consider it their birthright.


In one sense it was. Americo-Liberians are the descendants of the American Black freedmen who settled Liberia in the 1800s. They quickly established an American-style society and government and subjugated the indigenous population. Ironically, it was a carbon copy of the antebellum society in the South from which they had fled.


When President Tolbert took office, he further strengthened the hand of the Americo-Liberians in several ways. He had made empty gestures of inclusion to the indigenous groups in a continuing policy of pacification and distraction. However, he openly practiced nepotism as though it was the new norm. He lied fluently as if it were the truth, and he seemed to be completely oblivious to the history of despotism.


“Mr. Chao, what are you doing here?” Sam asked, looking directly at him. Mr. Chao looked as though he was about to say something amusing but decided not to deflect the question.


“You Americans,” he said, “always so direct. My Government simply wants to help this country develop to its full potential without interference.” He waved his hand as though dismissing any further discussion.


“You realize, Mr. Chao,” Sam continued, “that my country is probably not going to just stand by and let you come in here and take control.”


“We have no intention of, as you say, taking control. Rice is very important to us, as it is to all of West Africa, and we want to see that Africa is self-sustaining in that staple. Then too, your country is so stunned and demoralized after its total defeat in Vietnam that I doubt whether any of your political leaders have the will to risk such losses again. The Capitalists, who run your country, have already done their cost-benefit analysis and have, no doubt, told their politicians not to get too involved in Africa.”


Mr. Chao sat back in his chair with an expression of smug satisfaction, something I imagine the Pope does after speaking ex-cathedra.


“Oh, I don’t believe you have to worry about our country, Mr. Chao. You should be more concerned about your Russian friends over there,” Sam said, glancing at the two men on the other side of the bar who seemed to be flexing their biceps.


Mr. Chao snickered and sipped his juice. “Our Russian friends are like bulls in a porcelain shop. They blunder about, being very obvious. You know, China was an advanced civilization long before Russia existed. Why, they were still gnawing on bones and eating raw meat while China was producing and exporting fine silks. No, we have nothing to fear from them. In fact, those men should be grateful. I’ve—inadvertently, of course—introduced them to some of the finest restaurants in this city. Yes, they should be grateful.”
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