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    Dedication




    To the Captain,




    To his airplane,




    To Cambodia,




    met during the course of my wandering,




    forged permanently in my memory.


  




  

    Writer’s note




    I was seriously tempted to modify the manuscript so to add depth to facts and people; however, I realized that by doing so I would have altered the reality of events that occurred in order.




    I then decided that such events were better off preserved as chronicles.


  




  

    IN VIETNAM




    By night Saigon, with its lights and night clubs, was an intriguing city. It was my first night in Vietnam and I was looking for something to drink at one of the many places of Nguyen Hue Street.




    The jukebox was playing Guantanamera, a Cuban song. The bar owner, a friendly Frenchman, seemed to be singing it all the time.




    “I like it a lot. It has even become more famous here in Saigon, ever since a mercenary pilot started playing it for his passengers.” I enquired about the pilot’s name and nationality.




    “He’s South American,everybody calls him Captain Guantanamera and, except for his co-pilot and Madame Lisa, he doesn’t have any friends. What about you? Why are you in Vietnam?”




    I told him I was looking for ideas for my literary activity, an occupation that I occasionally dabbled in, when I was not dealing with precious gemstones.




    He said that his bar was one of the pilots’ favorite, the Captain showed up every now and then.




    A few evenings later, I approached some French pilots of the Royal Air Laos; they knew him but no one was able to tell me where I might have found him.




    “He’s a mercenary who can kill in cold blood,” one of them stated.




    “OK, guys, enough with this story. I used to be his co-pilot and I can tell you that captain Guantanamera doesn’t kill for no reason,”the eldest pilot jumped in the conversation. “You’ll have a very hard time finding him because Air America doesn’t give out any information.”




    I thought it over. Flying was my all-time passion; mercenary pilots and Air America… it was the CIA.




    I was supposed to leave Vietnam the following day and I gave the bar owner my address in Bangkok. He assured me he would send me information on the captain.




    A few weeks later, I received a letter with a visiting card from Madame Lisa. The captain was in Cambodia and was flying for the SEAAT, another CIA’s airline company.


  




  

    THE APACHE WHO BECAME A PILOT




    The house number of Tchecoslovaquie Street in Phnom Penh corresponded to a villa surrounded by high walls and barbed wire; two armed men were standing at the gate. One of them walked over to the residence and came back escorting a gorgeous Khmer girl. Her complexion reminded me of a tanned European woman and she walked with unusual grace. “The Captain isn’t home, but come in and chat with my husband.”




    She had an American accent.




    I followed her into a room where six large wooden chests were used as chairs. Hanging from the walls were ammo belts for machine-guns and Uzis, Swedish Ks, M-16s, AK-47s and other types of firearms.




    Shortly afterwards, a young man came in: he looked as though he had just left a movie set. He had an athletic build and long hair; he was wearing a red band around his head, a patched-up shirt and a sleeveless military jacket; at his waist he had a Colt 45 and a combat knife. He introduced himself as Tony, Guantanamera’s co-pilot.




    “I’m from North America, the Captain calls me Indio and I belong to the Apache people. My call sign is Cochise, in honor of one of our great warriors. I hope I can be of help, considering Madame Lisa recommended you.”




    He invited me to sit on a chest. The girl showed up again, this time with some tea, and Tony introduced her to me.




    “This is Channary.” She left with a smile.




    I started talking about my job and, as I was discussing the superior quality of sapphires from Sri Lanka compared to those from Cambodia, I offered him a cigarette. He denied and stopped me before I lit up.




    “You should know you’re sitting on a chest full of explosive. You know, I don’t feel like flying without an airplane…” he sarcastically said. He maintained that, although they were mercenaries, the Captain and he felt completely neutral and they both worshipped the Sun. Too vague.




    “I’ve heard that the Captain has Inca blood in his body…”




    Tony explained that in the past the Captain undertook mercenary operations with passports of various nations and he spoke many languages.




    I asked him how they had met, expecting another evasive reply; I soon realized, though, that this time I had hit the target.




    “I was a marine stationed in Da Nang and, while I was on leave, I happened to be a passenger on an airplane that he was piloting. Before getting to Saigon, a fire started in the radio compartment and filled the whole cabin with smoke; the passengers began to get scared. The Captain showed up with his radio cassette recorder and blasted his song.




    “Marine, come with me” he told me, as soon as he saw me. I helped him fix the situation and he complimented me on keeping my cool.”




    “Guantanamera is a very beautiful song, even more so if you understood the words.”




    I told him that I understood Spanish very well and he was surprised. “Marine, look me up if you wish to become a pilot.” Tony paused to sip on his tea.




    “Well, the passion for flying got hold of me and in America I was able to obtain a commercial license. When I was discharged from the Marine Corps, I arrived in Cambodia as a mercenary pilot and met the Captain again.”




    “Indio, that license you got was a gift. Show up tomorrow morning and you’ll experience the satisfaction of seeing your wings spread.”




    At first, I got offended because I could have served as a co-pilot in big airplanes, such as the DC-4s, DC-6s and DC-7s; the day after, though, I realized that he was right.




    Let me tell you this: being his co-pilot means that you’ll either go crazy with fear or you’ll become a real pilot.”




    “Have you ever doubted his professional ability?”




    He smiled. “Just once. Our company’s fleet included the Carvair, the biggest transportation aircraft operating in Cambodia. It so happened that one of the engines broke down and it had to make an emergency landing in Kompong Som. Having the engine replaced was out of the question and the runway was too short: it wouldn’t be able to take off. Bob Ferguson, the director, was worried because a Carvair on the ground meant less transportation capacity. So he had two test pilots from Saigon come over and try to take off, but they gave up after a few trials: not only was the runway too short, but one of the other engines was only working at half power. As the new chief of operations, Gordon Douglass was going through the list of company pilots, he noticed the captain’s name on it; so he told Ferguson that he knew how skilled the Captain was.
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