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To the memory of Eugene Ely, the first person to land an airplane aboard a ship, and all the men and women of U.S. Naval Aviation who died in the service of their country.





All the wide sky

Was there to tempt him as he steered toward heaven,

Meanwhile the heat of sun struck at his back

And where his wings were joined, sweet-smelling fluid

Ran hot that once was wax.

—Ovid, Metamorphoses,
translated by Horace Gregory
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ONE




The starboard bow catapult fired, and the A-6A Intruder accelerated down the flight deck with a roar that engulfed the aircraft carrier and reverberated over the night sea. The plane’s wings bit into the air, and the machine began to climb into the blackness. Fifteen seconds later the bomber was swallowed by the low-lying clouds.

In a few minutes the climbing Intruder broke free of the clouds. The pilot, Lieutenant Jake Grafton, abandoned the instrument panel and contemplated the vaulted stars. A pale slice of moon illuminated the cloud layer below. “Look at the stars tonight, Morg.”

Lieutenant (junior grade) Morgan McPherson, the bombardier-navigator, sat on the pilot’s right, his face pressed against the black hood that shielded the radar screen from extraneous light. He straightened and glanced up at the sky. “Yeah,” he said, then readjusted the scope hood and resumed the never-ending chore of optimizing the radar presentation. He examined the North Vietnamese coastline a hundred miles away. “I’ve got an update. I’m cycling to the coast-in point.” He pushed a button on the computer, and the steering bug on the pilot’s visual display indicator (VDI) slipped a quarter-inch sideways, giving the pilot steering information to the point on the coast where the Intruder would cross into North Vietnam.

Grafton turned the aircraft a few degrees to follow the steering command. “Did you ever stop to think maybe you’re getting too wrapped up in your work?” he said. “That you’re in a rut?”

Morgan McPherson pushed himself back from the radar hood and looked at the stars overhead. “They’re still there, and we’re down here. Let’s check the ECM again.”

“The problem is that you’re just too romantic,” Grafton told him and reached for the electronic counter-measures panel. Together they ran the equipment through the built-in tests that verified the ECM was working. Two pairs of eyes observed each indicator light, and two pairs of ears heard each beep. The ECM gear detected enemy radar emissions and identified them for the crew. When the ECM picked up radar signals it had been programmed to recognize as threatening, it would broadcast false images to the enemy operator. Satisfied all was working properly, the airmen adjusted the volume of the ECM audio so that it could be heard in their earphones yet would not drown out the intercom system (ICS), over which they talked to each other, or the radio.

The two men flew on without speaking, each listening to the periodic bass tones of the communist search radars sweeping the night. Each type of radar had its own sound: a low beep was a search radar probing the sky; higher pitched tones were fire-control radars seeking to acquire a target; and a nightmare falsetto was a locked-on missile-control radar guiding its weapon.

Fifty miles from the North Vietnamese coast, Jake Grafton lowered the nose of the Intruder four degrees, and the A-6 began its long descent. When he had the aircraft trimmed, Jake tugged all the slack from the harness straps securing him to his ejection seat, then exhaled and, like a cowboy tightening a saddle girth, pulled the straps as snugly as he could. That done, he asked for the combat checklist.

Leaving nothing to chance or memory, McPherson read each item off his kneeboard card and both men checked the appropriate switch or knob. When they reached the last detail on the checklist, Jake shut off the aircraft’s exterior lights and turned the IFF to standby. The IFF, or “parrot,” radiated electronic energy that enabled an American radar operator to see the aircraft as a coded blip he could readily identify as friend or foe. Grafton had no desire to appear as a blip, coded or uncoded, on a North Vietnamese radar screen. In fact, he hoped to escape detection by flying so near the ground that the radar return reflected from his plane would merge with the radar energy reflecting off the earth—the “ground return.”

The pilot keyed his radio mike. The voice scrambler beeped, then Jake spoke: “Devil Five Oh Five is strangling parrot. Coast-in in three minutes.” “Devil” was the A-6 squadron’s radio call sign.

“Roger, Five Oh Five,” responded the airborne controller circling over the Gulf of Tonkin in an E-2 Hawkeye, a twin engine turboprop with a radar dish mounted on top of the fuselage. The Hawkeye also had launched from the carrier.

The Intruder was going on the hunt. Camouflaged by darkness and hidden by the earth itself from the electronic eyes of the enemy, Jake Grafton would fly as low as his skill and nerves allowed, which was very low indeed.

The pilot cast a last quick look at the distant stars. Flying now at 450 knots, the bird plunged into the clouds. Jake felt the adrenaline begin to pump. He watched the pressure altimeter unwind and shot anxious glances at the radar altimeter, which derived its information from a small radar in the belly of the plane that looked straight down and measured the distance to the ground or sea. He briefly wished that he could turn it off because he knew its emissions could be detected, but he needed this device. The pressure altimeter told him his height above sea level, but tonight he would have to know just how high he was above the earth. As he passed 5000 feet, the radar altimeter began to function and matched the readings of the pressure altimeter perfectly, just as it should over the sea. The pilot breathed deeply and forced himself to relax.

Dropping below 2000 feet, he eased the stick back and slowed the rate of descent. With his left hand he advanced the throttles to a high-cruise power setting. The airspeed stabilized at 420 knots, Grafton’s preferred speed for treetop flying. The A-6 handled very well at this speed, even with the drag and weight of a load of bombs. The machine would fly over enemy gunners too fast for them to track it even if they should be so lucky as to make out the dark spot fleeting across the night sky.

Jake Grafton’s pulse pounded as he brought the plane down to 400 feet above the water. They were below the clouds now, flying in absolute darkness, not a glimmer of light visible in the emptiness between sea and sky. Only the dimmed lights of the gauges, which were red so as not to impair the night vision of the crew, confirmed that there was a world beyond the cockpit. Jake peered into the blackness, trying to find the telltale ribbon of white sand that marked the Vietnamese coast on even the darkest nights. Not yet, he told himself. He could feel the rivulets of sweat trickle down his face and neck, some running into his eyes. He shook his head violently, not daring to take his stinging eyes from the red gauges on the black panel in front of him for more than a second. The sea was just below, invisible, waiting to swallow the pilot who failed for a few seconds to notice a sink rate.

There, to the left…the beach. The pale sand caught his eye. Relax…. Relax, and concentrate. The whiteness flashed beneath them.

“Coast-in,” Jake told the bombardier.

McPherson used his left hand to activate the stop-clock on the instrument panel and keyed his radio mike with his left foot. “Devil Five Oh Five is feet dry. Devil Five Oh Five, feet dry.”

A friendly American voice answered. “Five Oh Five, Black Eagle. Roger feet dry. Good hunting.” Then silence. Later, when Devil 505 returned to the coast, they would broadcast their “feet wet” call. Grafton and McPherson knew that now they were on their own, because the Hawkeye’s radar could not separate the A-6’s image from the earth’s return without the aid of the IFF.

Jake saw moonlight reflecting faintly off rice paddies, indicating a break in the overcast ahead. The weather forecasters were right for a change, he thought. Out of the corner of his eye the pilot saw flashes: intermittent flashes in the darkness below.

“Small arms fire, Morg.”

“Okay, Jakey baby.” The bombardier never looked up from his radar scope. His left hand slewed the computer cross hairs across the scope while his right tuned the radar. “This computer is working great, but it’s a little…” he muttered over the ICS.

Jake tried to ignore the muzzle flashes. Every kid and rice farmer in North Vietnam had a rifle and apparently spent the nights shooting randomly into the sky at the first rumble of jet engines. They never saw their targets but hoped somewhere in the sky a bullet and an American warplane would meet. Big morale booster, Jake thought. Lets every citizen feel he’s personally fighting back. Jake saw the shuttering muzzle flashes of a submachine gun. None of these small arms fired tracer bullets so the little droplets of death were everywhere, and nowhere.

Patches of moonlight revealed breaks in the clouds ahead. The pilot descended to 300 feet and used the moonlight to keep from flying into the ground. He was much more comfortable flying visually rather than on instruments. With an outside reference he could fly instinctively; on instruments he had to work at it.

Off to the right antiaircraft artillery opened fire. The tracers burned through the blackness in slow motion. The warble of a Firecan gun-control radar sounded for a second in his ears, then fell silent.

A row of artillery fire erupted ahead of them. “Christ, Morg,” he whispered to the bombardier. He picked a tear in the curtain of tracers, dipped a wing, and angled the jet through. McPherson didn’t look up from the scope. “You got the river bend yet?” Jake asked as the flak storm faded behind them.

“Yep. Just got it. Three more minutes on this heading.” McPherson reached with his left hand and turned on the master armament switch. He checked the position of every switch on the armament panel one more time. The dozen 500-pound bombs were now ready to be released. “Your pickle is hot,” he told the pilot, referring to the red button on the stick grip which the pilot could press to release the weapons.

Again and again fiery streams of antiaircraft shells spewed forth like projectiles from a volcano. The stuff that came in the general direction of Devil 505 seemed to change course and turn behind them, an optical illusion created by the plane’s 700-feet-per-second speed. The pilot ignored the guns fired behind or abreast and concentrated on negotiating his way through the strings of tracers that erupted ahead. He no longer even noticed the flashes from rifles and machine guns, the sparks of this inferno.


A voice on the radio: “Devil Five Oh Eight is feet dry, feet dry.”

There’s Cowboy, Jake thought. Cowboy was Lieutenant Commander Earl Parker, the pilot of the other A-6 bomber launched moments after them. Like Jake and McPherson, Cowboy and his bombardier were now racing across the earth with a load of bombs destined for a target not worth any man’s life, or so Jake told himself as he weaved through the tracers, deeper and deeper into North Vietnam.

“Two miles to the turnpoint,” the bombardier reminded him.

An insane warble racked their ears. A red light labeled “MISSILE” flashed on the instrument panel two feet from the pilot’s face. This time McPherson did look up. The two men scanned the sky. Their best chance to avoid the surface-to-air missile was to acquire it visually, then outmaneuver it.

“There’s the SAM! Two o’clock!” Jake fought back the urge to urinate. Both men watched the white rocket exhaust while Grafton squeezed the chaff-release button on the right throttle with his forefinger. Each push released a small plastic container into the slipstream where it disbursed a cloud of metallic fibers—the chaff—that would echo radar energy and form a false target on the enemy operator’s radar screen. The pilot carefully nudged the stick forward and dropped to 200 feet above the ground. He jabbed the chaff button four more times in quick succession.

The missile light stopped flashing and the earphones fell silent as death itself.

“I think it’s stopped guiding,” McPherson said with relief evident in his voice. “Boy, we’re having fun now,” he added dryly. Grafton said nothing. They were almost scraping the paddies. The bombardier watched the missile streak by several thousand feet overhead at three times the speed of sound, then he turned his attention to the radar. “Come hard left,” he told the pilot.

Jake dropped the left wing and eased back slightly on the stick. He let the plane climb to 300 feet. The moonlight bounced off the river below. “See the target yet?”

“Just a second, man.” Silence. “Steady up.” Jake leveled the wings. “I’ve got the target. I’m on it. Stepping into attack.” The bombardier flipped a switch, and the computer calculated an attack solution. The word “ATTACK” lit up in red on the lower edge of the VDI, and the computer-driven display became more complex. Symbols appeared showing the time remaining until weapons release, the relative position of the target, the drift angle, and the steering to the release point.

Jake jammed the throttles forward to the stops and climbed to 500 feet. The Mark 82 general-purpose bombs had to fall at least 500 feet for the fuses to arm properly; they were equipped with metal vanes that would open when the weapons were released and retard them just long enough to allow the plane to escape the bomb fragments.

The needle on the airspeed indicator quivered at 480 knots. The stick was alive in the pilot’s hand. Any small twitch made the machine leap. Jake’s attention was divided among the mechanics of instrument flying, the computer-driven steering symbol on the VDI, and the occasional streams of yellow and red tracers. He felt extraordinarily alive, in absolute control. He could see everything at once: every needle, every gauge, every fireball in the night. With his peripheral vision, he even saw McPherson turn on the track radar.

“Ground lock.” The bombardier noted the indication on the track radar and reported it to the pilot with an affectation of amazement. The damn track radar often failed. McPherson was glued to the radar screen, his entire world the flickering green light. “Hot damn, we’re gonna get ’em.”

He feels it too, Jake thought. With the track radar locked on the target the computer was getting the most accurate information possible on azimuth and elevation angle.

On this October night in 1972, Devil 505 closed on the target, a “suspected truck park,” jargon for a penciled triangle on a map where the unknown persons who picked the targets thought the North Vietnamese might have some trucks parked under the trees, away from the prying eyes of aerial photography. Trucks or no trucks, the target was only a place in the forest.

The bomb run was all that existed now for Jake Grafton. His life seemed compressed into this moment, without past or future. Everything depended on how well he flew Devil 505 to that precise point in space where the computer would release the bombs to fall upon the target.

The release marker on the VDI marched relentlessly toward the bottom of the display as the plane raced in at 490 knots. At the instant the marker disappeared, the 500-pound bombs were jettisoned from the bomb racks. Both men felt a series of jolts, a physical reminder that they had pulled a trigger. The attack light was extinguished when the last weapon was released, and only then did Grafton bank left and glance outside. Tracers and muzzle flashes etched the night. “Look back,” he told the bombardier as he flew the aircraft through the turn.

Morgan McPherson looked over the pilot’s left shoulder in the direction of the target, obscured by darkness. He saw the explosions of the bombs—white death flashes—twelve in two-thirds of a second. Jake saw the detonations in his rear-view mirror and rolled out of the turn on an easterly heading. Without the drag of the 500-pounders, the two engines pushed the fleeing warplane even faster through the night, now 500 knots, almost 600 miles per hour.

“Arm up the Rockeyes, Morg.”

The bombardier reset the armament switches that enabled the pilot to manually drop the four Rockeye cluster bombs still hanging under the wings. “Your pickle is hot,” he told Grafton. He put his face back against the scope hood and examined the terrain ahead.

Grafton kept the engines at full throttle as he scanned the darkness for an antiaircraft artillery piece he could destroy with the waiting Rockeyes. It would have to be fairly close to his track and firing off to one side so that he could approach it safely. He referred to this portion of the mission as “killing rattlesnakes.”

Somewhere below, a North Vietnamese peasant heard the swelling whine of jet engines approaching, first faintly, then rapidly increasing in intensity. As the whine quickly rose to a crescendo, he lifted an ancient bolt-action rifle to his shoulder, pointed it at a 45-degree angle into the night above, and pulled the trigger.

The bullet punched a tiny hole in the lower forward corner of the canopy plexiglas on the right side of the plane. It penetrated Morgan McPherson’s oxygen mask, deflected off his jawbone, pierced the larynx, nicked a carotid artery, then exited his neck and spent itself against the side of the pilot’s ejection seat. Reflexively, Morgan keyed his ICS mike with his right foot, gagged, and grabbed his neck.

Jake Grafton looked at the bombardier. Blood, black in the glow of the red cockpit lights, spurted from between McPherson’s fingers.

“Morg?”

McPherson gagged again. His eyes bulged and he stared at the pilot. His eyebrows knitted. He spat up blood. “Jake,” he gurgled. He coughed repeatedly with the ICS mike keyed.


Jake tore his eyes from McPherson and thought furiously as he checked the instrument panel. What could have happened? Without noticing he had drawn the stick back and the aircraft was up to 700 feet over the delta tableland and exposed on every enemy radar screen within range. He shoved the stick forward. “Don’t try to talk, Morg. I’ll get you home.” He leveled the plane at 300 feet and was once again hidden amid the ground return.

Jesus! Jesus Christ! Something must have come through the canopy, a piece of flak shrapnel or a random bullet.

A whisper: “Jake…” McPherson’s hand clutched Jake’s arm, then fell away. He raised his hand and again clutched at Jake, this time more weakly. Morgan slumped over, his head resting on the scope hood. Blood covered the front of his survival vest. Holding the stick with his left hand, Jake struggled to unfasten McPherson’s oxygen mask. Blood spilled from the rubber cup. Black stains covered the sleeve of his flight suit where McPherson’s hand had seized him.

A battery of guns opened up ahead with short bursts of orange tracers that floated aloft: 37 millimeter. They were shooting generally off to the right, so Jake Grafton turned the plane slightly to fly directly over the muzzle blasts. He guided the plane into a gentle climb and as the guns disappeared under the nose, he savagely mashed the bomb-release pickle on the stick. Thump, thump, thump, thump; the Rockeyes fell away a third of a second apart.

“Take that, you motherfuckers!” he screamed into his mask, his voice registering hysteria.

He looked again at McPherson, whose arms dangled toward the floor of the cockpit. Blood still throbbed from his throat.

With one hand on the stick, Jake pulled the bombardier upright where the shoulder harness engaged and held him. He searched for the wound with his fingers. He could feel nothing with his flying glove on, so he tore it off with his left hand and probed for the hole with his bare fingers. He couldn’t find it.

He glanced back at the instruments. He was rapidly becoming too busy, an error that he knew would be fatal for both himself and McPherson. The plane would not fly itself and certain death was just below. Raise the left wing, bring the nose up, climb back to 500 feet, then attend to the wounded man. He felt again in the slippery, pulsing blood of McPherson’s neck. Finding the wound, he clamped down with his fingers, then turned back to flying the plane. Too high. Flak ahead. Trim the plane. He jerked his left hand from the stick to the throttles, which he pushed forward. They were already hard against the stops. He could feel the throbbing of the flow from McPherson’s neck noticeably lessening. He felt elated as he wrestled the plane, thinking that the pressure on the wound might be effective, but the euphoria faded quickly. How could he possibly land the plane like this?

His head swiveled to the unconscious man beside him, taking in the slack way his body reacted to each bump and jolt of the racing aircraft. Jake pressed harder on the wound, pressed until his hand ached from the unnatural position and the exertion.

He remembered the hot-mike switch that would allow him to talk to the bombardier without keying the ICS each time. He released the stick momentarily and flipped it on with his left hand. “Hey, Morgan,” he urged, “hang in there, shipmate. You’re going to make it. I’ll get you back. Keep the faith, Morg.”

He could feel nothing now, no pulse, no blood pumping against his fingers. Reluctantly, he pulled his hand away and wiped it on his thigh before grasping the stick. He found the radio-transmit button and waited until the scrambler beeped. “Black Eagle, Devil Five Oh Five, over.”

“Devil Five Oh Five, this is Black Eagle, go ahead.”

“My bombardier has been hit. I’m declaring an emergency. Request you have the ship make a ready deck for recovery on arrival. I repeat, my bombardier has been shot.” His voice sounded strong and even, which surprised him as he felt so completely out of control.

“We copy that, Five Oh Five. Will relay.” The radio fell silent.

As he waited he talked to McPherson. “Don’t you give up on me, you sonuvabitch. You never were a quitter, Morg. Don’t give up now.”

More flak came up. He pushed at the throttles again, unconsciously trying to go faster. They were already traveling at 505 knots. Perhaps he should dump some fuel. He still had 10,000 pounds remaining. No, even with the fuel gone the old girl would go no faster; she was giving her all now, and he might need the fuel to get to Da Nang if the ship couldn’t recover him immediately.

Finally, the white-sand beach flashed beneath. Grafton turned the IFF to Emergency. “Devil Five Oh Five is feet wet.” McPherson had not moved.

“Black Eagle copies, Devil Five Oh Five. Wagon Train has been notified of your emergency. Do you have any other problems, any other damage, over?” Wagon Train was the ship’s radio call sign.

Jake Grafton scanned the instruments, then stole another look at Morgan McPherson. “Just a BN in terrible shape, Black Eagle.”

“Roger that. We have you in radar contact. Your steer to the ship is One Three Zero degrees. Squawk One Six Zero Zero.”

“Wilco.”


The pilot settled on the recommended course, then flipped on the TACAN, a radio navigation aid that would point to the carrier’s beacon. As the needle swung lazily several times he turned the IFF to the requested setting, the “squawk.” The TACAN needle stopped swinging, steady on 132 degrees. Jake worked in the correction. He leveled off at 5000 feet and kept the engines at full throttle. The TACAN distance-measuring indicator finally locked in, showing ninety-five miles to the ship.

The overcast hid the moon and stars. Inside the clouds he felt as though he were the only human being alive on earth. He kept glancing at McPherson, whose head rolled back and forth in rhythm to the motion of the plane. He squeezed McPherson’s hand tightly, but there was no response. Still he held on, hoping McPherson could feel the presence of a friend. He tried to speak on the ICS but found his voice merely a croak.

 

The commanding officer of the USS Shiloh was on the bridge when news of Devil 505’s emergency reached him. Captain Robert Boma had spent twenty-seven years in the navy and wore pilot’s wings on his left breast. Tall, lean, and graying, he had learned to live on three hours sleep with occasional catnaps; he was in his elevated easy chair on the bridge every minute that the carrier had aircraft aloft. “How far is it to Da Nang?” he asked the officer-of-the-deck (OOD) as he weighed the options. Da Nang was the nearest friendly airfield ashore.

“Nearly two hundred miles, sir.”

“We’ll take him aboard.” The captain leaned over and flipped a few switches on the intercom. “This is the captain. Clear the landing area. Make a ready deck. We have an emergency inbound.”

Within seconds the flight deck became organized bedlam. Arming and fueling activities ceased, and the handlers began respotting aircraft forward on the bow, clear of the landing area on the angled deck. Five minutes after the order was given, the carrier’s landing area was empty and the ship had turned into the wind. The duty search-and-rescue helicopter, the Angel, took up a holding pattern off the starboard side. The crash crew, wearing asbestos suits, started the engine of the flight-deck fire truck. A doctor and a team of corpsmen appeared from deep within the ship and huddled beside the island, the ship’s superstructure.

 

Grafton’s roommate, Sammy Lundeen, was smoking a cigar in the A-6 squadron’s ready room when the news came over the intercom mounted on the wall at the duty officer’s desk. The squadron skipper, Commander Frank Camparelli, put down his newspaper as he listened to the squawk box. Lundeen drew his cigar from his mouth and fixed his eyes on the metal intercom.

“Sam, you go up to the LSO’s platform and stand by on the radio.” Camparelli looked at the duty officer. “Hargis, I’m going to CATCC. Get the executive officer and tell him to come to the ready room and stand by here.”

Commander Camparelli strode out of the room, headed for the Carrier Air Traffic Control Center with Sammy Lundeen right behind on his way to the landing signal officer’s platform. Lundeen’s cigar smoldered on the deck where he had dropped it.

“How badly is the BN hit?” the air operations officer asked the strike controller over a hot-line telephone. In the next compartment the controller, focusing on a small green dot moving slowly toward the center of his radar screen, stepped on his microphone switch.

“Devil Five Oh Five, Wagon Train Strike. State nature and extent of BN injuries, over.”

Jake Grafton’s voice came over the public-address system in the control center. “Strike, Five Oh Five, I think my bombardier’s been shot in the neck. It’s hard to tell. He’s unconscious now. I want a Charlie on arrival.”

“Devil Five Oh Five, Strike. Your signal is Charlie on arrival.” Charlie was the command to land.

“Roger that.”

“Five Oh Five, switch to Approach on button three, and squawk One Three Zero Zero, over.”

“Switching and squawking.”

At the next radar console the approach controller noted the blip on his screen that had blossomed with the new IFF code. When the pilot checked in on the new frequency, the controller gave him landing instructions.

The air ops boss turned to the A-6 skipper who had just entered the compartment. “Frank, looks like your boy must be hit pretty badly. He should be at the ramp in six or seven minutes.”

Commander Camparelli nodded and sat down in an empty chair beside the boss’s chair. The room they sat in was lit entirely by dim red light. On the opposite wall a plexiglas status board seven feet high and twenty feet long listed every sortie the ship had airborne and all the sorties waiting on deck to be launched. Four enlisted men wearing sound-powered telephone headsets stood behind the transparent board and kept its information current by writing backwards on the board with yellow greasepencils. A black curtain behind them and the red light made the men almost invisible and caused the yellow letters to glow.

Commander Camparelli stared at the board. “505, Grafton, 9.0,” it read. Camparelli’s thoughts began to drift. Grafton and McPherson. Morgan’s married to that dark-haired stewardess with United and has a two-year-old boy. Christ, he thought, I hope I don’t have to write and tell her she’s a widow.


“What kind of pilot is this Grafton?” the air ops boss asked.

“He’s on his first tour, second cruise over here. Steady,” said Camparelli. He added, “Good driver,” but the ops officer had already turned away, trying to sort out what flights could be launched after Grafton had been recovered.

Frank Camparelli breathed deeply and tried to relax. Twenty years of fast planes, stormy nights, and pitching decks had given him a more than casual acquaintance with violent death. And he had found a way to live with it. Eyes open, half listening to the hushed voices around him, he began to pray.

 

The wind on the landing signal officer’s platform tore at Sammy Lundeen’s hair and clothing and roared in his ears as he stood on the lonesome perch jutting out from the port side of the landing area. He saw the Angel, the rescue helicopter, circling at 300 or 400 feet off the starboard side. Looking aft he could see the ship’s phosphorescent wake and the running lights of the plane guard destroyer bobbing along a mile astern, waiting to rescue aircrews who ejected on final approach to the ship—if the chopper couldn’t find them and if the destroyer crew could. Too many ifs. Small clusters of lights several miles away on either beam revealed the presence of two more destroyers.

“Here’s a radio, Lundeen.” The landing signal officer on duty tonight, Lieutenant Sonny Bob Battles, handed him a radio transceiver, which looked like a telephone, and then turned to the sound-powered telephone operator, an enlisted airman called a “talker.” “Where is he?” Battles asked.

The talker spoke into the large microphone held by a harness on his chest. “Twelve miles out, sir. Level at twelve hundred feet.”

“What freq?”


“Button three.”

The LSO bent and twirled the radio channelization knob on the large control console mounted level with the deck edge. He and Lundeen held their radio transceivers up to their ears and heard the approach controller talking. “Five Oh Five, hold your gear until eight miles.”

“Wilco.” Jake sounded tired.

The LSO was an A-7 pilot, but like most aviators who acquire the special designation of landing signal officer, he was qualified to “wave” aboard all the types of aircraft the ship carried. He was prepared to talk a pilot aboard using only his eyes and the experience he had acquired observing more than ten thousand carrier approaches and almost as many simulated approaches at runways ashore. He had various sensors arrayed in a panel at his feet, but he rarely had time to glance at them.

“Who’s driving Five Oh Five, Sam?”

“Grafton.”

“Flies with McPherson?”

“Yeah.”

Sonny Bob nodded. Both men heard Grafton give his gear-down call. The approach controller started Devil 505 descending on the glide slope. “Five Oh Five, call your needles.”

“Up and right.”

“Concur.” A computer aboard ship located the A-6 and provided a glide slope and azimuth display on an instrument in the cockpit. But Jake would have to fly the jet down the glide slope and land it manually, a task that was as nerve-racking and demanding as any aviation had to offer.

On the LSO’s platform Battles and Lundeen searched the darkness. The LSO keyed his mike. “Lights.”

Jake Grafton had forgotten to turn on the aircraft’s exterior lights when he crossed the Vietnamese coastline on his way out to sea. Now the lights came on, making Devil 505 visible. Lundeen thought that if Jake had forgotten the lights perhaps he had also failed to safe the weapons-release circuits. “Check your master arm switch,” he told Jake. He heard two clicks of the mike in reply, a pilot’s way of responding when he was too busy to speak.

“Green deck,” the telephone operator shouted.

“Roger green deck,” Battles replied. The landing area was now clear and the arresting gear set to receive an A-6.

The Intruder moved up and down on the glide slope and shifted left of centerline, to Battles’s right. The LSO keyed the mike. “Paddles has you now, Five Oh Five. Watch your lineup.”

The A-6 turned toward the centerline, where it should be.

“Just settle down and keep it coming. How do you feel?”

“Okay.” The voice was thin. Tired, very tired.

“Easy on the power. Call the ball.” The ball call was essential. It told the LSO that the pilot could see the light, the “meatball,” presented by the optical landing system that was located on the port side of the landing area. This device used a yellow light arranged between two green reference, or datum, lights to give the pilot a visual indication of his position in relation to the proper glide path. If he kept the ball centered in the datum lights all the way to touchdown, he would catch the third of four arresting-gear wires rigged across the deck.

“Intruder ball, Six Point Oh.”

Down in CATCC the invisible men behind the status board erased the last fuel state for Devil 505 and wrote “6.0” beside the pilot’s name. Six thousand pounds of fuel remaining. Commander Camparelli and the air ops boss checked the closed-circuit television monitor that gave them a picture from a camera buried under the flight deck and aimed up the glide slope. They waited.

From his perch on the flight deck, beside the landing area, the LSO could see the lights of the approaching plane grow brighter. In CATCC and in every ready room on the ship, all eyes were fixed on the television monitor with its picture of the glide slope and centerline cross hair and, just visible, the lights of the approaching plane.

Lundeen heard the engines. The faint whine grew louder, and he could hear the compressors spooling up and down as the pilot adjusted the throttles to keep the machine on the glide slope.

Battles’s voice: “You’re starting to go low.” The engines wound up slightly. “Little more power.” The engines surged. “Too much, you’re high.” A whine as the power came off, then a swelling of sound as Jake added power to stabilize his descent.

The A-6 approached the end of the ship, its engines howling. Battles was six feet out into the landing area, braced against the thirty-knot wind, concentrating on the rapidly approaching Intruder. He realized the plane was about three feet too high even as he heard the throttles come back and saw the nose of the machine sag slightly. He’s going for the deck, the LSO told himself as he screamed into the radio, “Attitude!”

The Intruder flashed by, a gigantic bird feeling for the deck with its tailhook and main landing gear, its wingtip less than fifteen feet from the LSO’s head. Battles sensed, rather than saw, Jake pull the stick back in response to his last call. The A-6 slammed into the deck, and the tailhook snagged the number-two arresting cable, whipping it out. As the plane raced up the deck, the engines wound up toward full power with a blast of sound and hot fury that lashed the two unprotected men. Lundeen almost lost his footing, as he had  already begun running up the flight deck the instant he saw the hook pick up the arresting wire.

Training and reflex action had caused Jake Grafton to slam the throttles forward and retract the speed brakes the moment the wheels hit the deck in case the hook failed to snag a wire and he ran off the end of the deck, a “bolter.” As he felt the arresting gear slow the plane, he slapped the throttles to idle, flipped the external-light master switch off, and raised the flap handle. The A-6 jerked to a halt and rolled backwards. The pilot pushed the button to raise the hook, then applied the brakes. The Intruder stopped with another jolt, this time remaining at rest.

Jake could see people running toward the plane from the island. He chopped the right engine and opened the canopy. A corpsman in a white shirt scrambled up the ladder on the BN’s side of the plane and reached for McPherson. He raised the bombardier’s head, looked at his neck, then motioned to the overhead floodlight switch on the canopy bow, the steel longitudinal frame that split the top of the canopy plexiglas. Turning it on, the pilot squinted and blinked as naked white light bathed the cockpit.

Rich red blood was everywhere. Blood covered McPherson and coated the panels on his side of the plane. Grafton’s right hand was covered with it, as was the stick grip and everything else he had touched. The cockpit was a slaughter house.

More men draped over and on the cockpit. They flipped up the ejection seat safety latches to prevent the seat from firing accidentally, then released the fastenings that held the bombardier to the seat. They lifted his body out of the cockpit and passed him to the waiting hands below.

Fighting for self-control, Jake folded the wings and switched off the electronic gear. He became aware of Sammy standing on the ladder beside him. Lundeen reached into the cockpit and pulled the parking brake handle, then shut down the left engine. Grafton unlatched his oxygen mask and removed his helmet. His eyes were riveted on the stretcher bearing Morgan McPherson to the island superstructure until it disappeared behind a swinging metal door.

Silence descended on the cockpit. The wind down the flight deck dried the sweat coating Jake’s hair and face. He began to chill. He looked again at the blood, on his hand, on the stick, blood everywhere under the harsh white light. The clock in the instrument panel was one of the few things not smeared with blood. The pilot looked up into the face of his friend.

“Sammy—” He felt the burning vomit coming up his throat and caught it in his helmet.








TWO




Early the next afternoon Jake Grafton walked aft through the hangar bay, picking his way around the planes and past the sailor-mechanics tending them. RA-5 Vigilante reconnaissance planes, F-4 Phantom fighters, A-7 Corsair and A-6 Intruder attack planes, a couple of helicopters—all were carefully arranged so that every square foot of space was used. Here in the hangar were performed the routine maintenance and emergency repairs that could not be done in the wind and rain of the flight deck. Here also were those planes needing spare parts that would be delivered by ship or resupply plane. The hangar bay, an impressive acre and a half of aircraft, usually held a fascination for Jake, but not today.

When he reached the back of the bay, he walked through a set of open fireproof double doors into the Engine Repair Facility. Young men wearing the enlisteds’ usual at-sea attire—bell-bottom jeans and faded denim shirts stained with oil, grease, and hydraulic fluid—attended to a half-dozen jet engines resting on waist-high dollies. Rags dangled from hip pockets, and wrenches and screwdrivers protruded at odd angles. Back in the States, these men must have been dressed much the same way on those long summer evenings when they tinkered with their Chevys and Fords.

Jake approached the shop chief, a trim middle-aged man. “Chief, do you have an old busted wrench or some scrap metal I could have?”

The chief petty officer took in the officer in khakis. About six feet and 175 pounds, Jake Grafton wore pilot’s wings above his left breast pocket and the blue nametag of the A-6 squadron above his right. Clear gray eyes looked out past a nose that was at least one size too large for the face, and his brown hair had begun to recede from his forehead. Under one arm the officer was carrying a wadded-up flight suit.

“Sure, Mister Grafton.” The chief rummaged through a metal box beside a desk stacked with forms and publications. He selected two pieces of odd-shaped rusted steel, together weighing five or six pounds, and handed them to the pilot.

“Thanks, Chief.”

Jake continued on aft past the shop and stepped through an open hatch onto the fantail of the ship, a giant porch-like structure about fifteen feet above the water with the flight deck as a roof. Ordinarily the engine mechanics used this space to bolt their jet engines to massive stands and test them before reinstalling them in the aircraft, and often the marine detachment aboard used the fantail for small-arms practice, firing at cans or rags tossed into the wake. Today, though, the place was deserted.

Jake unrolled the flight suit, placed the metal in one of the deep chest pockets, then zipped it closed. Dried blood, now a rusty brown, covered the right sleeve and splotched the one-piece suit. He threw the suit over the rail into the wake, a river of foam reaching toward the horizon. The green cloth floated briefly, then settled beneath the roiling surface on its long trip to the sea’s floor. The cloth would last a few years before it disintegrated but the steel would take maybe as many as a thousand years before it surrendered completely to the ageless sea. But the sea would win. That he knew.

Even after the cloth had disappeared several hundred yards astern, he remained mesmerized by the water agitated in the wake of the ship’s four massive screws. The water came up white with a tinge of green, ceaselessly renewing itself. Except for the steel and the bloody cloth sinking slowly into the depths, not a trace of man’s passage would remain after the wake dissipated miles behind the ship.

Maybe I’ll end up there, he thought, trapped in a shot-up cockpit or drowned after ejecting from a plane at night. He visualized sharks. Attracted by the smell of blood or the thrashings of a man trying to stay afloat, the gray shapes would come out of the dark and rip a man to pieces. He imagined how it might be when the sharks tore at his flesh. He grimaced and turned away.

 

Commander Camparelli’s stateroom was two decks below the hangar deck, off a quiet passageway. Jake made sure his shirttail was properly tucked in before he knocked and stepped inside.

Camparelli sat in a chair at the desk. Lieutenant Commander Cowboy Parker, the squadron’s operations officer, sat on the bunk and the executive officer, Commander Harvey Wilson, had the sofa. The top of a small refrigerator, conveniently close to the desk, made a handy place for Camparelli’s file stacks. The only other furniture was a knee-high table in front of the sofa and a dresser-locker recessed into one bulkhead.

As the commanding officer of the A-6 squadron aboard the Shiloh, Frank Camparelli was responsible for sixteen aircraft, forty officers, and three hundred sixty enlisted men. Twenty years had gone into earning this assignment, and he regarded it as the high point of his career. He was just getting used to all these men calling him “Skipper.” Behind his back they called him the “Old Man.” The same name was given to every other commanding officer in the navy, but on occasion, such as this evening, Camparelli felt that he in particular richly deserved it. Short and muscular, he had a habit of running his fingertips lightly over the stubble of his crewcut whenever his mind was fully engaged in solving a problem. Tonight the fingertips were in constant motion.

One of Camparelli’s burdens was that he had several bosses. His immediate superior on operational matters was the commander of the air wing. The air wing was composed of the eight squadrons aboard the ship. This officer, a senior commander, was known as the CAG, an acronym from the days when a ship’s squadrons were constituted as an air group. On administrative matters, Camparelli answered to a rear admiral back in the States who supervised all the A-6 squadrons assigned to the navy’s Pacific Fleet. And because the squadron was embarked in a navy ship, the commanding officer of the ship, Captain Boma, had a rather large say both operationally and administratively. Camparelli had to be an adroit politician to stay afloat in this Byzantine world, complicated by strong personalities and overlapping operational and administrative concerns. The effort challenged his ingenuity and patience, but he felt he usually measured up. Most of the time, in fact, he thrived on it.

“Sit down, Jake.” Camparelli waved at the bunk. Grafton sat down beside Cowboy. “We’d like to hear about the flight, again, and ask you a few questions. Cowboy is getting the operational loss report and the X.O. is heading the accident investigation. We’ve read your combat report.” The skipper nodded at the papers on his desk.


Jake repeated the essence of his combat report. The others occasionally tossed in a question, but mostly they listened. Cowboy Parker took notes on a yellow legal pad. As the squadron operations officer, he was responsible for ensuring that the aircraft were operated in accordance with regulations, the “book.” He supervised the preparation of the flight schedule and saw to it that every crewman was properly trained. He was teacher, coach, and, when necessary, slave driver. Because he was regularly required to make judgment calls, he was guaranteed a place on the hot seat at the first hint of trouble. In spite of his authority, Parker was popular with the junior officers; they respected his professional abilities and delighted in his willingness to occasionally participate in a sophomoric prank. Tonight, as usual, his angular face revealed nothing of his thoughts.

Harvey Wilson, the executive officer, or X.O., took few notes even though he was the nominal head of the accident investigation team. He had a bulging midriff and little black currant eyes that almost disappeared in his fleshy face. Grafton realized that Wilson would expect the junior people on the accident investigation team to do all the research and write the report, which he would then sign after ordering three or four drafts. He would become the next commanding officer of the squadron after Camparelli left a year from now. Jake expected to leave the squadron before Wilson got his chance to be a leader of men in combat. He had even called his detailer, the officer in Washington who wrote orders, for reassurance.

Frank Camparelli, on the other hand, was as good as they come. He listened to Jake’s account of the mission, observing the pilot with clear blue eyes that seemed to notice everything. Finally Camparelli leaned back in his chair and propped his feet on the wastebasket. “This whole thing sounds like an unavoidable tragedy to me. We’ll get the best results with our airplanes if we use them the way they were designed to be used, that is, low-level night attack. We get the most accurate hits at low altitude. The errors of angle in the radar, computer, and inertial result in larger miss distances the farther away from the target we release the weapons, as you gentlemen are well aware. And if we are up high, alone, five to ten thousand feet, the SAMs are going to make our life rough. Above ten thousand feet we don’t have enough bombs when you figure the probability of an accurate hit. No,” he concluded, “we have to come in low at night. And occasionally a random bullet is going to do some damage, cost us a plane.” He glanced at Grafton. “Or a life.”

“If they get too good at shooting at low fliers we may have to mix it up, send some guys in high and some in low to keep them guessing,” the X.O. offered.

The skipper ignored the comment. Jake wondered how having some planes up high would lessen the threat if the gomers learned to bag the guys down low. It seemed to him that any low flier would have difficulty regardless of how many were at altitude. But he was only a lieutenant.

The skipper spoke to him. “You said in your combat report that the SAM they fired at you leveled off, then ceased guiding and went ballistic when you descended to 200 feet?”

“Yes, sir, that’s right.”

“Two hundred feet is too damn low,” the X.O. grumbled. “You hiccup at that height and you’ve bought the farm.”

“Maybe,” the skipper said and turned back to reading the combat report. Jake fought the urge to tell Wilson he wasn’t given to hiccups over North Vietnam. He looked at Cowboy, who wore his usual blank expression. If you didn’t know better, you’d suspect Cowboy’s IQ was no greater than his age. Jake faced the skipper but examined the X.O. out of the corner of his eye. Wilson’s reluctance to fly at night was the subject of whispers and sneers among the junior officers. Behind his back he was known as “the Rabbit.” McPherson buys the farm, Grafton thought, and assholes like Wilson just keep on ticking. Damn it, Morg, why did it have to be you?

“The thing I’m worried about is this,” the skipper said. “Are the North Vietnamese getting enough technical improvements from the Soviets to break us out of ground clutter on their radar? Or putting heat seekers on those SAMs? If they do either, those missiles are going to start coming down on us and we’ll be in real trouble.”

“Out of altitude and out of luck,” Cowboy said without looking up from his pad.

The skipper sucked at his pencil, then directed his attention to Cowboy. “Parker, you tell the ordnance shop to start loading a couple of those infrared flares in the chaff tubes. Maybe the fourth and twelfth tubes. That should give us an IR flare for each of the first two missiles, so if they do put heat seekers on those things, we’ll already have them foxed.” Cowboy made a note. “And keep Jake off the flight schedule tonight.” Cowboy shot a look at Grafton.

“Okay, fellows. That’s all. I want to talk to Jake for a moment.” The X.O. and Cowboy left. Camparelli waited until the footsteps had faded in the passageway before he spoke. “I think you know how I feel. Losing Morgan is damned tough.”

“Yessir, it is.”

“I want you to write a letter to Morgan’s wife. I’ll mail it in a few days with one from me. That’ll give her a little time to get over the first shock.”


“Sure.”

“Anything you want to tell me about that hop that you don’t want in the official reports?”

Jake was surprised, and it showed. “No, sir.”

“If there is something, you had better let me know. I have to know what the hell is going on in these airplanes. I have sixteen planes and eighteen crews to worry about and I don’t like to lose people or machines.”

Jake swallowed. “Skipper, that hop was as straightforward as they come. No fuck-ups. The gomers just got lucky.”

Camparelli lit a cigarette. His cropped hair showed flecks of gray, and crow’s-feet radiated from the corners of his eyes. Like most aviators he had a deeply tanned face, but his arms, routinely encased in a fire-proof flight suit, were white. In the center of his forehead was a prominent scar, a souvenir from his younger days when he had belly-landed an A-1 Skyraider and smashed his head on the gunsight. “No fuck-ups? The doctor tells me you pressed so hard on McPherson’s neck you damaged the tissue. And at the same time you were motoring around over the treetops with your left hand trying to stay in the air. Bet that little trip resembled a roller-coaster ride.” He blew smoke in Grafton’s face. “The only way you could have stopped the bleeding would have been to stuff a finger in the bullet hole and seal off that artery. Then McPherson would have died from brain damage due to oxygen starvation.”

Camparelli leaned forward in his chair, put his elbows on his knees, and looked into Grafton’s eyes. “I know you didn’t know how badly he was hit, but you could have smacked in while you were playing doctor. Then you and McPherson would both have one of those little farms with the stones and flowers. Of course, you wouldn’t be there. You two would be splattered across a half mile or so of rice paddies. Your intentions were good, but I’m here to tell you that no matter what the circumstance, sound judgment is the only damn thing on God’s green earth that’s going to keep you alive long enough to die in bed. And even that may not be enough.”

Camparelli drummed on the table with his fingers. His voice dropped. “There is no such thing as luck. If you think you’re lucky and that’ll carry you through, you’re living on borrowed time.” He was talking to himself. “The luckiest men I ever met are all dead now. They thought they were surrounded with a golden halo of good fortune, a magic shield that couldn’t be pierced.” He looked at Grafton. “And they are dead!” He pronounced the last sentence slowly, emphasizing each word.

“I know, sir, you’re right, but what bothers me”—Jake’s respect for Camparelli warred with his anger over McPherson’s death—“is why in hell we keep getting men killed and planes chewed up over garbage targets? A ‘suspected truck park,’ for God’s sake! A good man’s life in exchange for some beat-up trucks? If they were there, which is not very damned likely. There’s got to be some better targets in gomer country. Why can’t we bomb something that makes a difference?”

The Old Man leaned back in his chair. “There’s nothing anyone aboard this ship can do about the targets. In this war the politicians and generals do the targeting, based on political considerations.” He pronounced “political” like a preacher using a cuss word. He waved his hand, dismissing the subject of targets and the men responsible for them. “I don’t want you in the air unless you’re one hundred percent. I can’t spare any more bombardiers and I damn sure don’t want to lose an airplane. All you have to worry about is your ass and your bombardier’s, but I have eighteen aircrews I’m responsible for. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

He spoke more briskly. “And I don’t want anybody in these airplanes who thinks he’s John Wayne on a vengeance mission.”

Jake Grafton said nothing.

“Okay, get some sleep. Take tonight off and write that letter. It’ll be tough but it’ll help get this behind you.”

“Yes, sir.” He stood hesitantly and watched the skipper pull a can of Coke from his refrigerator. “Thanks, Skipper.”

“If you kill yourself, son, I’ll piss on your grave.”

“I understand.”

The commander nodded absently and ripped the pull-top off the can. “Get some sleep, Jake.”

As he walked toward his own stateroom, Jake decided that Frank Camparelli was all right. He could tell a man to go to hell and make him happy to be on his way.

 

Jake and Sammy were drinking. Earlier the squadron flight surgeon had stopped by and delivered two airline bottles of twelve-year-old bourbon. He made a point of delivering medicinal whiskey whenever he heard of a particularly harrowing flight.

“Real sorry about McPherson,” he had said, handing over the bottles. Then he had added, “But these things happen.”

Grafton had at that instant loathed the man. “Yeah, that’s the breaks of naval air.”

Jake saw that the sarcasm had registered on the doctor, who was known among the airmen as Mad Jack the Jungle Quack in honor of the tour he had recently completed with the marines in South Vietnam that had left his arms red and inflamed from a tropical skin disease, one that his patients fervently hoped was not contagious.

“No offense. I’m sorry.” He gazed distractedly around the little stateroom at the rumpled flight suits hanging from hooks, the flight boots lying in the corner, and the papers strewn about the two desks. In his mid-thirties, with a roll of fat around his middle, the doctor seemed out of place among the pilots.

As he departed Mad Jack had paused. “If you want to talk or visit…” Grafton had shown no response.

So now the two pilots had settled down to business. They had finished off the airline bottles, and Jake was working on a bottle of bourbon while Lundeen, who had to fly in eight or ten hours, sipped a can of Coke. Lundeen kept the bottle sequestered in his small desk safe, which the navy provided for the storage of classified documents. Unlike the skipper, they had no refrigerator, so there was no ice. After the first glass Jake had dispensed with the water.

Jake watched his friend tip his can of Coke. Lundeen was almost six feet, four inches tall, near the limit for a pilot, and had a great deal of upper body strength and smooth, quick movements. He had been a tight end in college but was too small for the pros. In the compact stateroom he looked huge. Besides flying, he also acted as the squadron’s personnel officer, supervising a chief and five clerks. The only portion of his administrative duties that he did not visibly detest was his work as awards officer. He drafted the citations and recommendations for medals and gave them to the X.O., Harvey Wilson, to approve and forward up the chain of command. Lundeen kept a thesaurus on his desk that he referred to constantly as he drafted the award citations. He would gleefully read his better efforts to Jake as proof positive that the military in general and the navy in particular were “all fucked up.”

“How’d you guys do tonight?” Sammy asked, for he knew Morgan had been hit after the bomb run.

“Well, you know how hard it is to tell at night. No secondary explosions. But Morg had a ground lock with the track radar and the system was tight. If we missed, it sure as hell wasn’t for lack of trying. Of course, what we hit was probably just a couple acres of forest that some jackass thought we ought to drop a few bombs into.”

“The toothpick hypothesis,” Sammy said. “After we turn all the big trees into toothpicks, they’ll have to surrender.”

“Damn, I wish we had some decent targets! There has to be something in North Vietnam that’s worth the trip. Morgan gets zapped and we don’t have a goddamn thing to show for it, not even a secondary explosion.” Jake splashed more bourbon into his glass. “And the skipper says there’s nothing we can do about it.” He got up and paced the small room. He knew the targets were assigned daily on a master “frag” list. The strike orders were further fragmented into a group of targets for each squadron. This chore was handled by the Strike Ops Department, which matched the targets to the capabilities of the various aircraft and the number of aircraft each squadron had available, and gave each target a mission number. The target lists then went to the schedules officer of each squadron, who, after consulting with the squadron operations officer and perhaps its skipper, assigned a crew to each mission.

The flight schedule was printed and shoved under the door of every crewman at least three, preferably four, hours before the first launch of the day. After consulting the schedule, the A-6 pilots and bombardiers went to the Mission Planning section of the ship’s Intelligence Center where coded mission numbers were matched with photographs, map coordinates, and, if available, radar photography of the intended targets. This information was compiled for each mission by the squadron’s air intelligence officers, nonfliers who specialized in this field.

Surrounded by all the data they could get, the bombardier-navigators planned the flight, usually with their pilots watching over their shoulders. The BNs would choose a route that would avoid the worst of known enemy defenses, select navigation checkpoints, measure headings and distances, and calculate the flight time for each leg of their route. They would write down information from the charts to feed into the navigation/attack computer. While the pilots cut up large charts and put together a small strip chart of the route which they’d carry in the cockpit, the bombardiers, applying the skill acquired through countless hours of practice, would sketch predictions of what they believed the target would look like on the radar screen, given the planned angle of approach and altitude. Because the aircraft would approach the target at 500 knots, over 800 feet per second, the bombardier would have only a moment to pick it out from among the hundreds of objects that reflected radar energy and cluttered the scope. A mistake here meant that the bombs would strike in the wrong place, and the whole mission would be for nothing.

McPherson had been a wizard with the scope, Jake remembered. He had had an uncanny ability to pick out a building or checkpoint from a confused glob of ground clutter. The problem wasn’t the bombing, Jake thought, but the unimportance of the targets assigned.

“Well, at least it won’t go on much longer,” Sammy said, breaking into his thoughts.

“What do you mean?”


“Haven’t you heard? Kissinger just announced ‘Peace is at hand.’ It was on the closed-circuit television last night. The war’s almost over.”

Jake felt as though he had been punched in the stomach.

“Oh, shit,” Sammy said. “You and Morgan were flying when they announced it. Didn’t anybody tell you?”

“No.” It was a whisper.

“Christ, man, I’m sorry. I am really sorry.”








THREE




Both fire-warning lights glared a brilliant red. The plane was out of control. The hydraulic gauges still showed plenty of pressure. The nose slammed up and down with an evil perversity, and the machine rolled left. He jammed the stick full right, but the left roll continued. He looked at Morgan. His head was gone. Blood spurted in little fountains from the stump of his neck. The canopy glass was gone on the right side, and the wind howled through the cockpit. The stick was firm, yet the plane did not respond. His body slammed back and forth as the G forces and wind tore at him. With the altimeter racing down, he fumbled for the ejection handle between his legs. It wasn’t there! His hands went to the primary handle over his head, but it too was gone! He couldn’t tear his eyes from the wildly spinning altimeter. Maddened by the roar of the hurricane wind, he screamed.

The scream woke him. The darkness and the panic were real. Unable to orient himself, he fought the sheets. One fist struck the bulkhead, and the pain sobered him. He fumbled for the bunk light switch.

He kicked the sheets aside and put his feet on the floor. Sweat covered his brow. He lit a cigarette with trembling hands. Three o’clock in the morning. Sammy Lundeen was flying somewhere over North Vietnam. Morgan McPherson was in a body bag in the ship’s morgue.

He had drunk too much bourbon. His head throbbed and his hands still shook. He levered himself upright and fumbled for some aspirin in the medicine cabinet. He wet a face towel and lay down again with the cool cloth on his forehead. He left the light on. He needed the light.

He concentrated on the sounds of the ship working in the seaway. Metal rubbing on metal, the great weight of the ship rolling ever so gently back and forth as it met the swells, the rhythm of movement. He could also hear the sounds of men and machinery. From the engineering spaces below his room came the ringing of hammer blows. He silently cursed the fellow with the hammer, some boilertender, no doubt, delicately adjusting a precision instrument.

But his mind kept coming back to the flight, obsessively. That bullet that got Morg could have smacked me instead, he thought. Two inches lower and it would have gone under his chin and got me in the ear. Smack. I wouldn’t even have felt it. Just smack: then nothing.

The silent scream started. He felt his guts heave. Stop. Stop! You think about this stuff too much and you’ll be cold meat, just like McPherson.

He rolled out of the bunk, grabbed his towel, and went down the passageway to the showers. Water was being conserved because of recurrent problems with the ship’s evaporators; a notice posted on the door announced that showers were permitted only from 0600 to 0700 and again from 1800 to 1900. Jake ignored the sign. He tried the shower faucets, found they worked, and stood for ten minutes under the tap. Fuck the navy! And fuck the asshole who can’t keep the goddamn evaporators working!

He dressed in a clean khaki uniform. Before he put on the trousers, he rammed his fist down each pant leg to break up the starch. He went by the ready room, decided he wasn’t in the mood for people, and wandered up to the hangar deck. Aircraft 505 was near Elevator Two. Two mechanics, on a work stand alongside the fuselage, were replacing the damaged canopy pane. One of the men, a first class petty officer whom Jake knew by sight, turned toward him.

“Too bad about Mister McPherson.”

Yeah, too bad.

“Not another bullet hole in this whole airplane, Mister Grafton. We spent half an hour looking to see if they hit you anywhere else.”

The pilot just nodded and went on. He walked out onto a sponson on the port side amidships. The only light came through the open hatch from the hangar bay. Two large capstans stood ready to take the lines when the ship tied up portside to a pier. Jake heaved himself up on one. He could see the lights of a destroyer or frigate several miles away. The wind was heavy with the smell of the sea.

After a half hour or so he went back inside the skin of the ship and climbed the ladders to the O-3 level, the deck above the hangar bay and immediately below the flight deck. Instead of salt air, he smelled paint and the lubricating oil on the hatch hinges. Following a maze of passageways, he located the junior officers’ bunkroom where McPherson had lived.

The door was open. Two navy-gray steel footlockers sat on the floor on one side of the eight-man bunkroom. Little Augie Odegard and his bombardier, Joe Canfield, were packing clothes and personal effects into the lockers.


“How’s it going?” Jake muttered as he took a seat on the bunk opposite the pilot.

“Packing out Morg’s stuff. Rotten job,” said Little Augie. “It all has to be packed up so they can ship it home to his wife when we get to the Philippines in three days.” This duty always fell to the roommates of the dead or missing, which was why the two men who made up a crew were not allowed to live together in a double stateroom.

Canfield sat at McPherson’s desk going through the letters, magazines, and souvenirs that McPherson had accumulated in the last six months. Canfield’s nickname was Big Augie because he was two inches taller than his diminutive pilot and the men bore a remarkable resemblance to each other, even though the pilot was white and the bombardier black. “Morg was squeaky clean, Jake. Not even a porn mag or a letter from an old girlfriend. Man, whoever has to clean out my desk is going to get an eyeful reading my stuff.” He opened another envelope, verified it contained a letter from Morgan’s wife, then replaced the letter in the envelope and added it to a large pile that would eventually go in one of the steel boxes. “Finding out how squared away Morg was is having a beneficial effect on my morals.”

“He was a good guy,” Jake said.

“Sure going to miss him.” Little Augie eyed Jake with a raised eyebrow. “So how’re you really doing, shipmate?”

“Doing okay. The skipper gave me the night off, but I’ll be on the flight schedule tomorrow.”

“Only a few more days before we go to Subic Bay,” Big reminded them.

“I’m just going to lay around the pool and drink gin and tonics,” Little Augie said.

“This time of year it may rain like hell.”

Jake watched the two men work. Little Augie meticulously folded the uniforms, underwear, and civilian clothes before putting them in the boxes. When Morgan McPherson’s personal effects were gone and the paperwork done, the men of the squadron would have finished burying him. When would Jake get him buried?

“Do you guys think the war is about over?”

“You mean that Kissinger statement ‘Peace is at hand’?” Little Augie scoffed.

“Yeah.” Grafton’s voice was so soft that Big shot him a hard glance.

“It won’t be over until the treaty is signed and the gomers let the POWs come home,” Little told him. “It isn’t going to happen soon.”

“You don’t think?”

“Nah, they’ve been talking for three years. Heck, it took them a year to decide on the shape of the conference table. I figure that at the rate they’ve been going we’ll have a treaty by the turn of the century.”

Big said, “Morgan isn’t going to be the last guy, Jake. Don’t blame yourself. There’s a lot of dying left to do.”

Jake rose to go.

“Take care,” Little told him.

“You aren’t flying for at least twenty-four hours. Go get a drink,” Big advised.

“I already did that.”

“So get another.”

Back in his stateroom Jake removed his uniform and pulled down a hinged board, part of a dresser recessed into the bulkhead. When lowered, the board became a desk. Papers and books were stored in the cavity, which also contained the safe for classified material. He reached in and turned on the fluorescent tube that, because of its recessed position, lighted the small work area but left most of the room in darkness. The subdued light gave the room an intimacy that seemed almost impossible on a 95,000-ton warship with a crew of five thousand. Jake turned off all the other lights in the stateroom so he could seek refuge in the secure world of the lamp.

What could he possibly say to Sharon McPherson? Dear Sharon, I’m sorry I got your husband killed. How could he say he was sorry and make it mean anything? Her world gets smashed to bits and he’s “sorry.”

His hands were still shaking. Adrenaline aftershock, he decided. He picked up a sheet of paper and placed it on top of his splayed fingertips. The paper vibrated. Like everything else in his life, like the targets, like what happened to Morgan, it was beyond his control. He stared into the shadows of the room. He remembered the look on Morgan’s face, and the gagging, and the blood. Blood everywhere. The body holds an unbelievable amount of blood. Maybe the people he and McPherson had killed had died like that, bleeding to death. Or maybe they had died instantly from the blast of the bombs. He would never know.

He chewed the pencil, his mind as blank about what he would say to Sharon as the sheet of paper in front of him. What do you say to a widow and mother? Dear Sharon, We just hit a target that wasn’t worth a damn. Now your husband’s in a body bag in the meat locker. I am sorry as hell he’s dead: sorry, oh so sorry, but he is stone cold dead and sorry won’t bring him back, and you and I and Morgan’s boy have to live with it.

What do you say to the widow of the man who had saved your life?

 

They had been younger then and the carrier was still in their future. They had finished their training at the replacement squadron on the same day and had walked across the parking lot side by side to the new hangar, to their new squadron, the fleet squadron. Somehow they were assigned to fly together.


Flying without an instructor was still a new experience then. They were just getting to know each other, much like newlyweds on a honeymoon. The honeymoon ended that night.

They had flown south parallel to the coast of Washington twenty miles out to sea as the sunset died on the western horizon. To their right, the day sky slowly surrendered to the night through shades of yellows, oranges, and reds. On their left, layers of heavy stratus reflected the dying glow that was the lingering remnant of the day. Between the layers, blues and purples deepened into black.

They passed the mouth of the Columbia River and continued south for another eighty miles. Jake retarded the throttles and began his descent. At 5000 feet McPherson called the turn and the pilot swung east toward the land, still descending.

They leveled at 1000 feet, and he set the throttles for a 360-knot cruise. They went in under the clouds, the last of the light gone. Jake selected the search-radar terrain clearance mode on the visual display indicator and rotated the offset impact bar to give himself 1000 feet of clearance. The VDI presented a graphic of the terrain ahead generated by the computer from returning radar energy. The information was displayed in a series of cribs, or range bins, to give the presentation a three-dimensional effect, and one of the bins was coded with vertical stripes. The pilot had to vary the altitude of the aircraft to keep the fixed offset impact bar on the coded range bin so that the plane maintained the desired degree of clearance, and no less.

Before they had gone very far inland the aircraft entered the clouds. The rotating anticollision light reflected off the cloud and flashed in the cockpit, creating a distraction, so the pilot turned it off. Morgan McPherson had his head pressed against the radar hood and was probably unaware that they had entered heavy clouds. The squadron operations manual dictated that this particular training route through the coastal mountains not be flown in instrument conditions. Grafton knew this, but tonight he decided to press on. Perhaps it was a matter of conquering fear by facing it.

Within minutes the plane was threading its way up a valley, and Jake was perspiring profusely. He concentrated on the VDI. The display was updated once a second, and he had to instantly judge the rate of change in the rising topography, and any heading correction necessary, then control the plane accordingly. The aircraft responded to stick displacement, but that displacement merely created a rate of change, not the change itself. Selecting the proper rate of change was the art. Sweat trickled down his forehead and stung his eyes.

McPherson, his head against the scope hood, fed Grafton a running commentary. “We’re in the valley…looks good for five miles ahead, ridges on both sides…the valley will bend right…we’ll be coming right in two miles…your altitude looks good…begin a right turn…harder right…looking good…steady up….”

And so they sped up the valley. In five minutes they crossed the divide and descended into another valley leading toward the interior plain, the desert. The turns were steep at first, the pilot reluctant to force the nose down, but as the valley widened and straightened he let the machine sink until the impact bar rested on the coded range bin and the radar altimeter read 1000 feet.

“Looks real good…ridges moving away from our track…hold this heading…clearance looks good….”

They turned to a heading that would take them to a lake seventy miles away. Halfway there McPherson pushed back from the scope hood and began tapping the coordinates of their next turnpoint onto the computer keyboard between his knees.

After the fierce concentration of the last fifteen minutes, the pilot unconsciously relaxed, took several deep breaths, and scanned the engine instruments and the fuel gauge as McPherson typed and checked his kneeboard cards. Satisfied that the computer had taken the new information, the bombardier put his head against the scope hood and Jake heard him scream.

“Pull up!”

Now Jake saw the display. They were dead men. The coded range bin was way above the impact bar, up near the top of the display. He slammed the throttles forward and jerked back on the stick. His eyes swung to the radar altimeter. The needle was sinking through 200 feet.

We’re dead!

The aural warning sounded. The needle passed 100 feet. He had the stick locked aft.

So this is how it feels to die.

The needle on the radar altimeter fell to 50 feet, hovered there for a second, then began to climb. The pilot’s eyes came back to the VDI. Twenty degrees nose up. He kept the stick locked aft. The radar altimeter needle raced clockwise.

He couldn’t release the back pressure on the control stick. Forty degrees nose up…fifty…sixty…seventy.

At eighty degrees nose up he felt the stall buffet and then, only then, did he ease the stick to neutral.

Two hundred knots and slowing. They were passing 9000 feet.

He stared at the instruments. He had to do something! They were going almost straight up and running out of airspeed!

“Come on, Jake.” Morgan’s calm voice.

The pilot rolled the plane ninety degrees and let the nose drop toward the horizon. Slowly, slowly it came down and the airspeed crept up. When the nose reached the horizon, he rolled wings level.

They were at 13,000 feet. He was shaking uncontrollably. What had he done? He had almost killed them!

Morgan must have sensed how shaken he was. As they droned around on autopilot in a lazy circle with Jake shivering, the bombardier had talked to him. Jake could never remember what Morgan had said. He had just talked to let Jake hear the sound of his voice, calm and soothing; he talked until Jake was over his panic. And when they had landed, McPherson never mentioned the incident to anyone, had never reported the near disaster. He merely shook Jake’s hand in the parking lot and gave him a parting smile.

And he had saved both their lives!

Now he was dead. Two years and hundreds of thousands of miles later, he was dead.

 

Jake began to write. After three drafts he had the semblance of an acceptable letter. It wasn’t really acceptable, but it was the best he could manage. Two more drafts in ink gave him a letter he was prepared to sign.


Dear Sharon,

By now you have been notified of Morgan’s death in action. He was killed on a night strike on a target in North Vietnam, doing the best he could for his country. That fact will never fill the emptiness that his passing leaves but it will make him shine even brighter in my memory.

I flew with Morgan for over two years. We spent over six hundred hours together in the air. I knew him perhaps as well as any man can know another. We both loved flying and that shared love sealed our friendship.


Since I knew him so well, I am well aware of the depth of his love for you and Bobby and realize the magnitude of the tragedy of his passing. You have my deepest and most sincere sympathy.

Jake



What would she think when she read it? Would she save it and get it out in those moments when the past must be revisited? Ten or twenty years from now, on a cool spring day when she’s cleaning the attic, would she find this letter from her lost past? The paper would be faded and yellow then. She would remember how it looked when she received it, the final notice that the dreams of her youth had died far away, in a forsaken land, in a forgotten cause. Perhaps she would show it to her son when he asked about his father.

He stared at himself in the mirror over the sink. Where would he be in twenty years? Dead like McPherson and the nameless men who died under his bombs? Or selling insurance and paying off a mortgage, busy with the day-to-day affairs that fill up life yet somehow leave it empty?

He turned off the light and lay down on his bunk. Tired as he was, sleep would not come. He reviewed that last flight from beginning to end. There must be something he could have done differently. But the bullet had come out of nowhere; he couldn’t have avoided it. Now Morgan was dead, and for what? He wanted to get the bastards for that! He remembered the Rockeye attack on the guns. God, that had felt good! He had pickled the four cluster bombs at precisely the right moment. Too bad the A-6 didn’t have a gun like the A-7 Corsair had. If only he had a gun! He could just drop the nose, put the pipper in the sight a fraction below the target, pull the trigger, and walk those big slugs right up onto the gomers. As he lay there in his bunk, he could feel the recoil from the hammering weapon. The sensation was so real he panicked and groped for the light.

With the light on there was only the small room. He found Lundeen’s bottle and, sitting down in his desk chair, took a pull of the liquor. Camparelli’s words came back to him. “I don’t want anybody in those planes who thinks he’s John Wayne on a vengeance mission.” But it was damn hard not to want revenge. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a body for a body….

So he’s dead and nothing can bring him back. He died bombing a bunch of trees in a shitty little place in a shitty little war that we don’t have the guts to try to win, and he would get a flag for his coffin. Jesus, you lose him like that and you want something more than a flag. You can’t help wishing that if he had to die that he’d died bombing a target that might have meant something. So you could honestly say, so Sharon could truthfully say, so his son could say with pride in the years to come: He died for…. My dad helped win the war by…. He died in the name of…. What? Nothing. Christ, what you want is for his death to mean something. You want a reason.

Maybe you can make his death mean something. You could sneak north some dark night and bomb something worth the trip. Really kick the gomers in the nuts.

He was up and pacing around the little room. It is possible, he told himself. Yes. No one but your bombardier knows where you go after you cross the beach. The Americans can’t follow you on radar, and the gomers have no idea where you’re supposed to go. So you can go anywhere you please and attack any damn thing.

What crazy thoughts! You pull a stunt like that, Jake, and you’ll be court-martialed…crucified.

Fuck that. So what? McPherson’s dead. I want a target that will make the gomers bleed. Like they made Morgan bleed. And Sharon. And me….

When he lay down on his bunk again, he left the light on and concentrated on the creaks and groans of the ship as its steel beams and plates moved to meet the stresses of the swells.

He lay a long time listening to the sounds of the ship.
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