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Jap was in the barroom drinking a beer when I returned to our hooch. He downed the last of his beer as I dropped my flight gear on my cot. We talked for a few minutes and then headed for the mailroom before continuing to the mess hall. Skip Schwartz and Dean Rocker, AKA Baby Hawk #1, were on their way out the door as we arrived.

“You guys just get in?” I asked as I noticed they were carrying their flight gear.

“Hell no! We’re the number two night chopper.”

“When did that happen?” I asked with a surprised look.

“Since Hogan has been tied up with the Lurps almost every night, the major and Hood decided we needed to start putting a second chopper on standby for other night missions,” Rocker replied with an irritated expression.

“Hell of a way to spend New Year’s Eve,” Schwartz added. 

“Well, have fun,” Jap said with a slight laugh.

As we entered the mess hall, it became obvious that everyone was in good spirits. We went through the serving line and then sat at a table occupied by several new pilots. While we were eating, the major and Colonel Thomas stopped by our table to shake my hand and congratulate me on being recommended for the DFC. I appreciated the gesture, but it made me uncomfortable because I was never good at expressing myself after receiving a compliment.  

After chow, Jap and I dropped by the Pigpen, where a New Year’s Eve celebration was already underway. I signed for a couple of beers and as I was about to pull two Budweisers from the fridge, I noticed a plastic bag with what looked like a piece of dried meat in it.  

“Hey... be careful with Hogan’s ear,” Manny said with a slight laugh as I brushed the baggie aside and grabbed two beers.

“What are you talking about?” I asked with a puzzled look as Manny staggered toward the fridge. 

“That’s a Gook’s ear in that baggy,” Manny replied as he reached for the plastic bag and then held it up to inspect it. 

“I thought it was a bag of jerky,” I said with a stunned look.

“No, it’s a Gook’s ear,” Manny chuckled. “One of the Lurps gave it to Hogan.”

“You’re kidding!” I said with a disgusted expression as I looked more closely at the contents of the plastic baggie. “What for?” 

“I don’t know...just to show their appreciation, I guess.”

“Why would a Lurp have a human ear?”

“According to Hogan, whenever possible, the Lurps cut off the left ear of the Gooks they kill to confirm the body counts.”

“You’re kidding!”

“No, Hogan says some of those crazy bastards even wear necklaces made of human ears,” Manny said, laughing.

“No way!” I said with a disbelieving chuckle.

“Let me see it,” Jap said as he leaned over to take a closer look and then laughed as he confirmed that it was in fact, a human ear. 

The Pigpen quickly filled to capacity as more of the Jayhawk pilots stopped in to join the party, but by 22:00 the fridge was out of beer and the crowd began to thin. A few of us decided to dip into our personal liquor supplies in order to keep the party going until midnight. Jap and Don were already four sheets to the wind and I was feeling no pain, but I was relatively sober. So, I volunteered to go up to our barroom for some more beer. When I reached our room, I decided to put on my jeans and the Colorado t-shirt that I received in my Christmas care package from home. Then I filled my plastic wash bowl with cans of cold beer and headed out the door. 

As I walked toward the stairs, I could hear sporadic gunfire across the compound and I could see strings of tracers randomly streaming into the night sky, but I knew there was no cause for alarm. Although numerous bulletins had been posted throughout the week to advise everyone that discharging weapons to celebrate the New Year was against regulations and that violators would be punished, we all knew the bulletins would be ignored. When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I saw the silhouette of a man appear in the doorway of the enlisted men’s hooch and fire a quick burst of rounds into the air. Then he let out a loud drunken laugh and quickly disappeared back inside. A split second later, a Jeep with a red rotating beacon slid to a stop on the road just across the drainage ditch from our hooch and several MPs jumped out.

“Hey, you there!” one of the MPs yelled as he blinded me with the Jeep’s spotlight. “Who fired that weapon?”

“Beats me,” I replied.

“What’s your name, soldier and why are you out of uniform?” one of the MPs barked.

“My name is Warrant Officer Trout. I’m off duty and this is my company area. So, I’m not required to be in uniform,” I replied in a slightly irritated tone.

“Sorry, Sir, did you happen to see where those shots came from?”

“I think they came from the company area across the road,” I said with a liar’s grin.

“Okay, Sir, have a good evening,” the MP replied with a quick salute before he and the others piled back into the Jeep and sped away. 

When the Jeep reached the intersection by the mess hall and started turning south, I heard a loud hissing noise and then a red flare suddenly streaked through the darkness just a few feet above the road. I laughed out loud as the flare bounced off the windshield of the MP’s Jeep, causing the driver to lose control and the Jeep almost ended up in the ditch. 

“You guys are going to have your hands full tonight,” I muttered to myself, still laughing.

I was just about to continue to the Pigpen when I heard the field phone between our room and Alonso’s buzzing. I knew Alonso was in the Pigpen getting drunk with everyone else. So, I started to ignore it, but then I decided to go back upstairs and answer it. I set the tub of beer on the ground and scrambled back up the stairs.

“Joe’s Bar and Grill, Joe speaking,” I said, laughing.

“Trout, I need a pilot over here pronto! We got a chopper down!” Hood said in an urgent voice.

“No way, everybody’s half drunk!” I replied in a harried voice. 

“Then I guess you’re it. So, get your ass over here!”

“I can’t fly. I’ve been drinking!” 

“I don’t care! This is an emergency. Just get your ass over here!” Hood demanded in a sobering tone.

“What about a copilot?” I asked.

“Andy Apple will be your co-pilot.” 

“Okay, I’ll be right there,” I replied.

I hung up the phone and hurried into my room. After strapping on my pistol belt, I put on my chicken plate, grabbed my flight helmet, and headed for operations as fast as my throbbing head would allow. By the time I arrived in operations, I was sweating alcohol and out of breath, but my mind was clear.

“Nice uniform,” Hood said in a much calmer voice. 

“I didn’t think I had time to change. So, what’s going on?” I asked anxiously.

“Rocker’s chopper started losing power. So, he put it down in a clearing just south of the river. Hogan already picked up Rocker and his crew, so things aren’t quite as urgent now as they were a few minutes ago, but we still have a problem.”

“What kind of a problem?”

“I just got off the radio with Hogan and he said Rocker’s chopper is lit up like a Christmas tree and the blades are still turning,” Hood said with a blank expression. 

“What do you mean, it’s still running?” I asked with a puzzled look.

“Apparently, Rocker didn’t shut it down,” Hood replied, shrugging his shoulders. “I guess he figured the chopper would quit on its own. So, he never shut it down. Hogan had just finished refueling when he heard Rocker’s Mayday call. So, it only took him a few minutes to reach the spot where Rocker went down. Rocker and Schwartz pulled the radios and their crew pulled the guns. Then they all jumped on Hogan’s chopper and got the hell out of there.”

“How much fuel is on board?”

“It’s practically full.”

“So, are they on their way back here?”

“No, Hogan is still circling the chopper, waiting to see if it quits running.” 

“If the chopper is still running and it’s full of fuel, why doesn’t Hogan drop Rocker and his crew back off and let them try to fly it out?”

“Matter of fact, I suggested that, but Rocker insists there is something wrong with the chopper. So, he refuses to fly it.”

“Okay, now what? Are you just going to let it run out of fuel and try to extract it in the morning?”

“I considered that, but by morning the VC will probably be all over that chopper and if they don’t blow it up, they’ll damn sure rig it with booby traps. But there’s another problem... Rocker was on his way to do an emergency resupply mission when he put it down. The chopper is loaded with ammunition, grenades, and LAWs rockets.”

“Great,” I said, frowning. “Sounds like you need to call in an artillery strike and just blow it up.”

“I thought of that too, but the shit will really hit the fan if I blow up a perfectly good chopper,” Hood said with an irritated expression. 

“So, what are you going to do?” I asked with a slight chuckle.

“Well, I know this sounds crazy... but I talked it over with Andy Apple and he thinks if the chopper is still running, it’s probably flyable. So, I’d like to have Hogan drop you and Andy off at the chopper to see if you guys can fly it out.”

“What if Rocker is right and the chopper won’t fly?”

“After Hogan drops you guys off, he’ll circle the LZ until you guys either take off or radio him to come  pick you up.”

“Okay, what about a crew?”

“To be honest, I wasn’t planning on sending out a full crew. I was just planning on having Hogan drop you and Andy off,” Hood said. Then, with a hesitant look, he added. “I don’t want to risk any more lives than I have to and besides that, I figure you and Andy could get in and out a lot faster if there was just the two of you.” 

“Okay, I’m game,” I replied after a brief pause.

“Good! I was hoping you would agree,” Hood said with a big grin. “Apple is already on his way over here from the maintenance hangar. I’ll radio Hogan and tell him to come get you guys.”

Hood radioed Hogan and then handed me a radio and SOP. I checked the battery on the emergency radio and I was in the process of stuffing the SOP inside my chicken plate when Andy Apple walked in.

“I might have known it would be you that Hood talked into flying,” Andy said, grinning. 

“Do you really think we can fly that chopper out, Andy?” I asked, trying not to sound nervous.

“I guess we’ll find out,” Andy replied, still grinning. Then, with a straight face, he added. “I think it might just have had some condensation in the fuel system. If it was the fuel pump or anything serious, it would have quit running by now.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“Me too,” Andy said. 

“So, how do you want to do this?” I asked, glancing at Hood and then Andy.

“I guess Hood mentioned that Rocker pulled the radios,” Andy replied.

“Yeah, at least he remembered to do that,” I said in a sarcastic tone.

“Yeah well, I want to get in and out as fast as we can. So, I figure there’s no sense wasting time trying to reinstall the radios,” Andy replied. “I say we just do a quick runup check and hover check. If everything looks good, we’ll take off.”

“Sounds easy enough,” I said with a nervous chuckle. “Do you want the left seat or the right?”

“I’ll take the left, if you don’t care,” Andy replied. “I’ll do the runup and flying. That’ll free you up to use the emergency radio to stay in touch with Hogan in case things go bad or we need him to pick us up.”

“You’re the Maintenance Officer. So, that’s fine by me,” I said, nodding.

A few minutes later, we heard the sound of a chopper hovering close to operations. Hood wished us luck as Andy and I hurried out the door. We passed Rocker and his crew on the way to the chopper, but said nothing to them. As soon as we were aboard Hogan’s chopper, he pulled the chopper up to a hover and after turning the tail around, we took off across the heliport and then flew around the west side of Dong Tam. It was a dark, moonless night and the stars were obscured by a layer of high clouds. I chuckled to myself as I saw a few strings of tracers streak into the sky above Dong Tam and then stared into the darkness as we crossed the My Tho River. 

It only took us a few minutes to reach the clearing where Rocker had abandoned his chopper. The marker lights and rotating beacon were still on, which made it easy to see that the blades were still turning. Hogan killed all the lights on the outside of our chopper and as he started a steep circling approach, Andy and I pulled our pistols and moved closer to the right cargo door. I started to put on my flight helmet, but decided to carry it instead, because the headphones would prevent me from hearing. 

We touched down a short distance from Rocker’s chopper and as soon as we jumped out, Hogan pulled in power and took off. I knew Andy was only a few yards away from me, but the elephant grass was up to my shoulders and I was walking crouched over. So, I lost sight of him almost immediately as we started toward the chopper. The noise of the running helicopter drowned out everything but the sound of my racing heart and I could feel my knees shaking as I continued toward the flashing red beacon on top of the chopper. Visions of large snakes, punji stakes, and all the various booby traps that we had studied in survival school flashed through my mind and I was sure that every tug at my hiking boots was a trip wire. Then suddenly, I quit breathing and my body became paralyzed as I parted the curtain of grass and came face to face with a large black man. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked after gasping for a breath of air.

“Our CO sent my squad over here to find out why this chopper landed in the wrong place, but when we got here, there was nobody around,” the man replied in a rattled voice.

“I wish somebody would have let us know you guys were here,” I said in a relieved tone. “You damn near gave me a heart attack! You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you.”

“You’s the lucky one, Sir,” the black GI said with a nervous chuckle as he lowered his M16. “What you doin’ here, anyway?”

“Myself and another pilot are going to try to fly this thing out of here.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Nothing... I hope.”

“How come it was left here?”

“Good question,” I said with a short laugh as I continued toward the chopper.

I encountered two more of the man’s fellow squad members before reaching the chopper. As I made my way around the front of the chopper, I noticed the radio compartment door was open. I latched it and then continued to the right side of the chopper. I holstered my pistol and as I was climbing into the right seat, Andy arrived and clambered into the left seat. After plugging in my helmet, I quickly pulled it on and then immediately turned off all of the exterior lights. Then I began scanning the instruments as Andy did a quick, but thorough runup check. 

“Everything looks fine,” Andy said over the intercom as he flipped the marker light switch to flash and then pulled the chopper up to a hover.

“Nighthawk, we’re on the go! Everything looks okay,” I transmitted as Andy pulled in more power and pushed the cyclic forward. 

“Roger that,” Hogan replied. “We’ll let Hood know and follow you to Delta Tango just in case you develop a problem.”

“Roger, Nighthawk, will you also contact the tower for us?”

“Yeah, Roger that.” 

A few seconds later, Hogan advised us that we were clear to land. I acknowledged Hogan’s transmission and then switched the marker lights to steady after turning on the rotating beacon. Our short flight to Dong Tam was uneventful and the chopper showed no signs of a mechanical problem. As we flew over the river, the sky above Dong Tam lit up with tracers and aerial flares.  

“Happy New Year, Andy!” I said over the intercom after glancing at the clock on the instrument panel.

“Yeah, same to you, Trout,” Andy said, laughing. 

Once we were across the river and flying around the west side of Dong Tam, it became apparent that some of the flares were being aimed directly at our chopper. 

“Hey, Nighthawk, some of those flares are coming a little too close for comfort. So, we’re going to drop down to treetop level.” 

“Yeah, Roger that, Fish, we’re doing the same thing,” Hogan replied, with a chuckle. 

After refueling our choppers, Hogan hovered to a revetment close to operations and Andy hovered our chopper to the maintenance hangar. After shutting down, Hogan and his crew remained with their chopper because they were still on standby for the Lurp team that they had inserted earlier. Andy and I ran some routine checks to make sure everything was operating correctly. Then, after shutting down the chopper, Andy and a couple of mechanics started checking it out further and I headed for operations. I was anxious to talk to Hood and find out what Rocker had to say for himself, but when I got there, the only one left in operations was the Weasel.  

“How did it go, Sir?” Weasel asked as he put aside his magazine and walked to the counter.

“Fine, everything seemed okay,” I replied as I put the SOP and radio on the counter. “Where’s Hood?” 

“He left right after he heard you and Mister Apple were on your way back to Dong Tam, Sir.”

“Ok, I’ll see you in the morning,” I said as I turned to leave.

“You get to sleep in tomorrow, Sir. Captain Hood put you on the number two night chopper for tomorrow.”

“How come?” I asked as I glanced at the mission board.

“Well, after what happened tonight... I guess he didn’t want Mister Rocker flying nights anymore.” 

I started to make a sarcastic comment, but caught myself and merely nodded as I said goodnight.

When I got to my hooch, the light was on and Jap was passed out on his cot. I could smell the Scotch on his breath from across the room. 

“Looks like we both had a hell of a night,” I said, chuckling as I undressed and switched off the light.
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The fear factor associated with flying in Vietnam increased dramatically at night. There were plenty of daytime missions that got my heart pumping a little faster, but landing in the jungle at night, with limited visibility, was a whole different story. I got a real adrenaline rush every time I did it. Overall, I enjoyed flying nights, but there were a lot of drawbacks. Nights weren’t as busy as the days. So, I flew less, which made for some long nights and Dong Tam was incredibly noisy during the day, which made it difficult to sleep. 

The last regularly scheduled mission for the night ash and trash chopper, was to do a road recon of Highway 4 each morning as soon as the sun came up and by the time we completed that, most of the other pilots were just taking off or were already gone. So, once I started flying nights, I didn’t see much of Jap, or Don, or any of the other Jayhawk pilots except my copilot, Captain Harry Hart, who joined our company in late November. But late one afternoon, Jap walked into our room just as I was about to leave our hooch. 

“Hey Jap, good to see you. Are you done for the day?”

“Yeah, I flew the 2nd Brigade C&C chopper today and the colonel kicked us loose early.”

“I’ve got to head for operations in a few minutes, but I was going to stop by the mailroom first if you want to tag along.”

“Yeah, it’ll give us a chance to catch up,” Jap said. “Don and I have missed you. It’s not the same drinking without you. How much longer are you going to be on nights?”

“Matter of fact, tonight is my last night...at least for a while. I guess the Lurps are calling it quits for a few nights. So, Hogan is going to handle whatever night missions come along.”

When we reached the mail room, I was shocked when the mail clerk told me there were no letters for me.

“I think the mail depot in Saigon is still trying to catch up, what with Christmas and all,” the mail clerk explained. Then smiling, he added, “You’ll probably get a half dozen letters tomorrow.”

“Yeah, maybe so,” I said with a disappointed nod.

“How about me?” Jap asked. “Anything for me?”

“Just one, Sir,” the mail clerk said as he handed Jap the letter.

“Is it from Rhonda?” I asked with a hopeful smile 

“Yeah,” Jap said as he opened the letter and started reading it.

“Well...” I said after a long pause. 

“Son of a bitch!” He said loudly as he turned over the last page to see if there was more. “She still didn’t say anything about being pregnant!”

“Relax Jap. Like I keep telling you... she probably just doesn’t want you to worry,” I said.

“Bullshit! I have a right to know!” Jap said in an angry voice. “Wouldn’t you want to know if Cindy was pregnant?”

Jap stared at me, waiting for an answer as I seriously considered his question for a moment.

“I’m not sure, Jap. I’m really not sure,” I said in a sincere tone. “I like not worrying about anything back home. It’s kind of comforting to know that no one is depending on me for anything. I’m sure Cindy, and my mom, and dad, and my brothers, and maybe even a few other people would be upset or touched in one way or another if I was killed or badly hurt, but I don’t really worry about those things. And that’s a good thing. But if I had responsibilities, like a kid on the way...things would be a whole lot different. I’d worry about all those things even though there is nothing I could do about it. So, maybe I’d rather not know.” 

“Bullshit! If Cindy was pregnant, you’d want to know!”

“I don’t know, Jap. I’m honestly not sure.” 

There was an uncomfortable silence between Jap and me as we walked back to the hooch. 

“I wonder if I could get a hardship leave,” Jap said as we started up the stairs to our hooch. 

“To visit a pregnant girlfriend?... I don’t think so.”

“Well, it’s worth a try. I’ll talk to the major and if he can’t help me, I’ll go see a chaplain and if he can’t help me...maybe, I’ll sign up to extend my tour and put in for a stateside R and R.”

“Don’t do anything stupid, Jap. Even if you do extend your tour, you have to be married to get a stateside R and R!”

“Maybe, there are exceptions. Anyway, I’ve got to do something!”

“Okay, but extending your tour is crazy! We’ll be out of here in less than nine months.”

“Yeah, but at this point...Rhonda has to be more than three months along. So, the baby will already be born by the time our tour ends.”

“So, what! She can have the baby and then you guys can get married as soon as your tour is over. Besides, maybe your sister made a mistake. Maybe, Rhonda isn’t even pregnant.” 

“Maybe,” Jap said with a frustrated expression.

“Just confront her, Jap! Write Rhonda a letter and ask her straight out if she’s pregnant. At least do that before you do something crazy like extending your tour.”

“Yeah okay, I’ll do it tonight!” Jap said as he jerked the door to our hooch open. “But if she is pregnant, I’m still going to try to go see her, even if I have to extend my tour.”

I could tell there was no sense talking to Jap further about it and I needed to report to operations anyway. So, I collected my flight gear and said goodbye to Jap as I headed out the door.

When I arrived in operations, I glanced at the mission board and then walked to the counter to get my mission sheet.

“I need to add an early mission to your sheet, Trout,” Hood said as Walker was getting my mission sheet. “We just got an urgent resupply request and the other ash and trash choppers are tied up on a troop insertion.”

“Okay, no sweat,” I said. 

“As soon as you finish your preflight and runup, I need you to land on the LST to pick up a load of C rations and ammo for a unit in the bush south of the river. There’s also a sniper on the LST that needs to be dropped off at the same place. So, you might as well pick him up at the same time.”

Hood had just finished giving me the unit’s location and contact information when Harry Hart, my copilot, arrived. After signing for a radio and SOP, Hart and I rushed out to our chopper. 

I hurried through the preflight and the runup. Then I turned the controls over to Hart and radioed the tower. We took off and as we turned toward the river, I radioed the LST for landing. We had to wait for a Navy UH23 helicopter to take off from the LST and then we were cleared to land. Harry’s approach was nice and smooth. The chopper bounced a little as our skids touched the deck, but overall, it was a good landing.

“I wonder if all that stuff is for us,” Hart asked in a concerned tone as several sailors started carrying cases of ammunition and C rations to our chopper from a large stack at the edge of the flight deck.

“Good question,” I said as I motioned to the LSO.

As the LSO climbed up on the skids next to my open door, I pulled off my flight helmet.

“Are we supposed to take all of that stuff?” I asked, pointing at the stack of supplies.

“That’s what the Grunts requested,” the LSO replied in a loud voice. “And the sniper you’re supposed to take is on his way. He should be here any minute.” 

“I’m not sure we can take all of that stuff and the sniper in one trip,” I replied.

“I was told the ammo was critical, but we could hold off loading the C rations if you want us to.” 

“No, go ahead and load everything,” I replied after giving the pile another look. “I’ll do a hover check before we take off and if we’re too heavy, I’ll have you pull some of it off.”

“Roger that.”

“Hey, Chief!” I shouted as I motioned to my crew chief.

“Yes, Sir?”

“Make sure those guys stack that stuff evenly, so we don’t have any balance issues.” 

“Will do, Sir,” the crew chief replied.

The chief climbed in back and after moving a few cases, he supervised the loading of the remaining cases to ensure the weight was distributed evenly. The sniper arrived on deck and after checking with me to ensure we were the right chopper, he climbed in and sat down on top of the cases that were now stacked about halfway to the ceiling. 

“Looks like that’s everything, Sir,” the chief said.

“Okay, tell that sniper to hold on tight,” I said as I glanced over my shoulder.

“Will do, Sir.” 

“I’ll take it, Harry,” I said over the intercom as I flipped off the forced trim switch. 

As I began rolling on the throttle, the LSO started waving us up to a hover and the crew announced that I was clear. I slowly pulled up the collective and stopped as we came to a hover about five feet above the deck. 

“Everything looks good to me,” I said as I scanned the instrument panel.

“Yeah, looks good to me, too,” Harry agreed. “Good thing we got a new chopper.”

I nodded at the LSO and when he waved us off, I glanced at the gauges again and then cautiously pushed the cyclic forward. As we cleared the deck and lost our hover cushion, there was the usual momentary drop and then the chopper started climbing steadily. 

“Dong Tam Arty reports negative artillery,” Harry said as we continued climbing.

“Yeah, I heard it,” I replied.

“Do you need a heading to the LZ?” Harry asked as I started turning toward the southeast.

“No, I know about where we’re going. It’s in the same general area that the VC started lobbing mortar rounds in on Don Hall not too long ago.”

“Yeah, I heard that story. Is that why his nickname is the Clay Pigeon?”

“That’s part of it,” I said with a slight chuckle. 

“I like Hall, he’s a funny guy,” Hart said.

“Yeah, he is. We went through flight school together.”

“Yeah, that’s what he told me.”

“Looks like we got a couple of Charlie Models working out close to our LZ,” I said as I spotted two gunships firing rockets at a target a few miles ahead of us.

“Our LZ should be about a mile west of them,” Harry said after checking his map.

“Okay, go ahead and tune in the Grunts’ frequency and put me on transmit. Let’s find out what their status is.”

As soon as Harry had the frequency tuned in, I keyed my mike.

“River Rat Six, Jayhawk 977, over.”

“Jayhawk 977, River Rat Six, go ahead, over.”

“Roger, River Rat Six, we are inbound your location with the groceries you requested. What’s your status, over?”

“Jayhawk 977, everything is quiet now. We ran into some Victor Charlie about an hour ago. But things have been pretty quiet for the last fifteen minutes or so. Recommend you come in from the west. We’ve got a pair of gunships working on a target about a mile to our east, over.” 

“Roger, River Rat Six, we have the gunships in sight. Go ahead and pop smoke, over.”

“Roger, popping smoke.”

“River Rat Six, I have yellow smoke, over.”

“Roger that, Jayhawk 977, yellow smoke.” 

The LZ was a relatively large clearing that had been blasted out of the jungle by our artillery, leaving behind several large craters. Tall trees lined the clearing on all sides, which would require us to make a steep approach, but I had been in and out of much tighter LZs countless times. 

As I lowered the collective and started a steep spiraling approach, Harry got on the controls with me and the crew hunkered down behind their machine guns. When I glanced at the airspeed and rate of descent, I knew we were a bit fast considering our load. So, I widened our spiral a bit and began slowing our speed a little early. We cleared the trees on the west side of the clearing and I had just started to flare when I heard several sharp pops and I knew instantly that we were taking hits. I instinctively pulled in power to abort our landing, but quickly realized that we were too heavy and coming in too fast to clear the trees ahead. Then suddenly, the chopper began to spin wildly and I knew we had lost our tail rotor. I chopped the throttle to stop our spin and did the best I could to cushion our landing. We hit the ground hard at the edge of an artillery crater. The impact spread our skids and ejected about half of our cargo, as well as the sniper.

“Everybody get out!” I yelled over the intercom as I automatically flipped the fuel and power switches.

I don’t even remember undoing my seat belt harness or doing anything else until I was out of the helicopter and staring at the sniper who was lying in the mud at the bottom of a shell crater surrounded by cases of C-rations. 

As I removed my flight helmet, I heard voices yelling, “Get down! Get down!” 

A split second later, I heard a loud swooshing noise as the main rotor blade passed within a few inches of my head and I realized the men were yelling at me. I ducked down just in time to avoid being hit by the second blade and remained crouched down until the blade groaned to a stop. 

“How bad are you hurt?” I asked as I hurried into the crater and kneeled down by the sniper.

“I think my back is broken,” he groaned with a pain-riddled expression. 

“Okay, hang in there and try not to move. I’ll get you some help,” I said as I stood up enough to see over the rim of the crater and started looking around for my crew. 

I spotted Hart and the gunner crouched together on the far side of the clearing and motioned to them. Then I spotted three GIs making their way across the clearing toward us and noticed one of them had a radio.

“Are you guys okay?” one of the GIs asked as he and the other two GIs crouched down beside me. 

“I’m fine, but he’s in bad shape,” I replied, pointing at the sniper. Then, noticing the captain bars on his collar, I asked, “Are you River Rat Six?”

“Yeah, you sure you’re okay?”

“Sir, we’re going to need a Dustoff for this man,” interrupted one of the other GIs, who turned out to be the unit’s medic. 

“Call for a Dustoff,” the captain said, motioning to his radioman. 

The radioman nodded and began trying to make contact.

“Are you sure you’re okay? You guys hit pretty hard,” the captain said as he turned back to me.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“You damned near got your head cut off by those blades.” 

“Yeah, I guess I wasn’t thinking clearly. I should have known how low the blades would be with the skids spread apart and sunk in the mud,” I said as I glanced back at the chopper. 

“We heard you guys taking fire,” the captain said as he turned to face the tree line. “Did you see any VC?”

“No, I was too busy trying to keep the chopper from becoming a corkscrew. But the gunfire was coming from a few clicks to the north.”

“Okay, I’ll get a squad of men started in that direction and I’ll have some men unload the rest of the supplies from the chopper.”

“I made contact, Sir. Dustoff is on the way,” the radioman said.

“Okay, come with me,” the captain said as he got up and started running back to where most of his men were still huddled at the edge of the clearing.

“Are you okay, Mike?” Harry asked as he and the crew plopped down beside me.

“Yeah, I’m fine... are you guys okay?”

Harry nodded and then asked, “Should I put out a Mayday call?”

“Not yet. Give me the radio and I’ll try to contact those gunships that we spotted on the way in and in the meantime, why don’t you and the crew get started pulling the radios and the guns?”

After removing the emergency radio strap from around his neck and shoulder, Hart handed me the radio. Then he and the crew returned to the chopper and started getting ready to be picked up, while I attempted to contact the gunships. 

“Charlie Models working on a target area south of the My Tho River, this is Jayhawk Nine Seven Seven on guard, over.”

I waited a few seconds for a reply and then repeated the transmission.”

“Jayhawk 977, this is Sea Wolf 106, over.”

“Sea Wolf 106, are you one of the Charlie Models working out in an area between My Tho and Dong Tam on the south side of the river, over?”

“That’s affirmative, Jayhawk 977.”

“Roger, Sea Wolf 106, we’ve just been shot down about a mile west of your location. Can you guys pick me and my crew up, over?”

“Roger, Jayhawk 977, we’re on the way.”

“Roger, Sea Wolf, appreciate that, be advised we took fire from an area a few clicks to our north, over.”

“Roger, Jayhawk, can you mark your location with smoke, over?”

“Roger that, stand by for smoke,” I replied. Then, turning toward my chopper, I shouted, “Hey, Chief, pop a smoke grenade!” 

“All I got is red, Sir!” the chief replied.

“That’s fine, go ahead and pop it,” I replied.

The chief pulled the pin on a smoke grenade and tossed it to the rear of our chopper.

“What the hell are you doing?” River Rat Six screamed in a panicked voice as he spotted the puff of red smoke and started running back toward me.

“I’m marking our position for the gunships,” I replied in a loud, but calm voice.

“Are you crazy? We only use red smoke to mark targets!” the captain screamed.

“Jayhawk 977, Sea Wolf 106, we have red smoke, over,” the Sea Wolf pilot replied before I could respond to the captain. 

“Roger, Sea Wolf, confirming red smoke. Be advised, we’ve got friendlies all around us, and a Dustoff is enroute to pick up a man that was hurt when we crashed, over.”

“Roger, Jayhawk, we copy,” the Sea Wolf pilot replied. “Do you want my wingman to pick up the wounded man, over?”

“Negative, Sea Wolf, the man may have a busted back. So, I think we’re better off to have the medevac chopper take care of him.” 

“Damn it, man, you’re going to have those gunships firing on us!” the captain yelled as he reached me.

“Relax, Captain, I’ve got the gunship team leader on the radio,” I said calmly, but with an irritated look.

“We only use red smoke to mark targets!” he shouted with fire in his eyes.

“I know... so do we, normally. But that’s the only color we had,” I replied calmly.

“Then you should have asked me for a different color!” 

“Relax, Captain! I know what I’m doing! It would be different if I wasn’t talking to the gunship team leader on the radio!” I said in an angry tone.

The captain said something in reply, but his voice was drowned out by the noise of the lead gunship as it made a low pass directly over us. I looked up and waved as the second gunship passed overhead and then turned my attention back to the captain.

“I’m sorry, I guess I overreacted,” the captain said with an embarrassed look. “I should be thanking you for the ammunition and supplies you brought us.”

“No big deal, Captain,” I said as I shook his mud-caked hand and then hurried toward the chopper to help with the radios and other gear that we didn’t want to leave behind.  

The lead gunship made a tight circle and then came in slowly over the trees. He touched down just ahead of our chopper and we hurried toward it.  

We threw the radios and guns into the chopper and then scrambled aboard. I gave the pilot in the left seat a thumbs up and we lifted off. I could tell the chopper was straining and I wasn’t sure we would be able to clear the trees, but we did and I could feel my entire body relax. The two gunships remained in the area, circling the LZ, just above the trees, until the medevac chopper arrived and departed with the injured sniper. Then we lumbered along behind the Dustoff as it raced toward Dong Tam. 

After being dropped off by the Sea Wolf chopper. Hart and I spent an hour filling out paperwork and being individually questioned by the Major and Colonel Thomas. They never said so, but I could tell by their line of questioning that they were second-guessing my decision to take on a load that was close to or perhaps even slightly above the maximum weight recommended for the aircraft.

A Pathfinder team was deployed the following morning to rig our downed chopper for extraction and a CH47 was called in to sling load it back to Dong Tam. Harry and I were in the mess hall eating lunch when Andy Apple stopped by our table.

“Hey guys, did you hear about 977?” Andy asked.

“What about it?” I asked.

“The CH47 that was sent to recover it had a cargo hook malfunction on its way back to Dong Tam and they ended up dropping 977 from two thousand feet.”

Hart and I spent the next three days flying the mail chopper and then I was scheduled to fly with the Nighthawk. I was a little disappointed when I found out I would be flying right seat again and I couldn’t help wondering if my flying skills or judgment were being questioned as a result of the 977 crash. Hood insisted that it had nothing to do with the crash. According to Hood, the Major decided that he wanted an experienced PIC assigned as Hogan’s copilot due to the nature of the mission and danger associated with flying the Lurps. It didn’t take long for me to agree. 

The routine was pretty much the same for the first few nights. Late each afternoon, shortly before dark, we hovered to Charlie Pad and picked up a Lurp team that generally consisted of five men, including a radioman. The team members typically wore traditional jungle fatigues or tiger-striped camouflage fatigues, but occasionally one or more of them wore “black pajamas,” and I noticed at least two of the Lurps wore necklaces made of human ears strung on a strand of rawhide. The team members were typically armed with grenades, knives, side arms, and either an M16 or Ak47. Once the team was aboard, the team leader would spread out his map on the radio console to show Hogan where he wanted to be dropped off and I marked the position on my map. After takeoff, we adjusted our route of flight in order to reach the designated LZ as close to dark as possible, but with just enough light remaining for us to match the lay of the land to our map in order to ensure that we were landing in the right place. Once we were close to the LZ, we turned off all our exterior lights and remained blacked out until after we had dropped off the Lurps and were back up to fifteen hundred feet. After dropping off the Lurps, we headed for the nearest U.S. compound. Then we shut down and waited by our chopper until the following morning. At first light or shortly thereafter, we returned to the area where we had dropped off the Lurps and after picking them up, we returned to Dong Tam. 

Day four started as usual. After departing Dong Tam, we flew to an area in the Plain of Reeds, due west of Tan An, near the Cambodian border. After dropping off the Lurps, we landed at Tan An and parked on the end of the PSP runway closest to the compound. We spent a few hours sitting in the back of the chopper, talking, and joking with the crew until we began exchanging yawns. Then Hogan and I slumped down in our seats and the crew tried to get comfortable on the floor of the chopper in hopes of getting a few good hours of sleep. I slept relatively soundly until I was awakened by the blaring horn of a Jeep. My eyes blinked open immediately and when I saw a Jeep racing toward us, I knew it meant the Lurps were in trouble. 

The entire crew sprang into action. I flipped on the marker lights and rotating beacon as Hogan started cranking up the chopper. We were already powered up and ready for takeoff by the time the Jeep slid to a stop just beyond the path of our rotors. I was in the process of checking for artillery clearance when the man in the front passenger seat of the jeep jumped out and ran up to Hogan’s door. Hogan pulled off his helmet to hear what the man was saying and after a short conversation, he put it back on. The Tan An Tower was not manned after dark. So, as soon as the crew announced we were clear up, Hogan pulled us up to a hover and then pushed the cyclic forward.

“There’s negative arty,” I said as we started climbing.

“Okay, tune in the 2nd Brigade’s command frequency,” Hogan said in an urgent tone.

“You’re ready to go on number three,” I replied as I switched his radio selector to the number three radio.

“Go Devil Command, Jayhawk One Niner Niner, we’re airborne and enroute to pick up Silent Stalker. Can you give me an update on their status, over?”

“Jayhawk 199, last transmission stated they were still in heavy contact with beaucoup Victor Charlies. So, request you expedite, over.”

“Roger, Go Devil, we’re going as fast as we can,” Hogan replied.

“Do you want me to switch frequencies now?” I asked over the intercom.

“Yeah, we're still fifteen minutes away, but we might as well attempt contact.”

“Okay, you’re ready to go,” I replied after tuning in the Lurp’s frequency.

“Silent Stalker Six, Jayhawk 199, over.”

Hogan attempted contact two additional times, but there was no reply.

We flew for another few minutes and then Hogan again keyed his mike.

“Silent Stalker Six, Jayhawk 199, over.”

When the response came, it was garbled and full of static. So, I instinctively adjusted the squelch and Hogan again keyed his mike. 

“Silent Stalker Six, Jayhawk 199, you were unreadable. Say again, over.”

“Jayhawk 199, we’re in deep shit, over.”

Although the radio operator was whispering, which was always the case with the Lurps, I could sense the urgency in his voice.

“Roger, Stalker Six, we’re about ten minutes out. Do you have our lights in sight, over?”

“Negative, Nighthawk, we’re in the middle of a thick jungle area. We’re trying to make our way back to the original LZ, but Charlie is right on our tail, over.”

“Okay, Stalker. We should be due east of you and we’re lit up like a Christmas tree. Let me know as soon as you reach an area where we can land, over.”

“Roger, Nighthawk, will do.”

We waited anxiously for another transmission, but the radio remained silent for what seemed like an eternity. Then, as we got within a few minutes of the original LZ, Stalker Six advised us that two of his team members were wounded.

“Roger, Stalker Six. Are you in a location where we can land, over?”

“Negative, Nighthawk, but I think if we continue due east, we can make it out of this jungle area to some abandoned rice paddies, over,” Stalker Six whispered.

“Roger, Stalker Six, do you have us in sight yet, over?”

“Negative, Nighthawk. I can hear you, but I can’t see you yet, over.”

“Roger, advise us as soon as you reach a place where I can land, over.”

As Stalker Six and Hogan exchanged transmissions, my eyes became glued to the needle on the glide slope indicator. (The glide slope indicator was designed to be used for shooting instrument approaches, but in Vietnam, pilots often entered a ground unit’s radio frequency into the glide slope receiver and used the glide slope indicator needles to get a “fix” on the location of a ground unit. Unfortunately, the glide slope indicator only worked when it was receiving a steady signal, which meant the ground unit had to be transmitting for the indicator needles to work.)  

“Come right about five degrees,” I said over the intercom once the radio was silent again.

Hogan adjusted his heading and I switched on my red overhead map light to see if I could locate the abandoned rice paddies that Stalker Six mentioned.

“If the Lurps are where I think they are, they must be heading for this area,” I said, holding my map so that Hogan could see it.

“Okay, we should be almost on top of them,” Hogan replied.

As he spoke, we spotted a sudden flash from an explosion just ahead of us.

“Nighthawk, this is Stalker Six, we have you in sight, over.”

“Roger, we just saw an explosion. Is that close to you over?”

“Affirmative, we just set off a claymore on the trail behind us. We’re at the edge of the jungle area next to a bunch of old rice paddies, over.”

“Roger, give me a short count and be ready with a strobe, over.”

“Roger, Nighthawk...five, four, three, two, one, over.”

As Stalker counted down, our eyes became glued to the glide slope indicator. 

“Okay, Stalker Six, show me your light, we’re on our way in!” Hogan transmitted as he turned slightly to the right and lowered the collective.

“Do you want the marker lights on or off?” I asked as I switched off the rotating beacon.

“Off, but hit the landing light as we pass through a hundred feet.”

“Roger that,” I replied as I switched off the marker lights and then got on the controls with Hogan. 

I alternated glancing at the gauges and at the slow flashing light that was directly in front of us. 

“One hundred feet, lights coming on,” I said as I flipped on the landing light. 

The Lurp holding the handheld strode shut it off the instant our landing light spotlighted the five men huddled together in the overgrown rice paddy. We touched down and the seconds ticked by in slow motion as the uninjured Lurps helped the two wounded ones into our chopper and then scrambled in behind them. 

“You’re clear left!” the chief announced.

“You’re clear right!” the gunner announced as Hogan was already pulling in power.

“Kill the landing light,” Hogan said as soon as we started to climb and he could see that there was nothing ahead of us. 

Just as I turned off the light, several strings of tracers pierced the darkness and Hogan banked sharply around to the east. The tracers missed us by a long shot. 

“Hey, Chief, find out how bad those two wounded men are?” Hogan said as we continued to climb. 

I checked for artillery clearance while we were waiting for an answer from the chief.  

“Is it okay to turn on the beacon and marker lights?” I asked as we reached 1500 feet.

“Yeah, and take the controls,” Hogan replied. 

“Okay, I got it,” I replied as I took the controls. 

Although Hogan’s voice was calm, I could tell that he was charged with adrenaline and so was I.

I let out a long, silent sigh when the chief reported that both of the wounded men had serious, but not life-threatening wounds.  

Hogan radioed Go Devil Command to let them know that we had extracted the Lurps and then, he radioed the hospital to inform them that we were inbound with two wounded.

Although it seemed like we were in the air much longer, our flight to Tan An took us just over fifteen minutes. When we touched down on one of the hospital pads, an army of medical personnel swooped up the two wounded Lurps and rushed them inside. Hogan exchanged a few words with the team leader and then he and the rest of his team slowly walked into the hospital.
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I enjoyed flying with Hogan. He was an excellent pilot and I really learned a lot about night flying from him. Unfortunately, we spent more time on standby than actually flying, which was a good thing for the Lurps, but they were two of the longest weeks I had endured since arriving in Vietnam.

After two weeks as Hogan’s copilot, I was given a night off and then, to my surprise, I was placed back on days.

My copilot and I were just finishing in operations after a relatively typical day of ash and trash missions when Jap and his copilot walked in.

“Hi Jap, you’re out late for a C & C pilot.”

“Yeah, we got a big search and destroy mission going on south of the river. I’ve been cutting doughnuts over those guys all day. Thank God it finally started getting dark.”

“Well, turn in your paperwork and let’s grab some chow,” I said.

“I want to check the mailroom before I eat. So, go ahead without me and I’ll see you in the mess hall.”

“Okay, I’ll save you a seat.”

Almost two weeks had passed since Jap finally wrote Rhonda and confronted her about being pregnant. So, I knew he was anxious to get a reply. Jap had also talked to a chaplain and the major about applying for an emergency leave, but he was told nothing could be done without confirmation from a doctor that Rhonda was pregnant and even if she was, unless there were medical complications, it was doubtful that he would qualify for an emergency leave.

When my copilot and I entered the mess hall, we dropped our gear next to the other piles by the door. The piles of flight gear were an indication that most of us were flying more because of the improving weather. After filling our trays, my copilot and I sat down to eat with Don Hall and his copilot. I kept watching the door for Jap and when I finished eating before he arrived, I knew something was wrong. So, I turned in my tray and hurried up to our room.

Jap was sitting on the edge of his bunk with his elbows resting on his knees and his head buried in his hands. A half-empty bottle of Scotch was on the floor beside him. He didn’t even look up as the door slammed behind me.

“Well, Jap, what’s the news?” I asked.

“I don’t know whether to laugh or cry,” he said.

“How come?”

“Rhonda had a miscarriage.”

“Oh no!” I said with a painful expression. “Is she okay?”

“Yeah, according to her letter, she’s fine.”

“Well, at least she’s okay. Might be for the best anyway,” I said cautiously.

“Yeah, you’re probably right. It was bad timing.”

I tried to think of something else to say that would make Jap feel better, but I couldn’t think of anything. So, I retrieved my bottle of Jim Beam from the bar and sat down on my bunk. The uncomfortable silence continued for several minutes and I decided it might be best to leave Jap alone for a while.

“I feel pretty grungy, Jap. I think I’ll grab an early shower. I’ll be back in a while.”

“Okay, I’ll probably be here,” Jap said, reaching for his bottle of Scotch.

I gathered up my shave kit and a towel and as I left the room, I saw Don coming from the other direction.

“Hey, Mike,” Don shouted. “I was just coming over to have a drink with you guys. You going for a shower already?”

“Yeah, I just wanted to get out of my room for a while. Jap heard from Rhonda today and I figured he needed some time alone.”

“Is she pregnant?” Don asked in an eager voice.

“She was, but she had a miscarriage.”

“You’re kidding! I’ll bet Jap is relieved,” Don said with a slight smile.

“I’m not sure how he feels about it.”

“Rhonda is okay, isn’t she?” Don asked with a concerned look.

“Yeah, I think so. At least that’s what she said in her letter.”

“I hate to say it, but...I wonder if she had an abortion.”

“Never thought of that,” I said in a surprised tone. Then, after a short pause, I said, “No, I don’t think so. I think she would let Jap know before she did anything like that...or...at least I think she would.”

“I’m not so sure,” Don said, wrinkling his brow. “I think there’s something phony about her. I can’t believe she didn’t tell him she was pregnant to begin with.”

“Well...I have to admit their relationship does seem a little weak at times.”

“Speaking of relationships... Remember Sandy?”

“Yeah, she’s the girl I met when we went to your folks’ house over Memorial Day,” I said, smiling.

“Yeah, I thought you would remember her,” Don said, grinning. “She sent me a bunch of pictures. I thought you might want to see them. So, why don’t you stop by my room when you get done at the shower?”

“Okay, I’ll do that,” I said with a bigger smile.

As I shaved and showered, I reminisced about the quick trip that Don and I had made to his hometown in Indiana over the past Memorial Day weekend. It was during one of those brief periods when my on-again, off-again relationship with Cindy was in the off-again mode. Don and I jumped into his ‘67 Mustang right after we got back from flying on Friday afternoon. We drove all night and half the following day to get from Fort Rucker, Alabama, to his parents’ house, which was in a small town near Columbus, Indiana. After a few hours of sleep, we ate dinner with Don’s family and then Don drove us into town to cruise Main Street, which is what everyone did on a Saturday night. After making a couple of trips up and down Main Street, we stopped by the local hangout where one of Don’s countless ex-girlfriends worked and that’s where I met Sandy. Sandy was a very attractive, strawberry blond, with a killer figure. According to Don, Sandy was another one of his ex-girlfriends, but more importantly, she had a reputation for being “easy”. Sandy and I got to know each other quite well before the night was over in the backseat of Don’s 1967 Mustang. By the time we left Don’s hometown, which was around noon on Memorial Day, I had met most of the girls over eighteen that lived in Don’s hometown and I came to the conclusion that he had dated all of them. 

When I walked into Don’s room, he handed me a glass with two fingers of Seagram’s VO in it and a stack of pictures. 

“Wow, Sandy is more attractive than I remembered,” I said as I started looking at the pictures.

“You should write her, Mike,” Don said. “She still asks about you all the time.”

“I can’t keep up with the letters I’m supposed to write now,” I said, laughing. “But when you write her back...tell her I said hello.”

I looked over the photos one more time as Don and I talked about that Memorial Day and laughed about driving through the night in order to make reveille on Tuesday morning. How we managed to fly that day without any sleep still amazes me. Regardless, the trip was definitely worth it. 

Jap was asleep by the time I returned to our room. I crawled into my bunk and immediately dozed off until the sound of incoming woke me about four hours later. Jap and I pulled on our pants and boots, grabbed our pistol belts and flashlights, and then made a hasty exit through the barroom. More rounds landed as we raced down the back stairs, taking two and three steps at a time. Several parachute flares lit up the sky to the north and we could hear sporadic machine gunfire coming from the bunkers that were spread out along the berm on the far side of the heliport. 

“Must be a ground attack!” I shouted to Jap as we scrambled through the bunker door a split second before another mortar round exploded just across the road. I strapped on my pistol belt and started wishing that I had also grabbed my carbine as the distinct sound of Claymore mines being detonated could be heard over the increasing sound of automatic weapons fire. 

“Somebody answer that!” Captain Alonzo yelled when the field phone that had recently been installed in the bunker started ringing.

“They want to talk to the ranking officer!” the Stingray pilot who answered the phone shouted.

“I guess that’s me,” Alonzo said as he made his way through the crowded bunker and took the phone. Then, after a very short conversation, Alonzo shouted, “Listen up, you guys! The north berm is under a ground attack. If the VC breach the perimeter, we’re the next line of defense. Reinforcements are being assembled and they should be here soon, but in the meantime...I need everybody to take up a position in the ditch by the road. 

“The shit ditch!” someone objected loudly.

“You got to be kidding! I don’t even have a weapon!” someone else complained.

“Then you better get one!” Alonzo replied. “Now let’s go! Move it! Everybody get outside and take up a position in the ditch!” 

There was a lot of grumbling as we all moved toward the doorways at each end of the bunker. We waited for another round to explode and then everyone pushed through the door and sprinted toward the ditch. A few brave souls waded into the ditch, but most of us hesitated at the edge and stared at the murky, slime-covered water that was being illuminated by the parachute flares that filled the sky. Then suddenly, another mortar round landed near operations and everyone jumped in. 

All the movement in the water made the smell almost unbearable, and my eyes began to water as Jap and I waded through the knee-deep sludge and then crouched down on the opposite bank.  

“Who forgot to flush?” someone shouted. 

Although the comment would have resulted in laughter under different circumstances, we were preoccupied with the thought of coming face to face with a bunch of VC. The incoming mortar rounds continued and the sounds of distant gunfire grew more intense for several minutes. Then, just as I was starting to get used to the timing of the incoming rounds, they suddenly stopped and a few minutes later, the firing along the perimeter also started to die off.  

“Sounds like the attack is over,” someone said in a slightly relieved tone after several minutes had passed with only an occasional shot being heard.

“Yeah, or maybe the VC overran the berm and we’re next,” someone else said in a nervous voice. 

“If the VC overran the berm, the flares would have stopped,” another replied in a calmer tone.

“Everybody shut up and keep your eyes peeled!” Alonzo said in a loud voice...“And make sure you know what you’re shooting at before you pull the trigger!” 

The night became very quiet and still, with nothing breaking the silence except for the continuous slapping of mosquitos and the occasional faint sound of an aerial flare bursting. The eerie shadows created by the drifting flares seemed to be full of movement and although, I was fairly certain the attack was over, I couldn’t help thinking about the possibility of a VC sapper suddenly springing from the shadows.

“You see anything, White Man?” Jap whispered.

“Yeah, but I think it’s just my eyes playing tricks on my mind,” I whispered back.

“Yeah, I know what you mean. I wonder when those reinforcements are coming.”

“If the attack is over, I doubt they’re coming.”

“Probably not. I guess that’s a good sign.”

“Yeah, unless somebody decided this was just a diversion and the real attack is going to come somewhere else along the berm.”

“I never thought of that.”

“You guys keep your thoughts to yourself!” Alonzo said in a loud voice. 

The all-clear was sounded a few minutes later and everyone let out a cheer. 

“Son of a bitch! Is that what I think it is?” Jap shrieked as he turned on his flashlight.

A chill shot up my back as I quickly turned on my flashlight, expecting to see a large snake of some kind.

“What did you see?” I asked as I frantically searched the slimy surface of the water with the light beam from my flashlight.

“Right there...stuck on my leg!” Jap said in a harried voice. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Well...I’m pretty sure it’s not a chocolate bar!” I said, laughing as I waded toward the opposite bank.

After clambering out of the ditch, Jap and I joined the mass migration to the shower. There were only a half dozen shower heads on the officer’s side of the shower. So, we each stood in line until it was our turn. By the time Jap and I entered the shower, the floor was covered in green slime and thick black sludge.  

“You look like you got the measles or chickenpox,” Jap said, laughing as he pointed at the red spots that covered my body.

“Yeah, the mosquitos had a real feast tonight,” I replied. 

We finished our brief turn under the shower heads and then joined the parade of naked men that were heading back to their respective hooches. I couldn’t help laughing at the spectacle.

“Looks like a frickin’ nudist colony,” Jap said and I laughed again.

When we reached our room, we hung our wet clothes on the 2x4 railing outside our door and then went inside to put on clean t-shirts and shorts. After unloading our pistols, we began wiping them down with a couple of oiled rags that we kept in an empty ammo box along with the rest of our gun cleaning stuff.

“It’s nearly four o’clock!” Jap said after reloading his pistol and putting it on the floor by the head of his cot.”

“Yep, the Weasel will be here before you know it.”

Jap let out a slight laugh and then he began rearranging his cot by putting his pillow where his feet normally were.”

“What the hell are you doing?” I asked as Jap began to unscrew the light bulb from the single overhead fixture.

“I’m going to play a little trick on the Weasel,” Jap snickered. 

It seemed like I had only been asleep a few minutes when I heard the spring on the door groan as it was pulled open. 

“Rise and shine! Time to get up!” Weasel said loudly.

I heard the light switch click, but of course, the light didn’t come on. Weasel flipped it again and then bent over to shake Jap’s shoulder as he switched on his flashlight.

Weasel let out a high-pitched squeal and flung his flashlight into the air as Jap raised up at the other end of his cot and shouted, “Good morning, Weasel!”

Jap and I burst out laughing as we watched the Weasel fumble for his flashlight. 

“Very funny!” Weasel said, turning bright red. “Don’t you worry, I’ll get even,” he said, starting to grin.

“That sounded like a threat, Specialist Weasel,” Jap said, still laughing.

“No, Sir, just stating a fact,” Weasel said as he headed out the door.

It was good to have the old Jap back, I thought to myself as I screwed the light bulb back in. 

Jap and I dressed quickly and after wiping the excess oil off our pistols, we holstered them, grabbed our flight gear, and headed for the mess hall. We met Don at the top of the stairs and he joined us for a quick cup of coffee.

When we got to operations, we found out why the counter-mortar choppers never got off the ground. Luckily, they had been hit before the crew reached them instead of while they were being cranked up. Several other choppers had also been damaged in the attack
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