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INTRODUCTION

by Bing West

It is a testament to how much war has changed that the infantry on the ground don’t even think about aviators. We grunts take it for granted that the big wings with the heavy explosives and the all-seeing eyes in the sky are hovering up there in the blue, beyond where we can see. We take it for granted that we can press a button to talk, or tap a computer screen and send a message, confident that it will be received. We know that the pilot can see more than we can; we know he packs a punch that brings silence to our battlefield. All we have to do is ask.

Now comes Mike Franzak to remind us that it’s not automatic or easy. In fact, flying is damned hard work. Man wasn’t meant to fly. It’s an unnatural act. Any grunt will tell you that man was meant to keep both feet on the ground and dig quickly when the bullets crack by. Flying in a big, empty sky is injurious to your health. If something can go wrong, it will. You can’t suspend gravity forever.

A Nightmare’s Prayer is aptly named. In powerful, haunting vignettes, Mike explains why flying an AV-8 Harrier jet with tilt engines is like wrestling a Brahma bull. Sooner or later, the plane rears up and whispers, Let’s find out who’s tougher. On the ground, we’ve forgotten that a pilot risks his life every time he hurtles off the deck to guard us from above. Flight after flight, the plane must be tamed. No wonder AV-8 pilots have nightmares: it’s reality waking them up at three in the morning.

Throughout Afghanistan, the grunts accept the fickle weather and the sudden crosswinds from the mountains as part of the scenery. When conditions get too tough or windy, we can hunker down.

There is no lee shore in the sky. Franzak’s descriptions of landing in sharp winds are harrowing. Your knuckles are white, gripping the book as you wonder, What idiot flies in those conditions, when the plane is trying to pitch over and squash you? Then you realize that some platoon commander somewhere was in a fight, and someone had to help him out. You read how Franzak and his fellow pilots circle like sharks to make sure they know exactly where the fire support team is, how the planes roar down the valley to make sure the approach angle doesn’t endanger the grunts, then pull up, turn around, and zip back in, hoping the laser-guided five-hundred-pound bombs don’t malfunction.

The remarkable clarity of the communications is comforting to a grunt. When Franzak senses that the ground observer is under pressure or new to the job, he slows the action down, asking for instructions in plain English. Close air support seems so simple: all you have to do is ask, and you shall receive.

The Pentagon spends more than $150 billion a year on worldwide aviation, including the costs of the four services for items such as carriers, airfields, tankers, satellite linkages, training, and the like. At the peak, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan cost about $70 billion a year. Aviation is the world’s most expensive business, and it is dominated by Americans.

In the military sphere, this tilts all battlefields on land and sea in our favor. Our troops never have to worry about enemy aircraft; our enemies always have to worry about our aircraft. Almost no firefight in Afghanistan reaches the twenty-minute mark without air attacking the targets. That is a great comfort and decisive advantage for our troops.

The American response to 9/11 was to let loose the bombers. Confident and ignorant, tens of thousands of Taliban fighters, in support of thousands of Arab al Qaeda jihadists, manned their trench lines to repel ground attacks by a haphazard assortment of warlords who embraced America’s cause (and money) in order to defeat their zealous foes. Thankfully, it wasn’t a fair fight. Special Forces and CIA teams armed with satellite radios and laser designators stood off a few miles from the trenches and directed the air traffic. B-1 and B-52 bombers, F-18s, F-15s, and AV-8s like Franzak’s queued up, peeled off, and dropped thousands of bombs.

Unlike during World War II and Vietnam, accuracy was not a problem. Electronic imaging and laser guidance had changed the term aerial bombardment into precision air attack . The Taliban and al Qaeda were routed by the end of 2001.

However, while technically the United States had advanced, it lacked strategic common sense. Consider an analogy: On December 7, 1941, the Japanese had struck at Pearl Harbor, killing some 2,400 Americans. The president declared that the American military response would not falter until the Japanese ruling order was destroyed. Seven months later, Admiral Spruance led three carriers across the international date line west of Hawaii to the island of Midway. There he fought the epic battle that decimated the Imperial Naval Fleet and sealed Japan’s fate.

Now consider an alternate scenario: Spruance stopped his carriers at the international date line because he was concerned about treaties governing hostilities at sea. No one in the States protested, and the Japanese fleet sailed back to Tokyo in triumph.

Yes, that sounds preposterous. Yet on 9/11 more Americans died in New York City than at Pearl Harbor. However, when the Taliban were trapped by our bombing in late 2001, we suspended further air attacks to allow Pakistan to land airliners to evacuate the key Taliban and the Pakistani officers who were their advisers. A few months later, Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda fighters were cornered in the Tora Bora mountains. Due to military error, they managed to escape in disarray to the Pakistani side of the border. No segment of American society urged crossing the border in hot pursuit to destroy al Qaeda—not the president, not the secretary of defense, not the Joint Chiefs of Staff, not the Congress, not the pundits, and not any grassroots public movement.

It’s highly unlikely the Pakistani government or people would have reacted with rage had we destroyed al Qaeda. In its sixty-year history, Pakistan had never controlled the mountains to where Osama fled. The region was called the Tribal Area, distinct from Pakistan proper. We did not stop after a considered debate of pros and cons inside our government. We stopped because our shared intuitions about the nature of war had changed. Our culture was kinder, gentler, and richer.

The result was that the Taliban and al Qaeda regrouped safely inside Pakistan, sorted out their units, accepted refuge among the tribes, and prepared for the next battle. It is baffling why our leaders—
military and civilian—thought the war was over in 2001. By 2003, when Franzak’s squadron deployed to Bagram Air Base on the fringe of the northern mountain ranges, Afghanistan was in the midst of a false peace. The Taliban were infiltrating back from Pakistan, careful not to raise a profile that would again unleash American air attacks.

What Franzak encountered—long sorties with no authorized targets, punctuated by moments of fierce fighting—set the tone for the war that dragged on year after year. On the one hand, we did not want to employ bombs against compounds that housed civilians. On the other hand, the Taliban fought from those very compounds. They had learned not to mass in trenches. Aerial bombing remained our trump card, however, when our troops came under heavy fire. With that exception, the Taliban enjoyed the sanctuary provided by mixing with the people. True, there were five or ten missile strikes each month by unmanned Predator drones inside Pakistan. These caused a few dozen casualties, not trivial but also not a game-changer. It was a bit odd that the Pakistanis accepted being bombed by drones rather than by pilots. Perhaps next we will dispatch robot raid teams across the border.

For Franzak and the other fighter pilots stationed in Afghanistan, the mission became reactive. They could not bomb unless the mission accorded with a long list of rules—a sensible restriction, perhaps, but one that meant long weeks and months of staying alert, but with swords sheathed. The weather, combined with the idiosyncracies of the AV-8 aircraft, instilled a tension into every daily sortie.

Yet there was no relief. Many squadrons did four-month tours and returned to the States. A lesser number did six months. Franzak’s squadron endured eleven months, one of the longest deployments of the war. What the book brings home is the claustrophobia of the setting. The squadron had to keep up morale in the dust, the wind, the rain, and the mud. The aircraft were temperamental and unforgiving, demanding exhausting hours of maintenance from the rugged ground crews. They could expect no relief and take no days off. With only six planes and demands for aircraft patrols every day, there was no slack and no downtime to relax.

Franzak brings home the mounting stress. It’s like he wrote a diary. You can see the tension building, day by day, without escape. As the executive officer, he faces a full agenda of problem-solving and of easing tensions between a driving commanding officer and a squadron of Marines who feel like they’re living in a submarine that doesn’t have a port. As a reader, you can understand the growing insomnia, the brain wrestling with too many problems. He’s both a pilot concerned with keeping his edge in the air, and a manager/leader juggling tensions that can’t be solved.

You don’t expect it. You envision the squadrons that maintain and fly high-tech aircraft as having tolerable, perhaps flashy lives. Instead, you learn that they have it harder than the grunts. We in the infantry may live in the dirt, but we have moments of exhilaration, terror, bloodlust, relief, laughter, and goof-off time.

An aviation squadron can never let its guard down. There’s no such thing as an aircraft not superbly maintained. There’s no way to break the monotony and gruel of the daily routine. It’s leadership and duty in tight quarters. Franzak has given us grunts quite a book. I always envisioned the pilots climbing out of the cockpits, sauntering to the 
O Club for a cold beer and hot steak, and stretching out on a mattress for a long winter’s sleep.

Franzak has broken that mold. I can’t work up a good, naïve, undeserved resentment about the cushy life of the aviator anymore. The images of the AV-8 tossing about in crosswinds like a rampaging bull, and of nights with too much pressure and no relief to a grinding routine, are too vivid. His squadron perseveres, despite suffering the disappointment of having been extended. What Franzak conveys most vividly is the squadron’s dogged devotion to duty—when there’s nothing else to fall back on, that is the time when character and the traditions of a unit provide a concrete floor that cannot be chipped away. Had Franzak’s squadron been ordered to stay in their huts next to the flight line and continue a flight per aircraft per day, they would have scrounged that base and all of Afghanistan to find the spare parts, and they’d still be up over the heads of the grunts, waiting for their call, day after day after day.



Preface

They say there are no atheists in foxholes and to a certain degree I can affirm that, though my religious convictions are tepid at best. I don’t remember when I began to question God but I know it was a long time ago. My parents are least to blame. They took us to church regularly. But as I grew older and introspective I came to question things, especially God. My church visits dimmed and nightly prayers became monologues in darkness. I wondered if my brother in the twin bunk below or my sister in the adjoining room was praying. Was anyone listening? I wasn’t sure, so I stopped.

As years passed I prayed sporadically without much thought, more on a whim when I felt obliged to thank someone or something for the beauty of all, but I refrained from asking anything—ever. And then one day I prayed very hard and I asked for something. I wasn’t in a foxhole. I was above it. I was safe and comfortable in my sheltered cocoon 20,000 feet over the Hindu Kush. But I prayed. I prayed when I heard the muted cries of men who at last understood their 
fate.

In combat, there is a haunting sound a man may give when he is certain of his end. To those who hear it, everything changes. It does not matter if you have never met this man other than the radio contact you established with him ten, twenty, or sixty minutes prior. In that short period, a bond is built. You come to know him and he, you. Because you are critical to him. You are essential to his being. He needs you. He needs you because you have something he does not. Perhaps it is situational awareness, perhaps it is a mode of transportation—a lifeline out of his demise—or perhaps, as was my case, you bring death. You bring the means to kill, to buy time if time can be bought.

My squadron, VMA-513,* the “Flying Nightmares,” deployed to Afghanistan in late 2002 with the following mission statement: “On or about 7 October 2002, VMA-513 squadron (-) (REIN) with six AV-8B aircraft will deploy to Bagram, Afghanistan for a period of approximately 180 days to conduct expeditionary based air support for the Coalition Forces Air Component Commander (CFACC).” Put simply, we were sent to Afghanistan to support the grunt. To provide air cover—a protective blanket—over soldiers as they patrolled the inhospitable Hindu Kush.

Located on the other side of the world, Afghanistan is eleven and a half hours behind the United States in time zones. Add to that another two thousand years. No one knows exactly why Afghanistan chose a half-hour time zone, but as one journalist recently warned, “[N]ever get into a war with a people who live in a half-hour time zone. The reference is usually to Afghanistan, a country no one has ever been able to subdue, for long at least. And it’s even more true for the Pashtun, the country’s largest ethnic group, who don’t seem to live in any time zone at all.”†

The differences between the United States and Afghanistan are stark. Afghanistan’s rugged terrain is dominated by a mountain range that stretches six hundred miles from northeastern to southwestern 
Afghanistan. Bulging 150 miles wide, the Hindu Kush, considered the western extension of the Himalayas, is crowned with peaks towering above 22,000 feet. Due to Afghanistan’s semiarid steppe, in which cold winters and dry summers dominate, only 12 percent of the country is arable. But wherever crops are grown, one is sure to find opium. Comprising 22 percent of Afghanistan’s gross domestic product (GDP) in 2008, opium production is at least down from its 2007 high, when the United Nations noted that it comprised 53 percent of Afghanistan’s GDP. In 2008, the International Monetary Fund ranked Afghanistan’s GDP per capita at 172, out of 181 nations. A United Nations report in 2006 on world population prospects listed Afghanistan’s infant mortality rate as the second highest in the world, losing ignominious first place to Sierra Leone.

Afghanistan’s infrastructure is scant (when we deployed in 2002, there were only two paved highways in the entire country). Reliable electrical power—a myth. Economic prosperity and potential—
dubious. By contrast, the United States is not only on the other side of the world, it’s on the opposite end of the spectrum. Landlocked, isolated, and insulated from the rest of the world, Afghanistan 
resides like some giant time capsule that God buried several millen-
nia ago.

In late 2002, when the Flying Nightmares deployed to Afghani-
stan, we did so from a nation with growing amnesia. The 9/11 attacks had occurred a little more than a year earlier. The Taliban and al Qaeda had been routed from Afghanistan, or so everyone thought. And for anyone in the know, we were being sent to do what most termed “mop-up” operations. The focus was elsewhere: the Senate had recently passed a joint resolution authorizing the use of military force against 
Iraq.

When I returned home from Afghanistan a year later, in 2003, people asked me about the war, about our strategy, how things were going, what I had seen. I tried to describe these things but was not very successful. Trying to understand Afghanistan is akin to trying to understand Vietnam, and trying to simplify it is likely to end in frustration. With an ever-changing object and strategy to obtain it, the mission in Afghanistan may have been best described as “a war in search of a strategy.”*

Seven years have passed since my return but I don’t think much has changed, except of course U.S. troop levels and fatalities. I hope this changes, but I’m not optimistic. In 2002, U.S. troops in Afghanistan totaled 5,200. That doubled by the end of 2003, to 10,400. By the end of 2008, U.S. troops in Afghanistan numbered a little more than 30,000. A year later, at the end of 2009, the number again doubled, to 62,000. And in 2010, we shall see that number increase another 30,000. Criticized by some as a dithering and lukewarm response, the current administration’s investment of U.S. forces in Afghanistan is not small, nor should it be. But there will be more fatalities.

As historian Stephen Tanner has noted, “Afghans have honed their martial skills by fighting among themselves, in terrain that facilitates divisions of power and resists the concept of centralized control.”* Afghanistan has seen one invader after another—Alexander the Great, Genghis Khan, Tamerlane, Babur, the British, the Soviets, and now the Americans. In each case Afghanistan has been able to defeat its invaders with patience—patience that lasts through generations. Perhaps Afghanistan’s violent history is, as Tanner also noted, “due in equal measure to the nature of its territory, which has in turn influenced the nature of its people… . [The] bulk of the land is unrelentingly harsh, and where it does not consist of jagged, successive range of heights it is largely desert… . It is a land that can be easily invaded but is much more difficult to hold—and to hold together.”†

There are new generals in charge and I believe they are smarter and have more support, but Americans don’t like long wars. I wonder if our patience can persist. I know the enemy is patient and more Americans will die. Yearly U.S. fatalities in Afghanistan reached 317 in 2009, out of more than 900 killed since 9/11. By all accounts the casualties and fatalities of Americans in Afghanistan are infinitesimal compared to other wars, but how does one measure the value of just one American serviceman—or woman? And what does one say to the widow, the parents, the children? Or does one not say anything, except maybe “I’m sorry”?

[image: image]

* For an explanation of VMA and many other terms used in this book, please consult the glossary.

† Robert Baer, “Avoiding a Quagmire in Afghanistan,” Time, April 1, 2009.

* Carl Conetta, Strange Victory: A Critical Appraisal of Operation Enduring Freedom and the Afghanistan War (Cambridge, Mass.: Project on Defense Alternatives, 2002), p. 10.

* Stephen Tanner, Afghanistan: A Military History from Alexander the Great to the Fall of the Taliban (Cambridge, Mass.: Da Capo, 2002), p. 1.

† Ibid., p. 3.
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DEPARTURES

There are certain events in life one never forgets. The morning of October 7, 2002, was one of those times. I was deploying for combat. I was stepping inside the ring.

During my seventeen years of military service as a navy enlisted man and later as a Marine officer, I had deployed overseas five other times. I had served on the USS Ranger in the Persian Gulf in the early 1980s as a young sailor, loading bombs and missiles on jets. After earning my commission and wings, I flew Harrier jets across the Pacific Ocean, island hopping from California to Hawaii, to Wake, to Guam, to Japan and back the other way—twice. I had also spent months at sea, flying Harriers from small deck carriers supporting operations in Somalia, Kuwait, Australia, and other locales.

Those deployments and the men I had served under helped shape me for what I was now going to undertake. But some things can’t be taught. This deployment was different. Secrets buried deep floated upward, echoing the promise I once made. No one knew the promise except me, but that was enough. The product of a transgression in a dark past, the promise was an attempt to escape guilt.

It happened in flight school, shortly before my winging in 1990. A moment of indiscretion and everything changed. I hardly knew the woman but she bore my son some nine months later and named him so. Though her aim was that of greater intentions, I had no such notions. But I loved the boy. I tried very hard to be a good father, writing letters and making telephone calls and visits as the years passed, but the reality I learned was that I was a father in name only. I was hardly there. Visits once, perhaps twice a year could not forge the bond a boy needs from his father.

As time wore on I swore to never fail any future child of mine, to always be there—physically there. Now, as I prepared to leave, the promise and guilt returned. I was a father again, happily married with an eleven-month-old son, but I was leaving him. Though the reasons appeared valid, I questioned my motives. Was I going because my country needed me or was I going for selfish reasons?

I turned and looked at the jets glistening in the morning sun. As the Arizona dawn breathed light into a new day, my thoughts swirled in the guilt before finally deciding to settle on a moonless night some ten years earlier.

My relationship with the Harrier was different from that of most pilots. It was love-hate. I loved the airplane for the thrill she gave, but I hated her for the friends she took. My bond with her had been forged in blood on August 16, 1992, in Kuwait, just south of Iraq. It was my first deployment as a pilot. I and nine other pilots formed the Harrier contingent of the 11th Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU) aboard the USS Tarawa. As our ship entered the Persian Gulf, the detachment of AV-8B Harriers was granted a two-week training hiatus in Kuwait. It was a place for us to hone our “night attack” skills. Then, on one hot August night, three of us landed and waited for the fourth. But he never returned. We waited and joked that he must have had a total electrical failure and landed at some obscure airfield—that he would have the last laugh. As the minutes turned to hours the impending doom became palpable, but no one spoke of it. Then reality struck. News arrived that a fireball had been spotted in the desert just south of the Iraqi border. The words froze each of us in that second, time stopped, and silence consumed us. Then we separated like remnants of a meteor bursting in the sky, each fragment on its own disparate vector, no one saying a word, each within his own gravity and guilt. I opened the door and stepped back into the unforgiving night, unsure of my destination. Hot, humid blackness devoured me, the tarmac sticky and warm against my soles. I shuffled forward toward the jets. I found her at the end of the row—the girl I had just flown. I didn’t cry. I just talked to her. Rip was gone. His flesh and bones, torn to pieces no bigger than his hand, lay strewn across miles of desert he neither knew nor loved. I wondered how it happened. The investigation in the following days only raised more questions. But the thoughts that haunted me that night were of the wife who would give birth again in three weeks and a three-year-old son who would never again see his father.

That was ten years earlier. Now it was 2002 and I was deploying again. I was also wondering if we’d all return. I turned my gaze away from the flight line and toward the shouts and yells that surrounded me, mostly kids playing.

It was strange to see so many civilians in the hangar, especially women and children. Once or twice a year they filled the hangar, usually at the squadron Christmas party, air show, or change of command. But the women and children were strangers here. That was clear to the Marines who slaved in its confines, the mechanics who kept the troublesome Harriers aloft, who spent more hours inside the hangar than they spent at home. The floors had been mopped clean of JP-5 jet fuel and hydraulic fluid, leaving the hangar pretending to be something it wasn’t. Tables filled with cookies, coffees, and Cokes replaced the jets, forklifts, and cranes. On the walls banners hung: “Good Luck Nightmares,” “We love you Gunny Rod,” “Semper Fi Nightmares.” There was even the ubiquitous “Let’s Roll.”

Kathleen Dixon, the wife of my boss, Lieutenant Colonel Jim “Grouper” Dixon, pulled a Kleenex from her purse, knelt down, and wiped it against the face of her youngest son. The boy seemed annoyed by the gesture as he tried to pull away from his mother’s strong grasp. “Hey, Kathleen, how are you?” I asked. Kathleen had been the focal point for the squadron wives over the last three months. She dealt with the countless complaints and meaningless gossip that can cripple a unit before or during a deployment. As the emotional storm swirled around her, she appeared calm and not the least bit frazzled by tugging currents. While the commanders reaped the accolades, their spouses never received enough recognition for their mystical and often unseen labor.

“Shit, Zak, you know how I am. But thanks for asking.” Kathleen’s candor was always refreshing given the number of pretentious spouses who attempted to wear their husband’s rank on their collar.

“Kathleen, it’s going to be OK. Grouper didn’t leave anything to chance. He rode us like dogs over the last few months.”

“You don’t have to tell me, Zak. I live with the man.”

Kathleen’s banter had a way of reducing the stress. She understood that. She had to. The crashes and funerals endured over the years created a callous layer—a shield—but it did not deter her purpose. Kathleen’s role was as critical as that of her husband, the two of them holding the squadron together, although at different ends. Grouper with the Marines in Bagram, Afghanistan, and Kathleen with the families in Yuma, Arizona.

The pilots suited up and climbed into their jets. I wanted to be in that first wave, but Grouper had directed me to remain behind and secure the hangar after everyone left. I would be the last Nightmare to leave. I was in charge of locking the doors and turning out the lights.

I pulled the small digital camera from my flight suit and began taking pictures. I felt uneasy, like an intruder, as I captured the sobbing eyes and tearful hugs of families saying good-bye. But I had promised myself two things regarding this deployment: take pictures and keep a journal.

As a young boy, I had listened to the stories of my grandfather. He had fought on Iwo Jima as a navy Seabee during World War II. His stories enthralled me with adventure as he described driving a bulldozer while enemy Japanese shot at him. But memories fade with time. Facts become distorted and the lines between reality and fiction blur. I wanted a way to preserve the present without relying on aging memory. Starting the journal would be easy. Maintaining it, harder.

The Harriers cranked up on cue. Within a few minutes, the radio in the squadron ready room crackled. The lead tanker aircraft was “up.” The mission was a “go.” Captain Toby Moore and I were the designated backups. I’d jump into the ground spare if anyone went down in the chocks while Toby would fly the airborne spare to the first refueling point. If the primary jets’ aerial refueling systems checked out airborne, Toby would return to Yuma, shut down, and jump into the C-130 with me and twenty other Marines designated as trail maintenance crew.

The Harriers taxied out single file as families waved frantically. I watched my wife, Katie, tighten her arms around our son, Caleb. Her eyes narrowed as the jets roared down the runway. A tear came to her eye. I looked away and toward the Harriers. The jets circled around to the south and passed over the airfield in a tight wedge formation. The friends and families of the Nightmares waved as the Harriers rocketed overhead. But I knew the pilots didn’t see anyone below. They stared intently to their left or right, maintaining a position so that wingtips didn’t touch, while the thunderous roar of the Pegasus motors drowned out both the cheers and cries below. The noise faded as the jets climbed eastward, shrinking to dots in the dark blue, then vanishing.

Family members held each other in tearful hugs. The only ones not crying were children, who either played or stared vacantly upward as if searching unseen ground while those taller looked down upon them and thought silently—Daddy is going away for a long time. He’s going to war.

“Well, babe, there they go. Do you want to hang out until I have to leave in the C-130?”

“No, Mike. I think I’ll head home. Caleb’s tired. It’s been a long morning. You have things you need to do and we’ve already said good-bye.” She was aiding me. I knew it, but my body froze and my eyes welled. Any previous excitement about untold futures faded. A helpless feeling overcame me. For the first time, I didn’t want to go. I stared at Katie. I didn’t know what to say or do. An uncomfortable silence hung there. Seeing my paralysis, she stepped forward. I gripped my arms around her and the boy, who was still wearing his yellow earplugs. Their touch brought me back to the moment and the crux of it all. Why should others risk their lives and not me?

I released them, Katie saying nothing but nodding slowly, a cautious smile on her lips. I kissed her and then Caleb. She wheeled around and I watched as her five-foot-one-inch, ninety-five-pound frame drifted away. Caleb, looking over her shoulder, stared back at me. He didn’t smile or cry. He just looked at me as a one-year-old does—his head bouncing to the rhythm of his mother’s steps, their bodies sliding off toward a distant door in the hangar corner. I choked back all sounds as if under the direction of some long-forgotten drill sergeant. Unconsciously my hand rose as if ignoring the script and waved good-bye to Caleb, who could see me, and Katie, who could not. Then the hangar door opened and closed and they were gone.
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HAPPY HUNTING

I stood alone for some time, staring at the door, waiting for it to open as if something had been forgotten—an item, a word, a gesture. But the door didn’t open. The hangar was mostly empty now. A few Marines, part of the trail maintenance crew, meandered around with wives or girlfriends awkwardly clinging on. Seeing nothing else on which to dwell, I ventured upstairs toward the Nightmare ready room like some despondent stray, seeking familiar ground.

I picked a chair in the back row and sat impatiently watching the TV in the corner but heard and saw nothing. I was alone except for the borrowed pilot who sat behind the wooden desk next to the radio. I thought about sending him back to his squadron but decided against it. Though we did not speak, I wanted the company. A static crackle forced my head to turn. “Base, Nightmare 11.” It was Grouper somewhere over eastern Arizona leading the jets to the first aerial refueling point.

“Nightmare 11, this is base, go ahead,” the borrowed pilot responded.

“All chicks have gotten a drink and are a ‘go.’ The spare is heading back,” Grouper stated. The six jets would now make Cherry Point, North Carolina, sometime in the afternoon. The Marines, Toby, and I would follow closely behind in a C-130 transport aircraft.

“Roger, Nightmare 11. Solid copy, and”—the pilot paused for effect while smiling at me—“happy hunting.”

The visitor’s words struck me as odd. I was accustomed to farewells of “Good luck,” “Have a safe flight,” or “Be safe.” I never heard anyone wish anyone “Happy hunting,” but these were different times.

I headed back to my office and sent out a final e-mail to my parents. After closing my laptop and cleaning off my desk, I saw Caleb’s half-filled sippy cup sitting on the windowsill. Katie must have forgotten it during the morning’s fanfare. I placed the cup inside the small fridge in the corner of my office. As I flipped off the light and locked the door behind me, I wondered why I hadn’t poured out the milk. It was going to be a long time before I returned. I decided there were forces I didn’t understand—illogical forces that sometimes guided me.

Downstairs in the hangar, a few wives and children remained, spending the last family minutes together before the Marines boarded the C-130. I watched as Toby landed the backup Harrier and taxied into the line. In a matter of minutes, he shed his flight gear and ran across the tarmac to join us. The Marines quickly boarded the dull gray transport. Then it was my turn. I turned and looked at the Nightmare hangar one more time. It had become a second home over the last year, but I felt no remorse leaving it. Katie and Caleb were gone. Now it was my turn.

I squeezed into the main cabin, past the Marines and their gear, and looked for the first open seat. Pallets of toolboxes, spare Harrier parts, and cargo containers stacked on top of each other, held in place by chains and webbed nets, occupied most of the aircraft. The C-130 had been converted into a flying garage. Marines sat crammed next to each other in weblike hammocks that lined the inside fuselage. I fastened my seat belt, closed my eyes, and tried not to think of home. A few minutes later, we were airborne, flying east. When the flight engineer gave the “OK” sign, I unfastened my seat belt and climbed over the cruise boxes to the rear of the C-130. Next to a spare set of tires in between the rows of toolboxes, I stretched out on the hard steel deck. I rolled my flight jacket into a makeshift pillow and lowered my head. As I drifted to sleep, I reflected on the forces that had brought me to this point in time.

In what seemed like a few minutes but in reality was much longer, I woke to the prodding and rocking of someone against me. “Major Franzak, you OK? You’re talking funny and kicking the toolboxes.” I opened my eyes. A bald-headed, smiling Sergeant Harris stood 
above me.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Sir, we’re about thirty minutes out from Cherry Point.”

“Thanks. Guess I was dreaming.”

“Sir, you were dreaming some weird shit, then,” the burly Marine stated, stepping over me and back to his confines.

“Yeah. It was weird,” I answered, my voice lost in the noise of the humming props. Soon we would land in Cherry Point, our first stop. After one day of rest, we’d make the long flight across the Atlantic and into Spain. Then two nights in Rota, Spain, before flying on to Bahrain in the Persian Gulf. After one more night in Bahrain, we’d launch for our final destination: Bagram, Afghanistan. If all went well, we’d reach Bagram in five days. The Marines were hoping for a smooth trip. Yet those of us who had experienced deployments to far-off destinations knew such luck rarely occurred. There would be hiccups. It was only a question of when.

I sat up, searching for my green flight bag. Finding it at my feet, I reached inside and pulled out a small olive-drab logbook. Its first pages were filled with hieroglyphic scribble denoting duties and pilot landings aboard a boat a year earlier. The olive-drab book had an auspicious beginning in which fate intervened and prevented its premature departure. The book had been opened as an official record. It was then misplaced, another opened, and when found again, its utility was circumspect, as the record had been officially transferred to another. And since it had been marked on, written in, it was disposable. As the Marine cleaned the shelves and moved to discard the item the day before our departure, I intervened. I saw utility where others did not. I did not mind the fact that it was used. I simply skipped the first three pages and began, “Franzak, 7 Oct 2002. Day One. Our squadron deployed this morning for combat operations in Afghanistan… .”

As I continued my first journal entry I thought back on all that had happened in the previous year.

Katie and I had returned to the desert in July 2001 following my yearlong master’s program at the Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island. Upon my return to Yuma, the Marine Corps assigned me to VMA-513, the Flying Nightmares, where the commander who preceded Grouper tasked me with fixing his maintenance department. As the aircraft maintenance officer, I reported directly to VMA-513’s then commander, Lieutenant Colonel David “Cow” Gurney. Cow wanted a quick turnaround. It wasn’t happening. After two months, I was on the chopping block.

September arrived, and though the coolness of fall had yet to embrace Yuma, the oven days of summer were gone. I remember well that Tuesday morning. It was 5 a.m. and Katie lay awake next to me, swollen and sick, the baby due in a month. We rose as she prepared to drive me to work. I drank my coffee and watched the TV when it happened. News anchors rambled strangely about smoke pouring from a building. Katie walked over and sat down next to me. Then we watched the horror unfold.

I will never forget that Tuesday morning. Yuma, a new home. Katie eight months pregnant sitting next to me. The live picture. The second airliner colliding with the south tower in real time. People jumping. The towers collapsing. Innocent people gone in a flash. Perhaps every generation must suffer a shock that forever scars them—a threat to their way of life and the world they know.

On September 12, 2001, things changed. They changed everywhere. Dusty atlases were pulled from high shelves. Decorative furniture globes that sat untouched and unmoved in years were suddenly spun, as people sought to understand where these distant lands lay and what was there. Obscure names most Americans had never heard—Bin Laden, al Qaeda, and Taliban —were soon added to every American’s lexicon. We all remained skittish, just waiting for the next attack. Then we responded.

On October 7, 2001, operatives from the CIA and Special Forces combined with the Afghan opposition group the Northern Alliance and attacked Taliban positions in Afghanistan, designating targets for the constant flow of American fighters and bombers that circled overhead. And while the attacks unfolded, I struggled forward as a failing maintenance officer, my two hundred Marines unsure of their leader, all of us wondering if we’d ever be called upon.

In late October, Katie gave birth to Caleb, who quickly consumed our lives. The days rolled into weeks and the weeks into months as work demanded more and more of my time. As fall turned into winter my maintenance department started its turnaround, a slow, almost imperceptible reversal of course. Soon after, the unit’s next designated commander, Lieutenant Colonel Jim “Grouper” Dixon, arrived and settled in as the executive officer.

Grouper was an old-school Harrier pilot who grew up under pilots who flew the AV-8A, the original “Widow-Maker.” Harrier pilots who had flown the “A” measured AV-8B pilots as something less, or so their actions conveyed. Grouper stood six feet, with a slightly muscular build. His head was capped snow-white with only the slightest shade of gray. He boasted a large gray mustache, a rarity for a Marine. The son of a career army man, Grouper saw life in simple blacks and whites. He rarely gave praise. A stickler for details, Grouper was one of the most passionate and ethical officers I knew. Marines generally feared him, especially pilots. Grouper and Cow were miles apart in thought and personality, and they worked together about as well as oil and water mix.

By late spring 2002, the squadron’s maintenance department had managed a complete reversal. We now led the Harrier fleet in aircraft readiness rates. By summer, the media lost interest in Afghanistan and began covering the possible invasion of Iraq. According to many political pundits, major combat operations in Afghanistan were over. America’s infatuation with its own success seemed premature, given Afghanistan’s long and violent history regarding invaders. But most Americans are not well versed in world history, and those who sounded any warnings were drummed out by those lauding our success.

In June 2002, Cow turned the reins of the squadron over to Grouper. I expected reassignment, as it was customary for a new CO to emplace his own team. Much to my surprise, Grouper asked me to stay and serve as his executive officer. Things were going well in maintenance and I was happy. I enjoyed working with the junior Marines—the young lance corporals, corporals, and sergeants who carried the maintenance department on their backs. The job of executive officer focused on administrative matters, something I loathed. Nevertheless, the opportunity to remain in a gun squadron solidified my decision.

As I settled in as Grouper’s XO (executive officer), rumors spread regarding deploying Harriers to Afghanistan. Most of the fighters supporting missions over Afghanistan were flying from bases in the Persian Gulf or from bases in one of the “Stans”—Kyrgyzstan and 
Uzbekistan being the primary locales. This equated to transit times of three and four hours before the jets were on station over the Afghanistan battlefields. The long transit times put additional strain on the tankers as well.

Military leaders wanted more efficient combat air support, but Bagram, Afghanistan, where most of the American firepower was based, lacked the amenities that many fighters need. A lone A-10 squadron was based there despite requests for additional airpower. Navy F/A-18 and air force F-16 squadrons refused to base their aircraft in Bagram due to the lack of infrastructure and the poor runway condition. The Marine Corps stepped forward and played up the Harrier, boasting it could handle the assignment.

Rumor became fact. The Pentagon issued a “warning order” that trickled down the chain of command to Marine Air Group (MAG) 13 in Yuma. The MAG-13 commander reviewed his squadrons and chose ours, VMA-513, for the mission. Things happened fast. The change of command occurred in June 2002. In early July, Grouper and several staff officers from 3rd Marine Aircraft Wing traveled to Afghanistan to conduct a site survey. After Grouper’s endorsement that the mission was doable, the decision to deploy the Nightmares was finalized, but with one caveat. Because of Bagram’s limited space, the squadron was directed to deploy with only six aircraft and ten pilots. Difficult decisions were made as the squadron split. Half the squadron would deploy to Afghanistan and combat, while the remainder would deploy aboard the USS Belleau Wood for a normal Western Pacific (WESTPAC) assignment.

In August, attachments from other units joined the Nightmares. As a gun squadron, we had pilots, maintainers, and aircraft. But we didn’t have cooks, engineers, military police, electricians, radio operators, or other job specialties needed to operate in an austere location like Afghanistan. Thus forty Marines from MALS-13 (an aviation maintenance and logistics squadron) and MWSS-373 and MWSS-374 (aviation support squadrons) joined our unit. While we held meetings in Yuma, personnel in Afghanistan cleared a minefield, the location of our future home. At the end of August, we sent thirty Marines forward to build our camp and living quarters.

Before we knew it, October arrived. Pilot training was over. Our final flights in the simulator and at an outlying field were high-hot-heavy operations. This involved high-speed short takeoffs (STOs) and 120-knot landings. The short takeoffs were anything but short, and the landings failed to capitalize on the Harrier’s ability to land vertically, something the Harrier couldn’t do in Bagram. The Harrier’s Rolls-Royce Pegasus motors didn’t produce the same amount of thrust at an elevation of 5,000 feet that they did at sea level. The irony of this made me wonder if the Harrier was really best suited for the Afghanistan mission or if politics were at play. Specifically, defense budget justification—proving the Harrier could handle combat so the Marine Corps could buy more of them or its follow-on vision, the Joint Strike Fighter. But debating merits didn’t matter anymore. We were on our way now. The Harrier and the Nightmares were either ready or they weren’t. Only combat would reveal the truth.
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LOSING SIGHT

It was 1 A.M. We had been in Cherry Point, North Carolina, for thirty-six hours. Two days ago, Yuma, Arizona. This afternoon, Spain. After that, Bahrain, then Afghanistan. The sooner we got there the better.

The pilots relaxed in the ready room chairs as the air force lieutenant colonel handed us our smart packs, manila envelopes stuffed with maps and in-flight cards for the nine-hour flight. The maps depicted our circuitous route up the East Coast, across the northern Atlantic, down the European coast, and into Spain, while the numerous in-flight cards provided administrative items: call signs, frequencies, waypoints, refueling points, airfield data, divert field data, bingo profiles (emergency fuel). All of them would increase our situational awareness as we crossed the pond. The route was designed not only to get us to Rota, Spain, quickly but to stay in range of emergency divert fields throughout the flight in case anyone developed a problem.

As I contemplated my future, it was the past that kept surfacing—the image of Katie sliding away from me with Caleb’s tiny face bobbing on her shoulder, his eyes staring at me, expressionless. It was time to compartmentalize. There were times I let my mind wander, debating whimsical issues or reminiscing as it saw fit. I allowed it that luxury so when I called it to task, it responded. I had learned the trick in flight school long ago. The matter was simple and not debatable. Thus with a conscious decision I banished all thoughts except those of the mission.

The air force officer introduced himself, called roll, and then moved quickly to the weather. The forecast for Spain: clear skies. The forecast for our departure out of Cherry Point: broken clouds and intermittent showers, sketchy but not bad. But the weather over the Atlantic drew sighs. The pilots fidgeted in their chairs. A cold front stretched from Greenland south to the Azores. There was no avoiding it. There would be clouds, turbulence, and likely vertigo. I hated tanking in the clag and I dreaded the vertigo. Thick clouds necessitated tight formation flying while turbulence caused the big KC-10 tankers to bounce. And when the tankers bounced they shook the heavy refueling baskets that trailed behind them—baskets with whom our jets must mate. In-flight refueling was a process as simple as sex unless confounded with temperamental weather, for then the dynamic changed. Mature pilots were often humbled, appearing more like teenage boys trying to copulate with a teasing courtesan.

Once the air force pilot finished, he nodded to Grouper. Grouper stood and walked to the podium in regal fashion. No one doubted who was in charge, least of all Grouper. He began with a few admin items, followed by some stern warnings—“Don’t do this. Don’t do that.” Then he briefed the details of the sortie, beginning with the takeoff. There were six Harriers in the flight. A common technique was to divide the flight into two three-ships that would take off separately and join en route. But that wasn’t what Grouper briefed. Instead, Grouper explained that lead through dash four would take off on the primary runway, while dash five (me) and my wingman, dash six, launched simultaneously from a perpendicular runway pointing in another direction. Our two-ship would then join the flight of four as they crossed in front of us in a tight turn around the airfield. The plan was to join quickly, low to the ground, beneath the weather.

Nobody flinched. Everyone but Grouper thought the same thing: it was night and we had never done this before—no one was familiar with this strange procedure of a six-plane simultaneous takeoff, using two separate runways, joining below the cloud deck, at night, on night vision goggles (NVGs). I saw no need to rush the join-up. The tankers were a hundred miles away. I thought about the scud layer hanging over the airfield, the limited field of view of the NVGs, the difficulty in seeing clouds through NVGs, as cloud layers obscured moonlight, thus masking their identity. But Grouper’s swagger, though brash, was convincing. He was the commander and was leading the sortie. Foolishly, I put aside my reservations and said nothing.

“Hey, does anyone else want a diaper?” AJ called out. I turned and looked at Major Andrew J. “AJ” Heino, the squadron’s operations officer, who was holding a box of diapers above his head. The only other major in the squadron, AJ was a peer and a good friend. He was also a practical joker.

“Sir, what the fuck are you talking about?” queried Captain Roger “Jolly” Hardy. A “sir” in any sentence always excused exclamatory words that might otherwise challenge one’s authority. It also appeared the new pilots weren’t taking the bait.

“Hey, I’m not going to crap in my flight suit. This is going to be a nine-hour flight.” AJ looked at me wide-eyed, and I then realized he was serious. I turned away shaking my head, my thoughts to myself. I was excited to be flying again. It had been almost a week as the jets had been groomed for the transit and then left coldly in the stable for fear of breaking them. Having missed the first leg, I was glad to be back in the fray, even if it was a long trip across the cold North Atlantic.

We suited up in our thermal underwear, followed by our anti-immersion suits, referred to as “poopy suits.” The poopy suits were skintight, rubber dry suits to protect us in case we had to eject over the North Atlantic. Pilots had mixed thoughts about wearing them. If anyone ejected, it would be a long time before help arrived. Most believed the poopy suit only prolonged the inevitable.

We finished dressing, climbed into our jets, and started on cue. The operations duty officer (ODO) notified us that the tankers were taking off from Dover Air Force Base, in Delaware. We taxied to our separate runways—Grouper in charge of his four-ship and me in charge of my two-ship. Tower cleared us for takeoff. I listened as Grouper directed his division on the takeoff, but I couldn’t see them, despite contorting my neck and head to extreme angles. The NVGs’ field of view was simply too narrow. It was then that I began to question the brilliance of the plan. The clock was ticking. I had to time my takeoff correctly. Grouper’s four-ship was airborne somewhere in the night and moving quickly away from me and my wingman. After fifteen seconds, I launched on a hunch, hoping my timing was not too late, or worse, too early.

Following a mishap, an investigation officer and his team sort through the aircraft wreckage, review all maintenance records, interview witnesses and any surviving participants, and collect and review countless other data to determine what happened. In a process that lasts several months, they eventually reach a conclusion after much rigorous debate. They then publish a report listing the causes of the accident in hopes that other pilots will learn from the mistakes and similar mishaps will be avoided. In almost every case the report cites a chain of events that led to the crash. The report also notes that any one person could have interrupted the chain of events by doing this instead of that. But as all pilots will attest, the trick of “doing this instead of that,” of recognizing seemingly meaningless events as they unfold and knowing they are leading toward an impending disaster, is never as easy as it often later appears.

My jet rolled down the tarmac and rotated. Three flashing strobes appeared to my left. But where was dash four? I banked my jet smoothly to the right in an attempt to cut the corner and expedite the rendezvous. First dash two, then dash three reported joining. I watched the blinding strobes flash close together as they skirted low above the earth. I thought about asking lead and the others to kill their flashing strobe lights but was afraid they might evaporate in the blackness. “Four, state your position,” I called out.

“Four is in trail, five Harriers in sight.”

I had no idea why dash four had lagged behind, but there was no sense in asking now. The outlines of the jets took shape before me as I slid up next to them in loose formation. I reported joining, followed shortly by dash four stating the same. All six jets now tightened the formation, each squeezing closer to another as we entered a thin, wispy puree of moisture. Grouper leveled his wings, and the six of us rose as one. And for some unknown reason, through the green tinge of the NVGs, like some secret portal into the night, I saw the dirt and grime and black soot of exhaust trailing down the fuselages as I studied the four shapes to my left. The entities moved like a single, breathing mass, one jet bobbing up, another down, as they shifted about on the tiny phosphorous image before me.
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