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Tall Air – Here is what they are saying: 
 
 

“High Speed, Low Drag! What an AMAZING ride!” 
- LCDR Jamie “Tilly” Tilden, Washington 

 
“I could never adequately explain the reality of my days in middle and 
high school to my daughter. Your description hit the nail on the head.” 

- Penny McCready, Harbor Springs 
 

“I loved it—laughed, smiled, and even got a little teary. Hot fire, hot 
guys, some pain, and a lot of sympathies.” 

- Curl Candler, Traverse City 
 

“Yes, the ’60s were something else, and Stone and Finn sure extracted 
their fair share—the good and bad— as we all did.” 

- Robert Johannes, Colorado 
 

“You had me totally in the cockpit and I don’t know anything about 
flying. The smell, feel, and emotion are there—loving it on the edge of 

my seat. More please!” 
- Tom Patterson, Lake Orion 

 
“Your passion is so real—your enthusiasm is contagious.” 

- Jack Haughton, Bloomfield Hills 
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Introduction 

 
The War Never Stops—It Just Drips On 

You’ll Never Walk Alone” – Mormon Tabernacle 
Choir/From Carousel 

 
 

 
He’s so quiet. I’m not used to his silence—I miss the endless 

stream of banter. But I get it. Who wants to go through this? I wait with 
him while he gets the poison pushed into his veins. We play cards and 
talk but mostly he just sleeps. It gives me a lot of time to think, to 
remember. There is a lot to remember. So much of it makes me 
laugh—other memories, not so much. 

Chemo—I try not to let him know I’m worried. I guess we are all 
afraid we will have to face this. But my pal—no way! Always active, 
healthy, and full of spit.  

Time has sure done a number on him—in my mind I see that square 
jaw, cleft in his chin, dark penetrating eyes and a smile the ladies could 
not resist. Now his face is gaunt and creased. His eyes have lost their 
spark and he is thin, way too thin. He wearily peers over at me and I 
see something in his face I have never seen before—he is afraid—trying 
his best to mask his fear. He was the the best of us and now—a shadow 
of his former self. This is just not fair! Why hasn’t anyone figured this 
disease out? This makes me so angry! He does not deserve this! 
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As Mathe (Māthe) dozes off I pondered the cause of his cancer. 
They think this might be his exposure to Agent Orange in Vietnam, but 
no one is sure—or they just aren’t saying—and I wonder how many 
other guys are going through this. At least I can be here for him. We’ve 
had each other’s backs for as long as I can remember. Where else 
would I be? 

He lost his dad in WWII. What little he remembers of him he has 
never discussed. His mom’s scrapbooks and his feelings are stashed 
away—he keeps them tightly wrapped. I have had my dark times too, 
but not like his. He doesn’t think that I see his sadness. His fight for 
health only seems to amplify the pain he’s endured. 

He has always taken on his burdens and confronted his tragedies 
directly and has reveled in many of life’s pleasures. We have explored 
and shared much together, and I watched his career in aviation blossom 
from our first civilian flying missteps to NAVAIR flight competence. 

After leaving the Navy he chooses to lead a so-called “ normal life” 
to find a real job in the corporate world. Even so, he eventually found 
Tall Air again by transitioning into corporate jets as a contract pilot —
or until a few months ago.  

After a long career, filled with challenge, as a Naval Aviator, I 
chose another path—retirement. Mathe and I still find time to fly in the 
reserves and competitively test our selves together.  

I have never held the fact that he spent time at U of M against him. 
We Spartans have always been less misguided in life’s social, 
intellectual, and political orientation than our friends on the other side 
of the tracks. At least we think so. Go Green! And—if it helps him—
Go Blue!  

I guess there are a lot of reasons why God put us together. We are 
similar to the neural connection that binds us, yet very dissimilar at the 
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same time. For all his self-confidence, I was a bit lacking. He was 
fearless in everything. I was always hesitant about jumping in and 
seemed to see the down side in most of our adventures—and of course, 
he saved my ass way more than once. For all his dark good looks I 
guess I’m the other side of the coin—blond-haired, blue- eyed, a bit 
gawky but well-intended. But if you flipped the coin you might just see 
both of us as one. 

We each have had our own time in the barrel—I wouldn’t be here 
at all if it wasn’t for him. I would have missed my whole life. 

Although our friendship started long before, it was our military 
experience that was the real cement. For some, the dream gets 
smashed. For a few, that dream of flight never ends. It was our 
common bond, for the effort—the wanting it—to test ourselves, to 
struggle, and to succeed in the pursuit of the end.  

I turn my head and look at him lying there in the chemo chair—as I 
watch the drip, drip, drip into the black and blue vein on the top of his 
hand. “Hey, buddy, our ‘Gotta Get There’ list is growing. I have some 
great ideas for our next one.” 

“Yeah, sounds good to me, pal.”  
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One: The Two-Headed Coin 

 
Burdens Carried  

 “Father and Son” – Yusuf/Cat Stevens 
 

 
 
1970 Vietnam 

The wind racing by his canopy brought Finn back from his 
temporary dream state, on his letdown to the boat off the coast of North 
Vietnam. He couldn’t hold onto consciousness and wondered if he was 
bleeding out. Had Mathe’s calls brought him back?  

Captain Matthew (Māthe) “Rock” Stone watched his buddy L.T. 
Jonathan “Finn” Finley’s descent, as he rode his wing from a distance, 
and helplessly watched the rapidly decaying control of Finn’s aircraft. 
“Hold it together, pal. We’re almost home,” called Mathe, as he 
watched the fuel stream drain out of Finn’s aircraft—way too close to 
his jet’s exhaust.  

Finn tried to keep his head up. Holding onto hope, he took a glance 
at the gauges to reconfirm his problems. He felt the energy getting 
sucked out of his machine and himself and pressed his mic button. 
Holding onto hope, his fingers found the appropriate buttons and knobs 
inside the cockpit to fight his emergencies—but he knew he was 
rapidly succumbing.  
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“Mathe, not sure I can stretch this glide to the boat,” he said, trying 
to sound confident.  

Finn slowly rolled the “scooter” towards the shore, thinking that his 
chances for survival were better over land. He was well into North 
Vietnam, and he would find a way out into the safety of the South. 
Blood in the water on an ejection was the last thing he wanted after 
hearing stories of aggressive shark populations off the shoreline. Finn’s 
mind raced.  

He continued to stare out of the cockpit into the empty sky ahead 
and felt as if he was not there. Time seemed to compress as he held the 
stick a little tighter and alternated between accepting his fate and 
fighting for his life.  

Vice-like fear crept in and out of his thoughts for his chances of 
survival as his G-suit torso seemed to be tightening by itself. He was 
slowly releasing the pressure of speed, time, altitude, distance, fuel, 
and system calculations—common flying concerns just seemed to fall 
away. The inner battle to give in to his emotions, to scream and leave 
the work for someone else, to just steer the machine was getting 
stronger.  

Deep in North Vietnam airspace, in a heavily damaged fighter, 
lieutenant Johnathan“Finn” Finley thought to himself: Don’t take the 
easy way out—work to survive your wounds. You have support, the 
ship is waiting for you, and Taco and Mathe are on your wing— you 
will make it. Then there was the other voice—but then… 

The Engine Fire Warning Light suddenly blinked intermittently and 
then glared full-on from Finn’s A-4 Skyhawk instrument panel—and 
told it all.  

“My God! Fire! God no! Not today, not now—please!” Finn yelled.  
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He thought he heard the crackle of hot metal from the rear of the 
airplane and felt the heat rising. A small wisp of smoke rose from the 
cockpit floor, and the jet jumped. He was suddenly watching the dirt 
and everything else, on the cockpit floor rise to eye level and suddenly 
drop. It only took a second. 

Mathe followed Finn’s jet down, on his wing, looking over at him 
in shock and horror, and the frustration of not being able to help his 
pal. It was eating him alive. Suddenly, Finn’s father’s words—spoken 
to both boys long ago—popped into this head: 

“Boys, don’t let yourselves ever become a two-headed coin—you 
will never win! You probably have never seen one, but they were 
common in my era, and they can be much trouble if a lot is riding on 
the flip. You guys are very much alike—more than you are dissimilar in 
many ways. A two-headed coin can be a powerful tool in the wrong 
hands, so be careful with your abilities and the direction you take in 
life. Sometimes the wrong-decision paths are easily taken.”  

Finn was frozen, caught between covering every inch of ground to 
the safety of the sea and the carrier Raleigh (CVA-23) in his rapidly 
decaying machine—and the reality he didn’t want to admit: his 
firecracker of an airplane could explode at any moment. Coming to his 
trained senses, he slammed the PCL (power control lever—the throttle) 
off, pushed the fuel shutoff lever to emergency off, and pulled the 
emergency generator handle to extend.  

Holding on for dear life, he yelled to his jet, “I need fuel now but 
fire, no, no, no.”  

Finn fought for control, held the stick tighter, squeezed her 
harder—trying to get the attention she was not giving him—to control 
her, to fight her if he had to. Even so, she yawed into a rapidly 
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decaying roll and spin. The fog bank below was about to swallow both 
of them, as he continued to strain and yell for control of the machine. 

Finn’s survival vice—holding onto life but fighting the opportunity 
to leave—was reaching critical mass. Eject before it is too late, he told 
himself. Mathe and Taco’s voices were screaming at him to punch 
out—but held on for a little more distance—ever closer to his aircraft 
carrier, or was it shore? Confused and in and out of consciousness—he 
wasn’t sure anymore.  

Losing consciousness for a moment the jet suddenly departed flight 
again and began to tumble with fire enveloping the cockpit. Finn’s jet 
was now flying backward—a true ass ender. 

“Please, God, get the nose to come around, out of the flame so I can 
leave,” Finn cried. 

The hot rod slowly begins to turn it’s nose toward the fog bank—
down.  

He’s beyond worrying about the pilot who makes no mistakes—the 
close-to-perfect pilot, in his mind—the most consistent OK three-wire 
grabber in the squadron.  

“I need to live,” he cried, and suddenly, “God, I have no control!” 
“I can’t save the plane and not sure about me,” he mumbled. 
Calm took over Finn—nothing mattered much to him now. Not the 

pain in his groin and cheek, the heat and fire; not the green color 
security of his jet’s cockpit, the locker room/cockpit smell of oil, jet 
fuel, sweat, nor the dry, rubbery on-demand O2 he breathed. His 
concern for the wind whistling through the holes in his airplane—
underneath and right beside him—didn’t seem so important now. 
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There was Captain Matthew (Māthe) Stone, fellow “Talon” and 
buddy, frantically, giving him hand signals while flying next to him 
and Taco, in trail, yelling for him to eject.  

Mathe joined in, “Finn get out! Get out of the airplane now!”  
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