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    This book is dedicated to Michael R. Nawrosky, United States Military Academy Class of 1964.  Below is an excerpt from the Academy’s Association of Graduates records: 
 
      
 
    Michael R. Nawrosky 1964 
 
    Cullum No. 25041 Jul 06, 1968 Died in Vietnam 
 
    Interred in West Point Cemetery, West Point, NY 
 
      
 
    He was promoted to Captain in June 1967 and volunteered for active duty in Vietnam where he was awarded the Bronze Star Medal. During his nine months there as company commander in the First Cavalry Division, he lost only three men until the battle at Khe Sanh where he was severely wounded trying to aid one of two other injured men. Unable to speak, he continued to lead his men by writing his orders on paper. Three months later, while at Walter Reed General Hospital for surgery to restore his voice, Mike departed to join many others who had also given their last full measure of devotion to their Country. His parents were posthumously awarded their son's Silver Star and Purple Heart at ceremonies conducted 15 February 1969, at Fort Monmouth, New Jersey.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    I am about to change the course of history for the United States and the world. 
 
         It is Friday — approaching half past noon.  What started out as a rainy morning became a nice sunny day in Dallas.  It is 67 degrees Fahrenheit, they tell me.  I estimate the wind to be 15 mph — my lucky number.  I hear the rustling of leaves through the open window. 
 
         I am on the sixth floor of a seven-story red-brick warehouse.  The overhead lights are off so we aren’t visible from the outside.  A slim guy named Lee is standing by the window.  He is watching for the approaching presidential motorcade.  He is edgy and intrusive. 
 
         I have to order him out of my way. 
 
         I move out of the background.  He hands me an Italian rifle with a mounted 4X telescope.  I take it with a port-arms grab, my right hand on the grip and left eleven inches above.  “RIPOSO!” I direct — stand easy, in Italian, referring to the original rifle manufacturing country. 
 
         Lee utters, “Huh?” with a blank stare. 
 
         The Carcano rifle feels familiar.  I have practiced with it.  It appeared magically in my apartment last week, as promised.  Then it disappeared after several days, until now, as expected.  This operation appears to be well coordinated but thinly staffed. 
 
         I choose not to acquire the jumpiness that Lee shows.  Too much adrenaline coursing through his body, I guess.  If I catch that contagion, I won’t be able to do my job.  He would not be my first choice of operatives for this team.  He has an exaggerated sense of his own importance, and I can read that — even though I’ve only been around him for minutes.  From what I can tell, I’m far more important to the operation than he is. 
 
         I move to the window and prepare.  I instinctively watch the flutter of the tree leaves to update my assessment of wind direction and speed.  I estimate the distance to where the procession will be when I will fire.  I consciously control my breathing, feeling each motion of my diaphragm. 
 
         I expect that Lee will remain quiet.  I remind him just in case. 
 
         He has assured me that no one will be coming into the room, “That has been worked out.  We will be alone.  I made sure of that.  Don’t worry about the exit strategy.  I’ve got that handled, too!” 
 
         No worries, I am very stable under pressure.  I sight the rifle in and concentrate on my role.  I overlook the megalomania and jangled nerves of Lee.  Anyone else but me would be thrown off by this guy’s obsession and visible emotionality.  One reason I was chosen is that I can overlook those.  I am here to fulfill a contract. 
 
         Did I mention it’s November 22, 1963?
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    Early Childhood 
 
      
 
    In looking back, I wonder how I would have ever faced my future if I’d known what was coming — the life-changing events and the fateful tragedies.  To be fair, I wonder whether knowledge of future high points could offset the dread of the coming downsides.  I’ll let you be the judge. 
 
         In any case, I was born November 22, 1940, exactly twenty-three years before that life-changing Dallas day.  Most people are walking, talking contradictions.  The difference between me and most people is that I know it. 
 
         The biggest contradiction I live with is I.  I am prone to great swings in purpose.  While I, Alex, am very different from my brother, we are — or were — also very much alike in other ways.  You see, we were twins.  Gunnar was born first, but our formative years were much the same.  Nature or nurture?  I feel very strongly both ways.  So, our birthday was November 22, 1940. 
 
         That day, Dad had just got back from an “academic” conference in England.  Gunnar and I were born several weeks before Mom’s due date in a Chicago hospital, setting the stage for being precocious.  Dad had earned a PhD in physics from MIT and had taught at the University of Chicago after that.  Mom had a PhD in mathematics from MIT.  She did some pioneering work on making math more understandable to high schoolers. 
 
         Soon after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Dad volunteered for national service.  Self-deprecating, he always laughed, “It was like getting out of the way of an oncoming locomotive,  The draft would have swept me up anyway.”  After a short indoctrination, he was commissioned as an officer in the Army.  In weeks, we moved to Washington, DC, where he worked at the Pentagon.  To its credit, the Army knew what it was doing.  My genius pop was infinitely more valuable as an idea man than a grunt in the field, as you’ll see.  Mom stayed more than busy with her exceptional twins, I say without modesty.  Dad told us she did some part-time consulting for the Pentagon in cryptography, breaking several ultra-secret enemy codes. 
 
         I remember bits and pieces of driving to our new home in 1943.  The black sedan we rode in took four days to get from DC to Los Alamos, NM.  Four miserable days in a black 1941 Packard Clipper without air conditioning.  I distinctly remember the steam coming out of the overheated engine of our stopped car somewhere along the way — and Dad holding a red-stenciled desert radiator water bag.  I can still see the car engine’s steam rising wispily around the propped up hood of the car.  I also remember having to get out of the auto twice for tire changes.  To this day I can still recall the feel of the hot desert sand and rocks on my bare feet.  I remember being in the backseat alone because Gunnar got car sick and had to ride up front on Mom’s lap most of the time.  I loved the trip anyway.  That trip was the first time I remember Dad asking me why the sky was blue — and then explaining.  It was the beginning of a continual stream of challenges both parents threw at us to stimulate thinking in our developing minds. 
 
         What I remember of 1944 foretold destiny.  A future medical student, I asked, “Mommy, who washes the soap?” 
 
         “I do, dear,” she told me. 
 
         Future master-of-many-things Gunnar then asked, “Who washes you?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In the summer of 1945, Dad took a trip to Alamogordo, NM, about 250 miles away from home.  When he left, I remember Mom kissing him goodbye and tearing up.  In retrospect, I now know he was part of the scientific team working on the Manhattan Project.  The first atomic bomb was detonated July 16, 1945.  When he returned from Alamogordo a few days after that, he seemed very happy, but somewhat wistful, too. 
 
         In August of that year, Dad had to go away for a long time to the Pacific.  August 6,1945, a United States B-29 dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Japan.  Three days later, another B-29 dropped an atomic bomb on Nagasaki.  I remember the angel food cake with chocolate icing Mom made to celebrate when Japan surrendered.  Days later Dad came home.  He was more joyous than I’d ever seen him.  He had seen the detonations.  “It’s over,” he rejoiced.  “It’s finally over!  Now we can get on with our lives.” 
 
         Mom let loose a cascade of tears.  They hugged and kissed.  To this day, I can’t explain how I understood the adult emotional scene at that early age unless it was some kind of inherited social DNA from my ancestors.  Gunnar asked me, “Why is Dad happy and Mom sad?”  At some level, I already understood, but I also appreciated my brother’s ability to verbalize his lack of understanding.  As my dad said, “Behind Gunnar’s question is a healthy curiosity about how the world works.”  Dad’s explanation of complex behavior to Gunnar involved Dad charting emotions with Cartesian coordinates: sad on the x-axis and happy on the y-axis. 
 
         Dad thought Gunnar understood, but I could read Gunnar better.  At that early age, he could make people believe what he wanted them to believe. 
 
         I remember Mom saying, “Good job, Dad, but you’re in my territory!”  By that, of course, she meant her mother role and her world of mathematics.  For an academic, Dad would have surprised you with his appreciation of the double meaning of Mom’s words— very clever in a worldly sense.  I understood completely — and I don’t know how. 
 
         That’s when Dad smiled, “Right you are, dear.  Speaking of territory, did I mention we’re moving to the big city?  Albuquerque, look out; here we come!”  Mom, of course, already knew; Gunnar and I did not.  Dad was remarkable at transitions in conversation.  Again, something you wouldn’t necessarily expect from a scientist. 
 
         Then Mom poured him a drink of whiskey.  He asked to be alone for a while.  He wanted to think about the implications of the atomic bomb for mankind.  Wistful again.  I understood as if I’d seen the play before. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The move to Albuquerque was around one hundred miles on the road physically but figuratively a thousand miles.  Los Alamos was a small, quiet town in the high, pined mountains.  Albuquerque was a good-sized, modern city resting on a high desert plain with scant vegetation.  In Albuquerque, Dad worked at Sandia Base for what would become the Atomic Energy Commission a year later. 
 
         After we moved, Dad started insisting that we go to Sunday church services at the base chapel.  The base chaplains occasionally came to our house for supper.  Gunnar and I both thought we went to base services, instead of nearby community ones, because Dad liked the chaplains.  We were partly right.  Mom later explained that Dad and the chaplains shared experiences from the war.  I think what he saw at Hiroshima and Nagasaki shadowed his soul every day.  He wouldn’t talk about it to us except to comment on how devastating nuclear weapons could be.  Dad particularly liked to discuss philosophy with the military priest, drinking scotch and listening to the Glenn Miller Orchestra playing “Stardust” on the record player. 
 
         We lived in the Ridgecrest subdivision of the southeast heights, a newer section of Albuquerque.  Gunnar and I attended Whittier Elementary School.  The school was only a few walkable blocks away from our home.  Of course, we both could read before first grade and knew how to add, subtract, multiply, and divide before we started school.  The only problem we presented to our teachers at first was keeping us busy.  Inevitably, Gunnar and I were moved to a corner of the school room and given a more advanced text than the rest of the class was studying.  I should mention, the principal had decided the first day we would always be in separate classes. 
 
         What I remember most from that fall in first grade was the crisp, cool desert air in the mornings.  Gunnar inevitably had the layered look — a Scottish-clan patterned long-sleeve, flannel shirt that he would shed at morning recess, revealing his underlying plain colored T-shirt.  I learned that fall also meant the excitement and smells of the annual state fair.  There we also learned the meaning of enough.  One bite of a candied apple was enough.  One taste of cotton candy was enough.  One ride on a tilt-a-whirl was enough — for me, not Gunnar. 
 
         That winter, every Sunday after church, Dad led us on his personal quest for “the best Mexican food in the world.”  Sadie’s, on the corner of Second Street and Osuna, won in 1946.  Dad raved about their hot, spicy homemade salsa.  At the time, it was okay for Mom, but too spicy for Gunnar and me; however, Gunnar matched Dad spoonful for spoonful to show him how tough he was.  I kicked his shoe with mine underneath the restaurant table to let him know I knew what was up.  He fought off an imminent grin with tightened jaws.  What he could not hide were the hot-pepper induced tears and beads of sweat on his forehead. 
 
         That spring I also remember the sweet morning air, smelling of roses and morning glories.  It cooled our nostrils as we rode the gentle hills of Ridgecrest on our 22-inch Schwinn bicycles.  Car traffic was minimal on the back streets of the residential area.  Predictably, Gunnar had engineered a piston sound on his bike by fastening clothes pins to the frame of his bike to hold playing cards that extended into the spokes.  Mom explained that the putt-putt sound was directly proportional to Gunnar’s speed.  Dad counseled that the long-term effect of cards plucking the spokes, would be weakening of the supports for the wheel. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In second grade, I inadvertently shot out a neighbor’s window pane while Gunnar was playing tetherball in the backyard.  I didn’t miss.  I hit the tin can on our concrete block wall I was aiming at with my pellet gun, but the projectile ricocheted.  While I hid from the angry neighbor in pursuit, Gunnar stepped forward to take responsibility.  He apologized to the neighbor, paid for the repair, and sat confinement in his room for a week.  I did take him cookies and milk.  He then brought me cookies and milk the following week when I was confined.  The guilt over Gunnar’s punishment eventually got the best of me.  He was the good twin. 
 
         Dad was secretly proud that we looked after each other — something he and Mom had stressed since we were toddlers.  From the pellet gun experience, I knew that Mom and Dad took the right measure of us.  Gunnar had more character than I.  I had enough character, but Gunnar was, well, Gunnar.  When I paid Gunnar back for the window, he laughed the whole thing off.  “You would have done the same for me,” he said.  No, I wouldn’t.  At least, not then. 
 
         Dad didn’t overreact.  He liked to turn lemons into lemonade; he had a plan to teach us gun safety.  He took Gunnar and me to the wide-open, sun-baked east mesa of Albuquerque to fire our new .22 rifles at empty soda cans on many a Saturday afternoon.  Giant dead tumbleweeds were the best prop for the targets to sit on.  Dad got to teach us responsible marksmanship.  Gunnar and I got to compete.  We constantly vied with each other on almost everything.  It was not long before Gunnar was a better shot than Dad, but by then, I was better than either of them.  You couldn’t rule out Mom; she sometimes beat Dad but never me. 
 
         So it was that one Saturday Dad was not surprised when I dropped a jackrabbit at 200 yards without a telescope.  At that distance I could barely make out its ears.  Trust me, I had the bravado down.  I totally hid my surprise.  I basked in the aura of the new family legend, but I knew I had a one-in-four chance of repeating the shot.  It didn’t hurt that everyone in the family had 20/10 vision.  Mom used to joke that we were related to test pilot Chuck Yeager, who had that trait.  Dad said he had met that first pilot to break the sound barrier. 
 
         I’m sure the Yeager factor contributed to Gunnar’s building a new plastic model plane every week.  He was good at it, but when it was time for assembling small parts and applying decals, he always called on me.  I inherited Mom’s fine-motor skills and steadiness of hand.  Gunnar inherited the concentrated heart and soul of a dozen ancestors. 
 
         Anytime we were outside playing was more stimulus for Gunnar’s fascination with aircraft.  At the time, he enjoyed seeing P-51 Mustang aircraft “pitch out” over our house near Kirtland Air Force Base, also in the southeast quadrant of Albuquerque.  Gunnar explained that meant the pilot flew straight down the runway around 1500 feet above the ground, rolled into 60 degrees of bank pulling 2g’s of force, paralleled the runway in a reverse direction, and then banked 30 degrees to rollout on final approach to land. 
 
         The arrival of the giant 300,000-pound B-36 bombers had an equal fascination for him.  He was intrigued by their six rearward facing propellers and four jet engines.  Whenever they were overhead, our whole house would reverberate.  Gunnar claimed he could tell how far away a B-36 was by the amount of vibration he felt in a window pane.  For Gunnar, it was like having his own flying circus. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Back down on earth, I remember Gunnar getting caught throwing snowballs in third grade and having to repeatedly write, “I will not throw snowballs at school,” on the blackboard.  When Dad got home from work, Gunnar cowered when Mom showed Dad the teacher’s note.  As usual, Dad surprised us.  He dramatically put Vaughn Monroe’s hit, “Let It Snow! Let It Snow! Let It Snow,” on the phonograph and opened up the living room windows.  The whole family went out in the front yard and had a world-class snowball fight.  Of course, that was after Mom laid down the rules: “No rocks and no ice in the snowballs!” 
 
         I didn’t throw snowballs at school.  I preferred shooting spitballs with my ruler from the back of the classroom.  I waited until everyone had his or her head down in a book, including the teacher.  I did a quick, careful scan of the class.  I was silent and I was quick.  The biggest challenge was staying expressionless.  That was not easy!  Whenever I think of Rebecca reaching for her long thick, curly brunette hair after I fired, it still cracks me up.  Her gazing around the room several times afterward was my encore.  I learned to tighten my jaws to prevent a grin.  I could do that with it showing.  I was good.  I never got caught. 
 
         We did not get frequent snow in Albuquerque, so we needed to make the most of it when it came.  One snowy Saturday, Dad took Gunnar and me downtown to Roosevelt Park.  The rolling hills were ideal for our sledding.  The brand-new Western Flyer carried our tandem pair down the hill with ultimate smoothness.  Gunnar insisted on controlling the minimal steering.  If he saw a metal sprinkler head in front of us, he insisted we bail out lest the collision with one of our rails catapult us to our death.  I’m not sure where he got that notion, but it was a hint of the drama he had going on internally. 
 
         That was the first year I remember Glen coming by our house.  He was about my Dad’s age.  He didn’t live in Albuquerque but was in town frequently for work, he said.  At supper, he could answer a lot of the questions Gunnar and I had — about everything.  After the meal, he and Dad would adjourn to the living room to talk, sipping whiskey and listening to Rachmaninoff.  Even then, I knew Glen had some secret he wasn’t telling. 
 
         Third grade was also the year I beat always green-sweatered Butch, winning all his marbles at recess.  He thought about his situation, demanded his marbles back, and then swung a fist at me for refusing his demand.  He was a stocky guy compared to my lanky frame, and he was two inches taller.  I ducked and got him in a clench.  Pretty Mrs. Harkness, who had playground duty, saw the kerfuffle and headed toward us.  Gunnar saw it, too.  He ran past the teacher shouting, “Don’t worry, Mrs. Harkness; I’ve got this!”  He put his right shoulder down and aimed it to separate Butch and me at impact. 
 
         Gunnar split us like bowling pins.  Butch and I went down symmetrically to each side leaving a clear path for my upright charging brother in his new white Keds tennis shoes.  Gunnar ran on, knowing Butch and I would react angrily and pursue him.  His path made a wide clockwise arc that went to a point diametrically opposite on the playground from where we had begun.  He slowed enough to encourage us to continue to chase him.  As the three of us did a 250-yard sprint that left a winded Mrs. Harkness in the dust, the bell for returning to class rang.  The three of us raced into the school building with a second wind.  Mrs. Harkness gave up.  None of us ever heard any more about the matter. 
 
         I was starting to think my brother was more than special.  In a split second, he had sized up the situation, had a desired outcome in mind, and put an elegant plan in motion.  Consider that my dad’s first principle was to look out for each other.  Recognize that, if Gunnar had directly defended me, three kids would have been punished instead of none.  Also, think about the wily nature of outrunning the teacher, disappearing from her view, and timing out the chase perfectly.  A friend told me Mrs. Harkness’ scowl turned to a smile when the bell rang.  By then, she had better things to do than punish kids who had been taught a lesson — or two. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In fourth grade, Gunnar talked Dad into driving us to Socorro, NM, on a school day to get a better view of Air Force Captain Kittenger’s ascent in a balloon.  Project Man High was designed to study the effect of cosmic radiation on humans.  With binoculars, Gunnar saw the aviator’s free fall from 76,000 feet and subsequent troubled parachute descent.  Others would have considered it a way to skip school.  That’s why I went.  For Gunnar, it was pure love of flight.  I did have to earn my school pass by telling Dad someday I wanted to work for the Lovelace Respiratory Research Institute in Albuquerque.  The institute had a particular interest in high altitude flight and space travel.  In fact, it tested the initial 32 astronaut candidates for fitness. 
 
         The same year Gunnar starred as Cochise in a play he had written for the class — “The last of the Chiricahuas”.  It was so good that every fourth-grade teacher at Whittier brought her class to see it.  Gunnar shocked me.  I thought I knew him.  For a guy who played it so straight, he was an unabashed ham — a natural actor. 
 
         Some of his acting was inspired by the movies we liked to see.  Albuquerque was a safe town, so Mom would let the two of us ride the city bus into town.  One of our favorite destinations was the historic KiMo Theater on Central Ave.  Its artful incorporation of Southwestern Indian design, more recent adobe, and modern Art Deco made it my favorite building.  Gunnar liked the more modern Highland Theater, also on Central.  His favorite film was “Twelve O’Clock High,” with Gregory Peck.  Aircraft and heroes. 
 
         We honored the young writer, producer, director, and actor by going out to eat Saturday breakfast at Gunnar’s favorite diner, Oklahoma Joe’s on Central Ave.  It offered something for everyone.  Someone in the family always brought up the warming fact that the restaurant offered a free Thanksgiving meal for those who could not afford it.  Dad liked their buckwheat pancakes, Mom liked their omelets, Gunnar liked the waffles, and I liked eggs “any style.”  I learned that from overhearing a gentleman and his red-headed kid next to us ordering.  The crew-cut youngster wanted a short stack.  His dad, however, enjoyed frustrating the waitress with his repeated order of eggs “any style.”  She didn’t know what to do with the playful father who kept insisting, “That’s what the menu advertises.”  His son finally intervened speaking behind a hand on his cheek meant to keep his dad from hearing, “He likes scrambled.” 
 
         The same year Gunnar took up magic.  Santa Claus brought him a kit that he did not use until months later.  Then he couldn’t stop.  He reveled in pulling coins from behind ears, shuffling walnut shells over a dried pea, and doing card tricks.  He became a master of misdirection. 
 
         In the same time frame, one of Gunnar’s magic tricks backfired.  Dad and Mom went to a ballet recital, leaving us at home alone.  I was carefully touching up the white on my black and white cowboy boots.  I knocked over a bottle of white polish on Mom’s expensive oriental rug.  Gunnar used a spoon to put most of the polish back in its container.  Then he used wet and dry cloths to remove more of the stain.  Finally, he poured water through carpet.  He washed and dried the cloths.  Mom was never the wiser until three months later the mildew smell of the vacuum cleaner’s cotton filter became overwhelming.  Gunnar’s finishing touch had been to dry the valued rug with the vacuum.  After three months, the situation was funny beyond belief. 
 
         That was also the year I won the school’s kite-flying contest.  The March winds out of the west mesa were ever so strong.  When the howling wind woke me up at 2 AM that morning, I knew I owned the day.  My kite, homemade from brown paper shopping bags, was up and out so far that the judges declared me an early winner lest I get “electrocuted.”  If the string had broken it definitely would have touched distant power lines.  I was glad to end the contest — tired of being pelted with sand blowing at 40 mph into my neck and arms. 
 
         That same year, Dad found a new favorite Mexican food restaurant.  Sunday lunch became a trek to Baca’s at 3311 Central, NE, in the Nob Hill area.  It’s architecture was typical southwestern stucco.  Everyone else found the tacos there to be the best item on the menu.  I think the secret was green chiles to bring out the other flavors.  I liked them, too, but preferred the Spanish rice.  I can still hear my dad saying, “Eureka!  This is it.  We’ve found it.”  We weren’t the only ones.  Anthony Quinn, Mel Torme, and several other dignitaries chose to eat there at various times. 
 
         Mom quizzed, “Is eureka kind of like orale?”  She preferred the Spanish word.  “After all, we live in the Southwest,” she counseled. 
 
         Not too far away and near the University of New Mexico was a major water reservoir for the city.  The top of the reservoir was about fifteen feet high.  Nicely mowed grass covered the park and steep surrounding grade leading up to it.  A green fence at the top of the grade protected the reservoir.  It was there that we would join other archers shooting into the hill that caught our arrows when we missed.  Gunnar and I shared a 25-pound bow with Mom.  Dad liked his 45-pound one.  We quickly became very good shots.  For me, it helped with gauging wind and trajectories for firing a rifle.  It always came back to firing a rifle.  Afterward, we reveled in the creaminess of Fitzgerald’s fresh-scooped ice cream. 
 
         Our favorite picnic spot was Cole Springs in the Sandia Mountains, about two hours away from home.  It was nice and shady with that fresh scent of thousands of pine trees.  Gunnar found a nice bamboo fly fishing rod along the little creek there.  We had many laughs about reasons why it was left, the best of which was that is was for casting wet flies and there simply wasn’t enough water for even trout to survive.  I have always thought the real reason was that the universe knew Gunnar wanted a fly rod.  For some reason, he was always the one to win contests or find things. 
 
         As we got older, the depth of our discussions at the supper table increased.  After a rehash of how our days had gone, we debated current events, history, and politics.  We took turns attacking and defending different positions on issues. . Fluoridation of water was one of many hot topics.  After supper, we played cards.  My strength was bluffing in poker.  By then, Mom had broken me of my tendency to cheat at cards. 
 
         Compared to our friends, we had the “birds and bees” discussion much earlier.  Mom and Dad explained the anatomies of the males and females in scientific terms.  Nakedness and reproduction were just other facts of nature to Gunnar and me.  So it was that when kids got silly about sex or obsessed over Playboy magazines, we didn’t get it.  Gunnar sometimes faked rapport to fit in.  I normally became a bemused, superior observer of uneducated peers. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In fifth grade, I remember the headlines in the “Albuquerque Journal.”  I recall the Red Chinese crossing the Yalu River.  The Korean Conflict was underway.  Gunnar and I both feared Dad would have to leave again for war.  He didn’t.  He did fly back and forth to Livermore Labs and Washington, DC more.  Mom said his work was very important to the Nation’s defense, but he couldn’t talk about it.  I felt safe when I saw Mom and Dad dance to Patti Page singing the “Tennessee Waltz.”  With too much clarity, I remember Mom and Dad deploring the attempted assassination of President Truman by Puerto Rican nationalists. 
 
         In the spring, Gunnar won second in the school science fair with his aerodynamics project.  Aircraft, who would have guessed?  He had many examples of the how the Bernoulli principle applied to everyday life, including aviation.  He still loved his model airplanes.  I won first place in that science fair.  I showed how agricultural yields could be boosted with exposure to artificial light after the sun set.  Mom helped me with some statistical techniques that wowed the impartial science-teacher judges from nearby Highland High School. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In sixth grade, B-50D bombers from nearby Kirtland AFB began performing atomic bomb tests in the desert of Nevada.  Though Dad couldn’t discuss his work, we could only guess what he was doing.  It was clear from his demeanor when he came back from business trips, his work at the Atomic Energy Commission was even more intense than ever. 
 
         That year, Gunnar placed first in the school spelling bee; I came in second.  In the finals, the word I got was a homophone.  The example that followed the sound of “what” was not very distinctive.  Rather than ask for clarification, I exuded my usual uber self-confidence, pretended to think, and proudly belted out “W-H-A-T.”  The audience was with me.  The emcee judge dismissed me, and went on to Gunnar.  Gunnar listened, took, a breath and asked for a repeat of the word’s sound as well as clarification.  He let the sound percolate in his mind.  Very articulately, he recited “W-A-T-T.”  He was the winner. 
 
         I had to bust his chops that night about dragging out his careful spelling for dramatic effect.  He smiled, “You got me.” 
 
         I teased, “Did you notice, I started to copy your drama at the end of the spelling bee?” 
 
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Alex!”  He threw a pillow at me. 
 
         “Unforgettable, that’s what you are!” I stole from the lyrics of the Nat King Cole song Dad was playing on the phonograph in the next room.  I threw the pillow back at him.  We both started laughing. 
 
         “Alex, at least I didn’t cheat in the science fair last year?”  He reared back and then nearly knocked me over with the swung pillow.  More laughter. 
 
         “What do you mean?” I asked giggling. 
 
         “Mom did your statistics and stuff!” Gunnar belted out. 
 
         “Here’s your stuff, Gunnar — right back at you!” I choked out the words and hit him solidly broadside, followed by a very loud popping of the pillow.  “At least my project didn’t rely on hot air, Mr. Bernoulli.” 
 
         By that time, goose feathers filled the bedroom air.  Gunnar and I were both doubled over in laughter.  Naturally, the ruckus provoked Dad’s hollering from the den, “Hey, what’s going on back there?” 
 
         “Nothing, Dad,” I answered loudly.  “I just told Gunnar a good joke.” 
 
         It was a great day!


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Junior High 
 
      
 
    I wish I could blame the prickly parts of my personality and character on overly strict, mean,  or negligent parents.  I can’t.  Our mother and dad were textbook-great.  Looking back,11208 Gunnar and I were both held, loved, and talked with as much as the unforgiving clock would allow.  And Gunnar and I were challenged with autonomy whenever possible — not too early, not too late.  We were blessed in every way. 
 
         Seventh grade at Woodrow Wilson Junior High was a rude awakening.  Raging hormones probably explained most of it.  Classmates looked gawky.  Gunnar was a stretched version of himself.  Even I looked strange in the mirror.  It was our initiation to the usual crudities of physical education locker rooms, four-letter words, rude cliques, and crowded book lockers.  It was a year of seeing demure friends turn into radical rebels against all rules.  It was also a time of disrupted sleep.  Gunnar had a recurring nightmare of forgetting his locker combination and being late to class.  My haunting nightmare was finding I’d studied the wrong material for a test. 
 
         For all youngsters, this was the beginning of a new awareness of the dangers of nuclear war.  We began practicing “duck and cover” at school.  Basically, to protect against a nuclear blast and its intense heat, we performed drills practicing ducking beneath our desks, covering the back of our heads and necks with our hands, and contracting our arms to hug our heads.  The periodic air raid sirens and exercises were frequent enough to cast a continual pall of despair over much of those Cold War years. 
 
         If that were not enough to scare us to death, an exclamation point to the times was the detonation of the first hydrogen bomb at Enewetak, an atoll in the Marshall Islands of the Pacific.  Subsequently, bomber pilots based at Kirtland AFB started bringing back giant clamshells from their testing missions near Bikini Atoll.  Dad had a friend who brought two back for us.  Each was easily three feet across.  The bleached out pair was a nice accent to our rock-and-cactus-covered front yard — southwestern landscaping with a Micronesian flair. 
 
         Mom and Dad instinctively knew how difficult these years were and kept us occupied with outside activities and enforced homework hours.  Dad took us to Rifle Club on Sandia Base one night a week.  Gunnar consistently led the team of .22-caliber rifle shooters — in second place.  I was always first.  Gunnar did not mind.  Attendance at the club started to flag over our domination.  The coach called us aside, “I’m going to ask you to keep doing what you’re doing in the club.  That’s good.  I’m going to hold a pep talk for everyone else next time, so, you two, be sure to come 15 minutes late.  Basically, I’ll be telling them what my old swim coach used to tell me on my way to the Olympics: ‘Swim your own race!’” 
 
         After that, rifle club was a lot more pleasant.  The gradual onset of the doldrums there was so slow that I hadn’t even noticed until the atmosphere got better.  To maintain our edge in shooting, Dad took us out to the desert to practice at least once a week.  He also took us out to the foothills of the Sandia Mountains in the northeast of Albuquerque to watch free-flight model airplanes on Sunday afternoons.  Usually, a dethermalizer, a fused timer, induced the elevator to bring the gliding model down after its fuel ran out.  One memorable day, the fuse failed on a cobalt blue airplane with a 54-inch wing span.  The light balsa-beamed model soared so high on thermals that westerly winds carried it over 10,378-foot Sandia Peak.  Although we were already nearly a mile high on the mesa, the flight was still impressive — and expensive for the owner of the plane. 
 
         Gunnar ate up the entirety of aviation.  He was fascinated by the fly-by-wire model planes as well as the free-flight ones.  I hung out around a few hobbyists who had some fairly large-scale radio-controlled models.  One did a so-so landing, bobbling his canary yellow craft to an iffy touchdown.  He was taken aback when I bet him fifty dollars that I could fly it better.  He looked down on me, “Okay, kid, you’re on.”  Inwardly, I was laughing; he was trusting his hundreds-of-dollars investment to an unknown kid, and I had no money in my pocket.  I outflew him in every aspect of flight, including a glass-smooth touchdown.  The hand-eye coordination reminded me of firing a rifle.  I bought Gunnar a fly-by-wire wire kit with my winnings. 
 
         Gunnar built the beautiful green Sterling Ringmaster, and I finished it with black trim.  Powered by a powerful Fox 0.35 engine, it was thing of beauty.  He eventually mastered the control-line model, but not without many repairs.  I think the screaming engine bothered him initially.  He insisted I try flying it.  I felt bad that I was flying it expertly on the first go.  I did the aerobatics with ease: loops, figure eights, over-the-tops.  Okay, I had to really concentrate to fly the model inverted.  Otherwise, the u-shaped handle in my grip felt like a rifle — familiar, natural. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mom and Dad appreciated the majestic beauty of the mountains surrounding Albuquerque more than we did.  Being from the East, they could appreciate the dramatic rise of the Sandia Mountains, the panoramic sweep of the mountain shadows early and late in the day, the salmon pink sunsets, the eerie evening afterglow of sunlight on the easterly Manzano Mountains, and the crystal clear black night punctuated by glimmering planets and stars.  Gunnar and I took all of that for granted.  Doubtless, the intense sunshine we almost always experienced — caused by less atmosphere and few clouds to filter out the sun’s brightness — made our childhood memories more vivid. 
 
         For all the tragedy and mayhem going on in Korea, life was remarkably normal around the city.  Gunnar and I did see the continuing headline reminders in the Albuquerque Journal and the Tribune about that ongoing war — the “Conflict.”  Newsreels before the main features at movies were equally disturbing.  I couldn't wrap my head around the silliness of us listening to Patti Page singing “How Much Is That Doggie in the Window?” while thousands of young men died in far-off Asia.  It just didn’t seem right.  I was so relieved when the armistice finally came but disappointed not to see more celebration — probably because everything had been so drawn out and no peace treaty was ever signed. 
 
         Gunnar and I hated the mandatory school course in New Mexico history.  The text was abysmal, and our teacher not only put us to sleep, but she also used to nod off in her own lectures.  I gave her the benefit of the doubt and wrote it off to narcolepsy.  Mom really wanted to show us that our impression of New Mexico history was wrong.  The result was that our family summer trip was to Chaco Canyon and Mesa Verde (in Colorado).  Touring historic ruins of the pueblo people opened our eyes to the richness of the region’s past.  Gunnar got Mom’s goat saying the best part of that trip was the cherry coke he got from a drug store in Farmington.  Whenever he wanted to, the usually straight guy could step out of character with edgy irreverence to make us all laugh. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Early in the summer, Gunnar and I went to a four-week camp in Colorado.  It was expensive — something every well-wishing set of parents wanted to do for their kids.  Part outdoor adventure, part charm school, part get-along with strangers.  I remember three homesick kids leaving the first day, forfeiting their entire payments.  Gunnar was a little reticent at camp at first, but then swam with the sharks.  I felt sick to my stomach the first day, but I wasn’t about to let anyone know.  I slowly learned to fit in and observe how chameleon-like my peers were.  Their public persona was so much different from their private one.  My gut churned at their two-facedness.  The same summer, the more I fit in, the more I realized my social behavior, too, was different from my private one. 
 
         Late in the summer, our family took a picnic lunch and hiked up an arroyo in the northeast of the city at the base of the Sandia Mountains.  I wanted to search for fossils and meteorites.  Dry and baking in the unrelenting sun, Mom, Dad, and I were searching and digging.  Scampering up an arroyo bank, Gunnar hollered, “Get out of the stream bed.  Now!”  We wondered why we were doing as he said.  In another minute, there was a wall of water four feet high where we had been standing.  Miles off were thunderstorms that fed the deluge. 
 
         Dad quizzically looked at Gunnar with open hands.  I expressed our marvel, “How did you know?” 
 
         Gunnar made us all laugh.  He took a deep breath and spoke with a stone-faced expression, “I am Cochise.”  He must have thought a lot of the play he had written in fourth grade.  In any case, a man for all seasons. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    By eighth grade, the sock hops at school weren’t as awkward as the previous year but still revealed the gaping chasm between male and female social skills.  Gunnar and I were the exception.  Mom and Dad came through again preparing us.  Not only could we dance, we had also practiced the proper social courtesies.  Nevertheless, Gunnar couldn’t really blame our folks for the embarrassing prolonged kiss he had with his date.  Somehow their braces got caught together.  Gunnar deflected ridicule by kiddingly accusing Mom and Dad of sabotaging his life. 
 
         Dad would have none of it, “Well, son, did you enjoy it?” 
 
         Gunnar sheepishly smiled, “I guess.” 
 
         “Okay then, I take responsibility!”  Dad brought down the house. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It was also in eighth grade that school authorities gave us license to break the number one commandment of junior high: Don’t walk on the gym floor with anything but gym shoes.  We always marveled at the high-sheen polish of that floor.  We were taught never to walk on it with street shoes.  To get the locker rooms, it felt like sacrilege to skirt around its courts on the edges.  We even did sock hops to protect it.  But, then in spring, we skated on it with steel-wheel skates in gym class!  It was the equivalent of a license to steal.  The rationale was to help remove the varnish for a new coat. 
 
         That year, Dick Bills and his Sandia Mountain Boys appeared on local television station KGGM singing, “Headin’ down the trail to Albuquerque …”  Glen Campbell played western music in that band.  On another channel, “Wrangler Jim” appeared on KOB with his horse Cochise.  Gunnar won the contest by giving Jim’s horse that name.  For that, Gunnar got a deluxe 26-inch Schwinn bicycle and an appearance on the show.  He was deeply affected by the play he had written in fourth grade. 
 
         We started a new Saturday lunch ritual.  Wherever we were headed in the afternoon had to be preceded by a hamburger from the new Lotaburger on San Mateo Blvd.  The large-but-thin burger seemed to accentuate the taste of all the condiments.  Gunnar always asked for extra mustard.  I asked for extra pickles and onions. 
 
         Gunnar continued to be obsessed with Navy jet aircraft that ran tests at nearby Kirtland AFB.  He liked the look of the Cutlass.  That prompted Dad to say we should buy a plane ourselves — a full-sized airplane.  Mom was the first to solo the Cessna 172, then Dad.  They paid for Gunnar and me to train as pilots, but we were too young to get a license.  Flying opened a whole new world to us.  One weekend, Dad got permission for us to fly over the New Mexico Joint Guided Missile Range, formerly White Sands Proving Ground.  He had a friend over there.  Technically, we were looking for part of a missile that had been lost.  What a view!  The nearby White Sands National Monument looked like an out-of-place snowscape.  Both Gunnar and I enjoyed flying at 500 feet above the ground chasing herds of wild mustangs. 
 
         Mom landed the plane at the airport in Alamogordo.  We stayed with Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece.  Aunt Cece was Mom’s twin sister who had married one of Dad’s classmates from MIT.  Aunt Cece and her husband both had PhDs in physics.  Uncle Walt worked at Holloman Air Force Base on guided missiles.  Aunt Cece worked on the same base supporting the rocket sled.  We drove out to White Sands National Monument, the 275 square miles of natural gypsum we had marveled at from the air earlier.  We were initially miserable in the afternoon’s blowing sand.  Magically, as the sun went down, the winds eased off, and we had a wonderful picnic of cold fried chicken, potato chips, and cantaloupe on the ever-changing dunes.  Undeterred by the sweet dessert, Gunnar had to have his iced Dr. Pepper. 
 
         One memorable, very long weekend, the whole family flew to New York City.  Mom wanted to see Oklahoma!.  Before we saw that, we went up the Hudson to West Point to visit a colonel Dad served with in World War II.  The colonel took us to a full dress parade on the Plain, the parade field at the Academy.  Set on verdant grass with fall colors in the background and perfume wafting off the cadets’ sweethearts, the stage was set for something spectacular.  The perfectly postured cadets in gray dress coats and starched white trousers marched precisely in discrete units to rousing martial music.  Gunnar was speechless.  I was just impressed.  Mom captured the moment: “The play tonight might be a letdown after this!” 
 
         Of course, Mom was right, but she had no idea of how much that parade affected Gunnar.  It was a fateful prelude to the future. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In March, we abruptly moved onto Sandia Base, where Dad worked.  We lived in generals’ quarters, which was probably appropriate because of his high civil service grade.  A staff car took my dad to and from work.  Mom got the same treatment.  A plainclothes detail took Gunnar and me back and forth to school.  Mom said, “Dad’s been promoted!  Isn’t it great?”  I wasn’t sure. 
 
         Around that time, Gunnar and I overheard Dad and Glen drop the name DOVE when they were alone.  They didn’t know we could hear them.  By context, it was some ultra top secret project.  Around that same time, my near-photographic memory recalls he repeatedly vocalized a summary to many life lessons: Things aren’t always what they seem. 
 
         Dad had more work trips away than at any other time I could remember.  Glen was coming to supper at least once a week.  Out of the blue, after a month of the new routine, Mom announced that Dad had a surprise for us.  Dad was busting his buttons telling us the specs of the new dual-engined Piper Apache aircraft he had bought.  We now had a longer tether to get to new locales.  For some reason, Glen always flew with us. 
 
         The best part of eighth grade was anticipating high school.  Gunnar and I were to attend Highland High School in southeast Albuquerque.  We looked forward to being hornets, donning the navy blue and gold colors, honoring its namesake USS Hornet.  Legendary Tommy McDonald had quarterbacked there as a high school All American and gone on to Oklahoma University.  After that he was a wide receiver for the Philadelphia Eagles and inducted into the NFL Hall of Fame.  High school seemed to be the big time.  However, Highland High Hornets we would never be. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In May, a school secretary came to get Gunnar and me out of our afternoon classes.  I could see Gunnar and I both had the same goose bumps on the tops of our forearms.  The secretary would not explain what was going on. 
 
         Outside the principal’s office, Glen was waiting for us with a very somber look on his face.  “Guys, I have some very bad news.  You know your Mom and Dad were flying the Piper Apache back to Washington on business.  Well, they went missing over Texas.  I’ve called your mom’s sister.  She’ll be driving in tonight from Alamogordo to stay with you.  I’ll be with you until then.  I’m so sorry.” 
 
         The three of us hugged.  I will never forget that moment — how alone, isolated, and cold I felt.  Everything was in slow motion.  We trudged to Glen’s government vehicle. 
 
         “Glen,” I protested, “this is not happening!” 
 
         Gunnar rallied first.  “Alex, we’re going to get through this.”  When the situation called for it, he showed remarkable resilience. 
 
         If he weren’t my twin, I would have coldcocked him right there.  Not that his words were inappropriate or too soon, I was just angry.  I accepted his arm around my back and firm squeeze on my shoulder.  I was seething. 
 
         The sound of Eddie Fisher’s hit, “Oh! My Papa,” haunted my soul.  As Gunnar added, “You can make that Mama, as well.”  She was equally missed. 
 
         It did not occur to me then to ask Glen why he was not with my parents on the flight.  While I was still in shock over our parents’ death, I knew with all my being that this was a watershed in our lives — a farewell to the magical times of youth.  I could not guess what lay ahead, nor its proportions.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Freshmen in High School 
 
      
 
    Gunnar and I moved 210 miles south-southeast to Alamogordo, NM.  Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece Simmer had a nice four bedroom house in the foothills of the Sacramento Mountains.  Our hollow souls and empty hearts would have been filled sooner if we had gone straight into a new school year.  As it was, we potentially had a whole summer to wallow in our misery. 
 
         I held onto the anger over our parents’ sudden death, but I was also a world-class actor.  As only a twin could, Gunnar could sense I was hurting and would continue to hurt.  Gunnar was amazing.  He worked at not appearing over solicitous, but he clearly watched out for me at every turn.  He was ingenious at making up excuses to check on me.  He purposely amped up the verbalizations of his positive thoughts.  If there were a way to make my life better, he found it.  I would kill for Gunnar. 
 
         Our aunt and uncle were also fantastic.  I think we were less of a burden since they had always wanted children and could not have them.  Gunnar could read that I was about to act out just to show the world how angry I was at losing our parents.  He took me for a long walk,  “Alex, this hasn’t been easy for either of us, and I know how hard a time you’re having.  What happened is not fair.  In the second best possible world, the one we now live in, we are very lucky to have Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece.  They have many of the same values as our parents.  They let us interrupt their lives.  They did not plan on this happening either.  You and I will always remember how fortunate we are to have them.  We will never be a burden to them.  That would not be fair.  We will be a joy to them.  Do I have your word?” 
 
         It wasn’t long before we had busier days.  Gunnar became the master of cold calling.  He lined up a dance card full of lawns for us to mow during the day for spending money.  Meanwhile, Aunt Cece had us busy babysitting young kids many nights while their parents went out to parties. 
 
         On weekends, we often went to our aunt and uncle’s mountain cabin in Ruidoso, NM.  It was an hour’s drive away, providing a welcome change in climate in the summer.  Alamogordo’s temperature could easily reach 110 degrees, with an average high of 94 degrees in June.  Ruidoso’s corresponding average was a 84 degrees.  The cabin was in the tall pines of the Sierra Blanca Mountains at an elevation over 7000 feet.  The fresh scent of the Ponderosas and crisp clean air took me back to happier times in the Sandias with my parents. 
 
         It did not take either Gunnar or me long to become good fishermen.  Ruidoso River was too overgrown to allow much dry-fly fishing.  I called it a creek because its low flow could pass as a river only in the arid Southwest.  Instead of dry flies, we used earthworms we dug up along the banks and salmon eggs from jars for bait.  Fishing was quite a challenge, given the number of tourists walking along the creek with their splashing dogs.  Nonetheless, we managed to pull in a good number of rainbow and brown trout. 
 
         Ever the explorer, Gunnar found a massive rock above North Loop the size of a whale.  He and I had a ritual of going to “Big Rock” once a day when we were at the cabin.  It was his place.  He would sometimes climb up on top of it and think for hours.  Whenever I couldn’t find him, that was my first guess of where he would be.  I was usually right. 
 
         In the late summer back down in the Tularosa Basin, we started meeting more teenagers returning from their vacations out of town.  The skate rink and bowling alley were good places to meet new people.  The town’s top spot, however, was the Red Rooster.  It was a circular restaurant.  Over time, it had become the high schoolers’ place to see and be seen — the old town square, only circular.  Like a lighthouse, the gigantic, neon-lit red rooster sign was the beacon for teenagers to circle around in their parents’ autos, endlessly listening to the latest hits on their car radios and shouting out greetings through open car windows.  “Meet me at the Rooster” was a most common phrase. 
 
         We had very intelligent, educated people living around us in Albuquerque, but nothing like Alamogordo.  The kids we were about to compete with often had one or two parents who were among the foremost scientists and engineers in the world.  Operation Paper Clip had brought many preeminent German scientists to the area.  A great number of their colleagues had followed.  In addition, the area’s cutting edge military research and development had attracted a plethora of techies with doctorates.  Without exception, these parents demanded academic excellence in their offspring. 
 
         So it was that I had major trepidation about starting school.  Once again with twin radar, Gunnar sensed the true feelings behind my bravado.  “Look, Alex,” he began, “you and I have been through the toughest experience a human can encounter — the early loss of one’s parents.  It hasn’t been easy for either of us, but we’re getting through it.  Nothing coming at us will ever be that hard.  Put that in your pocket and pull it out when you’re discouraged.” 
 
         I was tempted to give my tough-guy response, “Gunnar, did you get that out of a fortune cookie?”  I did not.  Gunnar was so right and so appropriate.  It was time for me get some perspective.  Relative to the loss of my parents, what was meeting new people in unfamiliar surroundings?  Instead of being a wise guy, I nodded and asked, “Gunnar, do you want to go shooting?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The first week of high school, the highest achiever in the previously administered National Mathematics Test was announced over the public address system, predictably a senior from last year who was also a son of a German rocket scientist.  That evening, Gunnar announced at supper he would win that honor when he was a senior.  Uncle Walt nearly popped his shirt buttons.  “What a kid!” his eyes said.  Aunt Cece nodded with a smile.  We all knew Gunnar would do it. 
 
         Saturday after our first week of school, we had the freshman initiation — carrying whitewash in buckets up a foothill where the 75-foot “A” was proudly displayed on a foothill.  I quickly passed the test when asked what the “A” stood for.  I knew it was “Alamogordo” but I went with my gut: “Sir, it’s the only word a freshman knows.” 
 
         Being treated as low men on the totem pole at Alamogordo High was of short duration.  Nobody ever messed with Gunnar.  He did not try to intimidate.  I think it was not only the unmistakable way he carried himself but also the indefinable way he talked.  By association, every high schooler also got it that you don’t mess with his twin, namely me. 
 
         Overall, Gunnar and I were both well received at Alamogordo High School.  Of course, there were some cliques, but they were surmountable.  I think the essential goodness of the small town coupled with the cosmopolitan influence of Holloman AFB made the environment welcoming.  Alamogordo’s population was around 25,000.  For perspective, it had only a small mail-order Sears store, mostly for pick-up.  Local retailers enjoined the public to shop local.  Their wives shopped 90 miles away in El Paso.  Holloman AFB was 10 miles away. 
 
         Gunnar quickly realized that having a yellow-on-black Tiger letter jacket was the key to being at the top of the social heap.  With that in mind and thinking of his resume for college, he mentioned going out for football to Uncle Walt.  Uncle Walt thought about it, then shared, “First, you’ve missed summer tryouts.  Second, don’t let sports hurt your grades.  Your dad and I talked about this.  We thought you’d be better served getting on the debate team.  You know, you’re already a natural leader, so I’m not sure team sports can add to that.  In most team sports, you have so much down time — precious time you could be devoting to something more enduring.”  I suspect most PhDs also had an acquired distrust of committees they’d dealt with — teams that felt they could vote up or down on scientific facts, teams that diluted the genius of the PhDs. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Later in the fall, Gunnar’s quick thinking saved me from being dismissed from Alamogordo High.  Gunnar and I were comparing physical science notes before the first bell.  A senior, the captain of the football team, was being verbally abusive to his cheerleader girlfriend, a sophomore.  Gunnar saw my face flush with anger.  He knew I was about to act.  I wanted to punch the guy out.  At a minimum, I was going to break his nose. 
 
         Gunnar blocked my path.  He stepped eighteen inches from the quarterback and, lightning-like, performed a judo foot sweep.  The football player was on the ground seemingly before he started his fall.  It was so sudden the senior was totally stunned.  Gunnar reached down with his right hand to grab the football captain’s right hand.  Gunnar shook his head, “Happens to be me all the time.  Let me help you!” 
 
         As the senior glanced around to see whether anyone saw what happened, he realized it had been way too fast for anyone to see.  He sheepishly took Gunnar’s hand and got up.  “Thanks, man.”  His mind had obviously sized up the situation.  He didn’t know what other tricks this little freshman had up his sleeve.  Better to write this off as a stumble than add on another defeat.  “Hey, man, you ought to come out for the team.” 
 
         That evening I thanked Gunnar, “You know I was going to deck him!” 
 
         “I know you were, Alex.  I knew I had to do something.” 
 
         “It was the right thing to do, Gunnar,” I defended myself. 
 
         “I’m not so sure,” Gunnar began.  “When we were up at Ruidoso last summer, I stayed in the car reading a book while Aunt Cece went into the grocery store.  I looked up at a commotion.  A man was jerking his female companion around.  A well-intentioned bystander intervened.  He got between them and engaged the man.  In no time, the do-gooder was in a two-front war.  The man and his girlfriend took on the do-gooder.  ‘Dead right’ seemed to apply.  With couples, it’s not always simple.  Often, other people’s business is other people’s business.” 
 
         “Well,” Gunnar, “I closed, “good thing Dad insisted on our taking judo lessons back in Albuquerque.” 
 
         My brother always amazed me.  He went through life soaking up lessons and applying them with intelligence.  We all do that, don’t we?  No! 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Ninth grade physical science cemented Gunnar’s reputation in the academic hall of fame.  In early October, the teacher collected physical science workbooks to assure that the first three chapters had been completed.  Gunnar had worked ahead and completed all twenty-five chapters, accurately filling in all appropriate information.  When did he do this?  I guess when he and I were watching “Twilight Zone” on the television.  He was really too old for TV’s “Watch Mr. Wizard,”  but he said he wanted to make sure there were no holes in his scientific knowledge so he watched it faithfully. 
 
         Gunnar’s curiosity brought interesting ideas to the dinner table.  He looked at the climate and soil of the Tularosa Basin where we lived.  He saw great potential for growing wine grapes and pistachios.  Uncle Walt, Aunt Cece, and I laughed at the prospect of our arid soil ever producing good crops.  He had facts and figures.  We had skepticism.  We lacked his foresight, as history would show. 
 
         Both of us pursued a challenging pre-college curriculum.  Gunnar was leaning toward the hard sciences.  He quickly found anything connected with biology to be “too squishy soft.”  He demanded hardcore, definite answers to problems.  In contrast, I chose courses to position me for pre-med in college.  We shared a dynamic five-foot-tall Latin teacher.  She brought Julius Caesar to life and had us striving for conversational Latin; hence, Gunnar’s many jokes about studying for the seminary. 
 
         I don’t remember whether we had Vespa motor scooters because we had paper routes or paper routes so we could have Vespas.  In any case, we were busy and learning a little bit about business, too.  We still didn’t have car licenses, so one time Gunnar suggested, “Let’s get on the Vespas and circle the Rooster.” 
 
         “Not cool, Gunnar,” I advised.  Gunnar was not about cool.  He was about idea generation.  Advertising you weren’t old enough to drive a car was not cool.  We all had to be cool — except Gunnar who could get by without trying to be.  And that’s what made him cool in the eyes of many, including me.  You had to know Gunnar. 
 
         In the aftermath of the Korean Conflict, the movie, “The Bridges at Toko-Ri,” came out.  Gunnar was fascinated by the carrier-based jets.  I was consumed by the tension of war and grim aftermath.  Gunnar knew he could not be killed  I knew I could not kill. 
 
         The few toughs at the high school wore black motorcycle jackets with many large diagonal zippers.  Since they couldn’t smoke on campus, they hung out across the street from the school and tried to look cool as they rebelled against — whatever.  That inspired me to get Gunnar his own motorcycle jacket for Christmas.  I bet him ten dollars he couldn’t wear it to supper and not laugh. 
 
         So Gunnar showed for supper Christmas night, all stoic-faced.  Clueless about fads, Uncle Walt ingenuously chimed in, “Are you cold, Gunnar?”  I instantly won the bet as Gunnar cracked up.  Aunt Cece knew something was up from the get-go.  Uncle Walt was last to laugh — after we explained everything. 
 
         If I couldn’t have my Mom and Dad, these were the people I would chose to live with.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sophomores in High School 
 
      
 
    Gunnar continued to live his life in bold technicolor while mine was in sepia.  He lived in stereo; I lived in monaural.  His single-minded pursuit of a military career was beginning.  His advanced algebra teacher in tenth grade pulled him aside, “Are you looking at MIT?  I know they’ll be looking at you.  You have a gift with numbers.” 
 
         Gunnar was somewhat taken aback, “No, sir, I think I need the discipline of a military academy.”  This, from the most disciplined kid in the school.  I could not believe he could say that with a straight face.  Gunnar could.  It also would have brought hysterical laughter if uttered by anyone but Gunnar. 
 
         Noting the stiff white collars worn by cadets at West Point, I needled him when he told me of the MIT remark, “That would go along with your studying for the seminary.  Better work on that conversational Latin!” 
 
         Gunnar had that twinkle in his eyes.  He liked that I could build on his humor.  That was easy.  I remembered everything he said. 
 
         The same year in American history, a very charismatic teacher, a Marine veteran of the Korean Conflict, graphically taught the downside of war from personal experience.  Gunnar discussed the sad facts at supper.  The combat the teacher described had been gruesome, frustrating, and traumatic for frontline soldiers and Marines.  On his own, Gunnar learned that the class of 1950 from West Point lost 365 of its graduated 670 cadets in that conflict.  He expressed his shock at this fact during supper. 
 
         Soft-spoken Uncle Walt asked, “Gunnar, will you please consider another profession?” 
 
         Gunnar could not answer.  He had no room for laughter or kidding around that night.  The images of Korea were too hard to digest. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We were surprised one Thursday night after school.  Glen had flown in to check on us.  He had other business at Holloman Air Development Center at, of course, Holloman AFB, only ten miles away, and at New Mexico Joint Guided Missile Test Range, fifty miles away.  He took the four of us to the Red Rooster for supper.  If Gunnar and I were interested, he said, he would stay into the weekend to have some fun shooting rifles he had brought along.  He knew I was interested. 
 
         When he visited us before in Albuquerque, I always had a sense that I could trust Glen 95% of the time.  That had grown to 99% with this visit.  The expression of my suspicion of this dedicated friend of the family was an offshoot of my parents’ scientific teachings from quantum theory: The physical universe is not binary; it’s probabilistic.  I am no angel, and he seemed a lot like me.  More likely, I was projecting my sour soul onto him. 
 
         Saturday morning, Glen brought three gun cases in his full-size rental car.  We went up dirt roads along the section lines to the foothills of the Sacramento Mountains.  He was ready.  He brought cardboard boxes, empty tin cans, and glass soda bottles.  After plunking around, he had Gunnar try the M1D, Cal. 30 military sniper rifle with a telescope and flash suppressor. 
 
         While Gunnar was shooting, Glen put a transistor radio next to Gunnar and gradually increased the volume.  Gunnar was missing some shots and shouted, “Turn that thing off!” 
 
         Then it was my turn.  I adjusted the sights and hit one bull’s-eye after another.  Glen tried his increasing-volume radio trick on me.  I deepened my breathing and pounded out perfect shots, ignoring his interference.  When the noise didn’t bother me, Glen began firing water from a fluorescent yellow kid’s squirt gun at the left side of my face.  I reflexively breathed deeper and continued to drill the center of the target.  No bastard can make me miss! 
 
         Gunnar was beside himself in joy and laughter.  “You are the world’s greatest shot!” he shouted as he slapped me on my back when I finished.  And not a tad of jealousy at my victory — that I would have felt and shown if the roles were reversed, I must add.  Oh, I would have tried to suppress my envy, but my Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece would have known if they’d been there. 
 
         Glen tried to hide his admiration, “Not bad.  I see you still have it.”  As he drove us home, I could also tell that on another level he was 50% beaten down by my defiance of his trying to interfere with my aim and 50% pleased with me.  Neither this nor that — quantum physics. 
 
         As spring rolled around, Gunnar had one of his favorite coming-of-age stories take form.  One day he was in his advanced physics class.  The talented teacher was noted for making his class come to life with vivid animation.  He liked to start out revolving one fist around the other for electrons circling the atom’s nucleus.  He kept that up as he started randomly moving about the room to show an atom in motion in a molecule.  Then the molecule had to be vibrating.  He hopped up and down.  And so on, until the earth was revolving around the sun.  He would be all over the room illustrating the universe in motion. It was funny. 
 
         Well, that’s not the story.  That same teacher had his tall stool leaned back against the blackboard, his feet propped up on his lab table/desk, and arms across his chest.  He was halfway through a lecture.  Everyone also had one eye out the extensive side windows, wishing he or she were out in the enticing bright sun.  Out there, someone in a female physical education class kicked a dodgeball out of bounds.  Pretty Grace Saunders bounced up to the windows after the ball.  Grace was a very well-endowed young woman,  The whole class turned to watch the short-shorted young lady and her bouncing breasts.  The physics teacher turned so violently to behold her that he crashed to the floor.  The class roared.  The lore: the physics teacher who fell from Grace. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Not surprisingly, Gunnar had a brilliant idea to distinguish our summer lawn mowing business from its competitors.  He created models of different lawn shapes and calculated how much time  it would take one of us to mow each area.  From those he could extrapolate how much we should charge.  That kept us from underestimating what we should charge, and it made our tiered pricing explainable to customers.  “$15.27” really made us sound like professionals. 
 
         The methodology helped us get the business of several PhDs from the base that no one else could sell.  They loved the scientific approach.  For one really difficult sale, Gunnar measured the man’s yard.  He talked Aunt Cece into using a computer at the base to run a program to give us a very precise calculation of the time to mow the yard and resultant price we should charge.  The computer printout was the coup de grace, or coup de grass as Gunnar called it.  We got his business and a nice ongoing tip. 
 
         While I was content with that, Gunnar went on to offer clients their preferred mode for having their grass mowed.  He would adjust the mower height on request.  He also gave customers a choice of rectangular, diagonal, or circular cutting patterns.  He was careful to explain that the circular cut cost slightly more.  As you can guess, no other lawn service offered so much personal attention. 
 
         Besides our joint businesses of mowing lawns and delivering newspapers, Gunnar and I occupied our summer with projects.  Gunnar spent several hours a day teaching himself to type.  He had not been able to squeeze that course into his science-and-math-heavy class schedule.  He checked out a book from the library as a guide.  He also began to teach himself to speak Russian.  One of Uncle Walt’s friends at work gave Gunnar a set of Russian language tapes to play on our reel-to-reel player.  The friend had given up on the task.  Studying Russian?  What did Gunnar know? 
 
         I read widely.  I chose from several lists of the great works of Western civilization.  I knew I faced tough interviews for medical school in my future.  I wanted to be prepared in every way.  Gunnar inspired me.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Juniors in High School 
 
      
 
    Gunnar started our second year of high school like gangbusters.  He dropped his advanced physics class for home ec.  Of course, he was the only guy in the class at the time.  By noon that day, everyone in the school was talking about it.  Asked why, Gunnar whispered in the asker’s ear, “Great way to meet chicks!”  The genius of that rippled through the space-time continuum of hormonal boys at the speed of light.  For the next two days the male composition of the class rose until guys outnumbered gals. 
 
         At the last minute on the third day, the last add-drop day, he quietly dropped the class and reenrolled in the original physics class.  When I asked why he withdrew from home ec, he tried to suppress a grin, “Too many guys!”  He winked.  “And it looks as if every one of them but me is stuck there for the semester.” 
 
         That same year, we stayed in Junior Classical League, an off-shoot club of Latin class, even though we were no longer taking Latin.  We enjoyed it and the teacher.  We wore togas to the periodic evening club meetings, drank grape juice, and socialized.  Gunnar-the-ham was back, at least with writing and directing.  Suffice it to say, his comedy about Roman life was chock full of bad puns.  Brutus asked, “How many eggs did you eat this morning, Caesar?”  Caesar: “Et tu, Brute!” 
 
         Both of us signed up for debate club on the advice of our aunt and uncle.  Since we already knew each other well, we both favored not being partners in order to get to know other people.  I remember everyone seemed to want to partner with Gunnar.  The savvy debate coach wanted to win, so she had Gunnar and me partner.  She probably also knew the double power of twins being able to read each other.  After just a few debates, she knew Gunnar had a gift with analysis.  My strength was synthesis — putting the details together to form a coherent, constructive plan to attend to all the problems we cited. 
 
         I held onto my anger over the loss of our folks — and my ability to hide it.  That was not unlike my ability to hold onto grudges.  A friend at school asked how long I held onto grudges, I replied with sincerity, “I don’t know.  I’ve never dropped one.” 
 
         In late fall, Glen combined a deer-hunting vacation with business in the local area.  He brought See’s chocolates, fresh from California, and his deer rifle.  He took us to sight in his .30-30.  When he left, he commented, “Glad to see both of you doing so well.  Gunnar, if you need any help with the academy applications, let me know.  I have some contacts who can help you.  Alex, same for you with colleges.  Whatever your folks would have done for you, I’ll do.  I know your uncle and aunt are a tremendous help, but let me do a little.  My network might be a little wider than theirs because of my frequent travel.  And, Alex, you call me if you ever miss a bull’s-eye — anytime, any hour.  Since that will never happen, just call me.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    The last thing I ever expected from Gunnar was getting involved in student politics.  Freshman year, he had famously dismissed the student council as “the dance committee.”  No, he was not running for school president, but he became campaign manager of a friend who was.  It was purely an assumptive approach by Gunnar.  He didn’t ask anyone, he was not selected; he just started doing it.  His candidate, Frank Gilmore, was also on the debate team with us.  His opponent, Ellen Fulbright, was a popular cheerleader and long-time school favorite. 
 
         Gunnar decided marketing was the key to success.  He pulled out all the stops to get support for Frank.  The week prior to the vote, he had friends at school wearing life vests carrying signs, “Only Frank Can Save Us.”  He had others carrying posters showing a poker hand with words, “Don’t Gamble; Vote for Frank!”  His assembly endorsement speech for Frank in the gymnasium put him on the edge of impropriety in the estimation of Mr. Arnold, one of his favorite teachers. 
 
         “Alex,” Gunnar told me, “Mr. Arnold warned me not to let the campaign get into dirty politics.  That’s right where we want it — pushing the envelope.  Otherwise, we can’t possibly win against a well established candidate like Ellen.” 
 
         Frank won.  The final push across the finish line happened when Gunnar and company seized the opportunity to sing doctored words of “Big Bad John” on the local radio station.  “Big Good Frank” was a constant refrain.  The radio station had set up to talk to students decorating the gym for the junior-senior prom.  It was a real win for Gunnar.  And I knew Gunnar was a real winner.  I always could see his charisma.  In that campaign, he let the world see a glimmer of that. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    As Gunnar continued to distinguish himself, of course, there had to be some detractors.  One of those made an unfortunate remark behind Gunnar’s back just before the first bell rang for school: “He’s a kiss-up son-of-bitch.” 
 
         I could not let that stand.  I gut-punched the guy.  My fist went so deep into his abdomen that I think I touched his spine.  He doubled over, pathetically looking up at me with a why look. 
 
         I got in his face and explained, “You don’t talk that way about my family!”  I helped him pick up his books.  “Try not to drop these again,” I counseled him. 
 
         I tried not to smile when he went out of his way later to avoid me.  He definitely dodged me in the halls.  No one hurts those close to me! 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Honored as a delegate to New Mexico Boys State, Gunnar attended the week-long educational symposium on the campus of New Mexico Military Institute that summer.  The barracks setting, formations in the quadrangle, mess hall, and bunk beds gave him a nibble of academy life.  Overall, he counted the experience as great lesson in the give-and-take of politics.  He entered thinking the power of his ideas would propel him to leadership in the mock state government.  They did not.  He left with the knowledge that networking was everything.  Contacts, he said, were more valuable than logic. 
 
         I was glad to not attend any such gaggle.  I was not into politics or anything having to do with big groups.  That was not sour grapes.  I would have turned down the opportunity as a waste of my valuable time.  I didn’t like compromise or its mediocre results, and I didn’t like people full of themselves. 
 
         The next time Glen was over for supper, he and Gunnar discussed Boys State at length.  Glen was rapt.  His opinion was that Gunnar got the biggest take-away of Boys State — knowing the right people was the critical key to getting most things done in this world. 
 
         The same night I remember what became a recurrent dream.  In the dream Gunnar and I were playing kick ball at White Sands.  Just as he kicked the ball, a black semi-trailer truck roared over the dunes.  It fatally hit Gunnar and disappeared over another dune.  I woke in a cold sweat.  I threw back my top sheet and went to Gunnar’s room to find him safe. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Later in the summer, Gunnar and I were selected for two-month summer intern programs at Holloman AFB.  Gunnar worked in Guidance and Control, developing inertial missile control systems for the Air Force.  I interned in the biomedical area monitoring the chimpanzees that occasionally rode the rocket sled on 5000-feet of nearby track.  It was good that we had our Vespas, because the work sites’ satellite operations were many miles from the center of the base, meaning a further commute from Alamogordo. 
 
         Gunnar met some interesting recent grads of engineering programs from UC Berkeley, Notre Dame, Oklahoma State, and the University of Chicago.  He also met some more senior Air Force engineers who graduated from West Point and Annapolis.  They had taken their commissions in the Air Force.  He took every opportunity to pump them for information on each academy, from the mechanics of academy admission to the typical day there. 
 
         I learned a lot from veterinarians about biology, in general, and chimps, in particular.  I was surer than ever that medicine was in my future. 
 
         Each night, Gunnar and I playfully argued over who was the senior GS-1.  Later, Gunnar told me that was like debating who was the senior second lieutenant; it didn’t matter. 
 
         Gunnar knew he had to step up his program to qualify for a military academy.  He applied to  the Air Force Academy, Annapolis, and West Point.  He leaned toward the latter two because of their long histories.  If he went to West Point or Annapolis, he also might be able to get his commission in the Air Force and fly jets.  Of those two, he preferred West Point.  He thought he had the academic side nailed.  He needed to concentrate on the physical side.  He also knew that being on a sports team was a plus, so he tried out for the B-squad of basketball.  He was crushed when he was cut after a week.  He was pretty good at basketball, but a total unknown to the coaching staff.  That didn’t stop him from the intramural league and grabbing every opportunity to play.  He added on a routine of weight lifting, calisthenics, and running.  My twin brother was starting to look like Superman. 
 
         I heeded my dad’s advice about not bulking up.  He said he knew a lot of jocks who couldn’t control their weight as they aged.  I did occasionally work out with Gunnar if I didn’t have to study.  We challenged each other to swim a mile a day starting when the pool reopened in the spring. 
 
         As if Gunnar did not have enough motivation, “The West Point Story” aired on national television.  Gunnar took notes.  He was convinced that there was too much literary license in the series.  He saved questions for the officers he had met at Holloman AFB over the summer.  “Funny thing,” he said, “every time they talk about their experience, it’s as if they had stepped into some alien world at the academy.  They also are not very articulate in explaining their experiences.  Their eyes go unfocused, and their expression says, ‘I can’t tell you, kid.  You just have live it.’” 
 
         In the spring, Gunnar and I went to our first prom.  When we compared notes at breakfast the next morning, we had almost duplicate assessments.  We had anticipated too much.  We were disappointed.  I wasn’t sure I would even bother next year.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seniors in High School 
 
      
 
    Senior year was memorable and jam-packed. 
 
         Gunnar got the year off to a great start.  He really started breaking out of the box classmates had put him in.  He was really dissatisfied with school social events, so he floated the idea of a first-ever Columbus Day dance.  With three days to get it done, he was repeatedly rebuffed with the words, “It can’t be done.”  That made him even more determined.  He called on friends, teachers, the principal, and me — as many times as it took.  He pulled it off.  Everyone had fun.  Part of its appeal was the lack of folderol that inevitably came with events like homecoming and proms.  That’s why I enjoyed it, anyway. 
 
         Gunnar and I were a formidable debate team.  Junior year we had often won on sheer intelligence and will power.  Our fortes were detailed research and creative strategy.  Gunnar used his powers of analysis to read broadly on the national topic and compile an impressive deck of categorized 3 x 5 index cards.  That was in stark contrast to the majority of debaters who were content to read the standard texts recommended by the National Forensics League and regurgitate what they’d heard others say.  I looked at different ways to put the facts together, including the counter plan.  Now and then with a counter plan, we liked to stipulate to the problems cited by the affirmative side and then present a plan better than theirs for fixing the problems.  It had a way of knocking the opposing team off balance. 
 
         October 4, 1957, Russia’s success at launching Sputnik 1 into earth orbit shook the United States like a grizzly bear going after a huckleberry bush.  It appeared that the Soviet Union overnight had the upper hand in the nuclear arms race in the prolonged Cold War.  Not only did the Soviet Union have the edge in intercontinental missiles, it seemed to have technological leadership in all science and engineering.  The news reinforced Gunnar’s conviction that his path of concentrating on advanced math and science was the right one.  Indeed, both the Naval Academy and West Point demanded a major in engineering.  The boy who loved model airplanes and military aircraft was a natural for that college major. 
 
         The Nation’s newfound focus on winning the Space Race inspired Gunnar to add to the inventory of his scientific interests.  He studied all of the library’s books on rockets and missiles.  He watched every newsfeed on space launches.  He wrote to the major defense contractors for pictures of their aerospace vehicles.  As a result, he had an entire wall of pictures showing their aerospace vehicles in various phases of flight.  His vocabulary expanded to include air-to-air, air-to-ground, and ground-to-air missiles.  He insisted on precise use of the terms intermediate-range missile and intercontinental ballistic missile.  His expertise was such that he was asked to give lectures to various science classes at school on the history and principles of rocket flight.  One science teacher who taught night school at Holloman AFB even had Gunnar teach the subject one evening to airmen. 
 
         I continued with the advanced math and biology track.  I felt somewhat out of the limelight, especially when Gunnar and his hard-science buddies were designing and launching rockets in their spare time.  We certainly lived in the right area for them.  For real-life inspiration, often they could see overhead the zig-zag trail of a Nike Hercules missile launched at the New Mexico Joint Guided Missile Test Range or a terrain-following Mace missile launched from Holloman AFB on its way to Utah.  For amateur rocket enthusiasts, the wide-open desert presented an ideal playground. 
 
         The SATs were a major event for the year.  I did well on the tests because I felt they were a non-event.  I thought you really couldn't cram for something you’d already spent years on.  Gunnar felt they were the key to getting into an academy.  He studied and took practice tests.  Even after doing well on the first go, he retook the SAT to do better — and he did.  He was sure that helped his competitiveness for a service academy. 
 
         At the time, political connections were a big player in getting a nomination to a service academy.  We did not have that kind of influence.  Gunnar refused to play the Glen card.  In spite of that, Gunnar got separate telegrams in the spring that he had a congressional nominations for the Naval Academy at Annapolis and the Air Force Academy at Colorado Springs.  I was sure his score of 788 in the advanced mathematics portion of the SAT made him a sought-after candidate.  That meant he missed one question in that difficult exam.  Despite his successes, he was let down that he was an alternate for West Point.  The airing of the series, “Men of Annapolis,” on national television helped him feel better about his second choice’s coming through. 
 
         When Glen did his yearly visit, Gunnar shot nearly as well as I did.  He had been practicing. Gunnar transitioned the conversation from his shooting ability to marksmanship training on the M-1 at West Point.  When Glen asked how the nomination process was going, Gunnar asked for help.  Gunnar never asked for help!  Indeed, he had learned from Boys State. 
 
         “Gunnar, you’re physically qualified.  We know you’re of good character.  Your SAT scores are better than I have ever heard of.  Don’t waste another minute fretting about getting into West Point.  You’re in!  It’s not negotiable.  When I nearly bled out in Okinawa, I swore I’d never let a worthy buddy down — ever.  Those duty-honor-country types will understand.  I will not back down.”  Glen shook Gunnar’s hand. 
 
         At that moment, I recognized my determination in Glen’s voice and eyes.  We had a great deal in common. 
 
         Gunnar did not know what to believe.  He could not believe this one man could keep that promise.  After all, there was still a byzantine bureaucracy to deal with to get to his goal.  Gunnar explained, “I feel bad about asking for help.  It doesn’t seem fair …” 
 
         “If you want fair, wait till next September for the New Mexico State Fair,” Glen dismissed Gunnar’s comment.  “The important thing is that the right people get into West Point, and I’m telling you that you are in.” 
 
         Gunnar was purposely inappropriate, “What, no chocolates?” 
 
         “Gunnar, I’ll have to mail them to you.  Keep that sense of humor, buddy.  Do you want See’s?” 
 
         Glen turned to me and shook my hand.  “Alex, whatever you’re doing with the rifles, keep it up.  You could make the Olympics, you know, but I’d stay with pre-med.”  If he liked Gunnar’s SATs,  he should have seen my perfect SATs.  I didn’t brag; I just happened to leave a copy of my test results in his rental. 
 
         In early spring, Gunnar went out for the tennis team.  I don’t know what possessed him except getting that sports letter.  We both had a full dance card, so to speak.  He and I were both naturally good with racquet sports.  We sporadically played with friends, but we were hacks.  We had more bad habits than good.  Those who had spent three prior years training on the team were a tad resentful as Gunnar became the first seed in the initial singles competition. 
 
         “How did you do that?” I asked. 
 
         “Footwork, Alex!” 
 
         “You’re kidding me …” I scoffed. 
 
         “Yeah, I don’t have any,” he laughed.  That was true, but he was Charlie Hustle on the court — intense energy, strategy, and heart. 
 
         I couldn’t explain why I didn’t emulate my twin, except that I was becoming aware that my life had a course of its own.  Now and then I would step back and observe what was going on around me.  I had always done that, but now I could watch myself watching life.  I could pause and see my own detachment. 
 
         I asked Gunnar, “Do you ever stop to think about what you are doing with your life?” 
 
         Very honestly, Gunnar shot back, “No, I don’t.  I just act.  Call it predestination or whatever.  I feel like the channel I will take at the next fork in the river of life has a faster current that pulls me that way.  I also believe in free will, so I guess I can choose the slower path if I want — somewhat of a contradiction.  I’m now in over my head, drowning in the river of life.  I hope your studies of the brain in medical school can sort that out.”  He smiled, “Or maybe my differential equations class two years from now will provide the answers.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gunnar and I went to the state speech tournament for the second time.  Our speech coach and her husband drove a total of ten of us to the University of New Mexico setting in Albuquerque.  I thought Gunnar would be distracted by the academy admission turmoil, but he soldiered on. 
 
          In the third round, on the second and last day of the tournament, we were up against the winners of the previous year’s debate contest — the former state champions.  They were smooth, they were eloquent, but we were deadly.  Gunnar took them down point by point like a great trial attorney.  I gave overall shape to our arguments to lend them a dazzling coherence, if I do say so myself.  I skillfully summarized how Gunnar’s points were superior.  Gunnar wisely refused to take cheap shots.  He read the room, awed the audience with concise logic, and made them laugh.  I read the judges and adjusted our tactics with precision.  We were both in the zone, functioning at a level we had never before attained.  We won decisively.  We were on our way to be the new state champs. 
 
         In the finals, despite our near flawless performance, my insistence on a counter plan strategy cost us first place.  The lead judge pulled me aside and told me it was his firm belief that no team, not even as sharp we were, could ever win with a counter plan.  “Yes,” he said, “you can say that I am prejudiced.” 
 
         Afterward Gunnar saw the temporary disappointment in my eyes.  “Alex,” he began, “remember how great our earlier victory felt.  See it, hear it, savor it, and remember it.  Now think about the final round for fifteen seconds; that’s all it deserves.  We are the best high school debaters this state has ever seen.  Don’t ever forget that!  We are a great team.”  He paused and grabbed my shoulder, “Thank you!”  My despondency was gone.  It was one of the greatest days of my life. 
 
         At the end of April, Gunnar received momentous news in our afternoon creative writing class.  From her desk, the teacher smiled as she eyed the telegram hand-delivered by the principal.  She walked deliberately over to hand Gunnar the yellow paper, “I believe this is what you have been waiting for.  You are excused from class if you choose.”  Gunnar was expressionless.  He immediately turned to look at me.  He showed a faint smile, gave me a thumbs up, and nodded.  He reread the telegram as he exited the room to call Aunt Cece.  From the pool of alternates, Gunnar was appointed to the United States Military Academy at West Point. 
 
         Before he sent in his acceptance, I pulled Gunnar aside.  “Remember what Mr. Arnold taught us about Korea.  He was cold, miserable, and under siege for months.  His recounting left me with a sense of the purposelessness a soldier has to endure.  Ground war?  You have your pick of service in the air or water, too, with the other academy acceptances.  How about law or medicine?” 
 
         “Alex, this is what I have to do.  I have to go to West Point.  I can’t put it in words why, but I feel that is my destiny.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    For a while, the idea that Gunnar was realizing his dream still seemed like a fantasy.  When several teachers called him aside to tell him FBI agents had been by asking lots of questions about him, the reality struck him.  Subsequently, neighbors relayed the same message through Aunt Cece.  Indeed, the Academy was processing him for a secret clearance.  The dream was becoming reality. 
 
         By that time, I had a number of acceptances to premier colleges for pre-med.  I was waiting to see where Gunnar was going to go.  I knew he was in for a tough time at the United States Military Academy, especially in his first year as a plebe.  I’d like to say I wanted to be near to support him.  I wanted him to think that, but I know I really needed to be near him.  I drew energy from him.  He inspired me.  My twin made me feel whole.  So I accepted a college in the East.  I had to turn down my first choice on the West Coast. 
 
         I kept my north star in mind.  The hallmark of my senior year was winning first place in the high school science fair.  My project was to build a mechanical ventricular assist device, an external artificial heart machine for chimps.  I piggybacked on current research that had recently kept a dog alive.  After a lot of internal debate, I chose to go with a pulsatile pump that mimicked the chimp’s heart versus a continuous flow.  Gunnar helped with the mechanics of converting the energy of a rotating electric motor to pulsing streams.  Gunnar also showed me how to measure and control output blood pressure.  The veterinarian for the rocket sled at Holloman AFB helped me with how tubes from the device would connect to blood vessels.  My device was meant to be a prototype for a short time if a chimp ever underwent a heart transplant.  If nothing else, I knew the effort would look good on my resume for medical school. 
 
         Gunnar placed second in that science fair.  He was experimenting with having a source of air internal to a model airplane blow air through vents in front of the rounded trailing edge of the wing.  The theory was that the invention would increase lift.  He needed a battery and motor to pump the air, but he could never make them light enough.  However, he showed proof of concept with a mock-up wing in a wind tunnel he built.  The judges liked the progression of his engineering designs, in any case.  I think he might have spent too much time helping me on my project. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As we closed out the high school chapter in our lives, Gunnar’s piercing gray eyes shone bright with the idealism of youth.  I could see them sparkle in the auditorium as he gave his valedictory speech.  Not surprisingly, he finished first in our class in academics.  He spoke enthusiastically of taking on the challenges of the world, closing with Robert Frost’s “promises to keep” to inspire commitment. 
 
         Coincidentally, Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece commented on my stunning gray eyes reflecting my burning desire to be a physician as they congratulated me on being the salutatorian.  I didn’t mind being second, especially to Gunnar.  What I enjoyed most was beating out Carol Robbins, who was notorious among students for cheating on tests.  When she congratulated me on beating her, I caged her eyeballs with a double-meaning reply: “Copy that!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    College — Freshman Year 
 
      
 
    Before our first years of college, Gunnar and I planned out a two-week road trip through the Southeast.  It was meant to be a celebration of our coming of age and pending independence.  Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece applauded it.  It was a whirlwind drive across the desert expanses of west Texas, the steamy greenery of the deep South, and the drivable beaches of Florida.  Cece’s yellow and cream 1957 Bel-Air performed like a champ, especially on the wet sand at Daytona.  Gunnar and I rotated drivers.  As he said, “I’ll drive seventy-five percent of the time, and you drive the remaining half.” 
 
         One particular day stands out in my memory.  I always trusted Gunnar so didn't go out of my way to monitor his driving.  However, east of New Orleans, as I rode shotgun reading a book, I sensed a left drift of the Chevy.  I looked up.  We were closing for a lethal head-on collision with a semi-truck.  With my left hand, I eased the wheel back into our lane so as to not startle Gunnar, who still had his hands at ten and two o’clock on the steering wheel.  Gunnar slowly awoke as the danger passed.  “Thanks,” he said.  “Let’s switch drivers!” 
 
         After the changeout, I turned the radio up.  “Tequila” boomed from the speakers — perfect for keeping us both awake and harmonizing with adolescent hormones.  “Catch A Falling Star” perhaps better captured the experience.  We were very lucky.  That moment we shared became a constant touchstone.  As twins, we had more consciousness in common than most siblings, but that event was most unforgettable.  We both realized that every subsequent precious moment would be gravy, that every second of life was a gift..  We decided no following experience could be too hard or intolerable.  Life would challenge those beliefs. 
 
         When we got back to Alamogordo, Gunnar planned to get back to his demanding physical conditioning regimen, after the two-week layoff.  Going out to run five miles the next morning, he was a sight to see in his tee shirt, running shorts, and combat boots.  He bought the boots at a local Army-Navy surplus store.  He had heard this was common attire for running at West Point.  After the first run, he said it felt really good to shake the kinks out of his muscles and get in a good workout.  He was reinvigorated.  The following morning he came limping into breakfast on legs that would not totally extend.  You guessed it — shin splints.  I prescribed ice packs, rest, and aspirin. 
 
         “Look at it this way: You won’t have hormonal girls trying to whistle at you from their passing cars,” I kidded him.  “Maybe we should keep our commitment to swimming a mile a day instead of running.” 
 
         He nodded and massaged his lower legs. 
 
         I began my job as an ambulance driver for a local hospital the next week.  Mom’s physician set that up.  He said I’d be exposed to emergency medicine and get used to dealing with blood and trauma.  He knew I wanted to be a physician.  Privately, I still wondered whether I could handle treating patients who knowingly did stupid things.  I knew I was sometimes a little short on compassion.  Born hard-nosed, I guess.  My parents were certainly very nice people, as was Gunnar.  I wondered what was wrong with them. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    June 29, 1958, the three of us rose early to drive Gunnar to the airport for his flight to New York City.  I wanted to fly with him, but there wasn’t much of a point.  That we would not see him for two months saddened us.  Until then, we vowed that one of us would write him every day.  Beyond busy, he would write to us every weekend to tell us his ongoing saga. 
 
         He arrived at La Guardia Airport in the late afternoon and caught a taxi into the City.  He had heard numerous warnings about how dangerous New York was, how he needed to watch his wallet, and how cabbies would take advantage of him.  Instead, he had a great experience.  His cabbie welcomed him, “Son, I admire you for attending the Academy.  You’re my last fare of the day, and it’s on me!  Let’s get you the Commodore Hotel.”  Only Gunnar could find this gem of a patriot. 
 
         June 30, carrying his suitcase, he walked to Port Authority to catch a bus for the hour-plus ride to Highland Falls, adjacent to West Point.  He spent the night on the perimeter of the post at the historic Thayer Hotel, sharing a room with several future classmates.  The hotel’s name honored Colonel Sylvanus Thayer, who was an early superintendent at the Academy and a advocate of testing cadets every day in every subject — a real disciplinarian. 
 
         The first day of New Cadet Barracks was known informally as Beast Barracks.  Beast is how the each new cadet felt he was treated.  Upperclassmen, on the other hand, looked down on a new cadet as a beast in need of training.  After riding over a mile to the gymnasium area, Gunnar got off the bus with his suitcase.  As expected, he was greeted by an intimidating second classman, a junior, in a gray wool dress coat, bright white starched trousers, and round gray dress hat.  The ramrod-straight figure bellowed, “Drop that bag, mister.  You stand at attention when I talk to you.  Do you understand me, smack-head?  I can’t hear you, dumb-squat.  Sound off!  Brace: get that neck in, stand at attention, suck that gut in.  Roll that sway out of your back.  Get those heels together, doo-jazz.  Stand up straight.  Do you hear me talking to you?  You won’t last a day around here with that attitude.  Now get over there and report in.  Halt, you forgot your purse.  Get back here, dumb-john.  Did I say to pick up that bag.  Now, pick it up!  Post, smack.  Get out of my life!” 
 
         The second classman’s staccato barrage of words pelted Gunnar’s eardrums, he wrote.  He might have had a few replies in that “conversation,” but they were drowned out amidst all the yelling and shouting around him as other new cadets had a similar greeting.  Gunnar said he had read extensively about the first day, but nothing could have prepared him for the actuality.  Continual yelling of instructions and constant corrections to behavior were the order of the day.  The same day another upperclassman told him he was to double-time everywhere in the oppressively humid, ninety-degree heat.  Within seconds, still another upperclassman halted him: “Not so fast, smack.  You need to get permission to double-time!”  Bells seemed to be ringing all day long.  There were interminable formations for this and that.  Hell on the Hudson! 
 
         Early on, he was ordered to report to the “man-in-the-red sash.”  Gunnar wandered around the “area” — the courtyard between gigantic gray-stone Gothic barracks.  In a brace, he tried to find the red-sashed upperclassmen by shifting his eyes and eventually turning his erect and rigid head a centimeter to the left and right. 
 
         Out of his view came a thunderous voice, “Halt, there!  You man, wandering around like a lost puppy.  What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
         “Sir, I was …” 
 
         The second classman cut him off, “What are your three answers, doo-jazz?” 
 
         Gunnar had learned by now.  “Sir, ‘yes, sir,’ ‘no, sir,’ and ‘no excuse, sir.’”  (Sometimes, ‘Sir, I do not understand,’ was added as a fourth.) 
 
         “That’s right, smack-head.  Now, I want a real answer.  What are you doing?” 
 
         He had also learned this was usually a trick question, so he went to a deferential, “Sir, may I ask a question?” 
 
         “What is it, moron?” 
 
         “Sir, where is the man-in-the-red-sash?” 
 
         “Dumb-john, what do you think I am?” the upperclassman yelled.  “Do I look like an information booth?” 
 
         “No, sir!” Gunnar belted out. 
 
         “I can’t hear you, doo-jazz.  Grow a pair and bang them together!  Do you hear me?” 
 
         Gunnar’s whole body vibrated when he “popped off,” shouting back loudly to his superior, “YES, SIR!” 
 
         “Get out my life, scum.  Stop gazing around.  Don’t ever bother me again!  Do you hear me, smack?” 
 
         Gunnar continued his search, marching alone at a brace without turning his head.  He joined a line now ten-deep in new cadets behind the burgundy-sashed first classman — a senior serving as the first sergeant.  This man’s abusive remarks were abbreviated in reaction to the long line of new cadets forming in front of him.  When Gunnar was finally in front of the first sergeant, the red-sashed first classman sternly directed Gunnar to a darkened fifth-floor barracks room.  There Gunnar was pushed into a chair.  Four hot, blinding floodlights shined in his face.  Three upperclassmen emerged from the shadows.  Two yelled in his ears.  The third screamed directly into his face.  It seemed like a far cry from the impressive dress parade he had seen on the Plain years ago.  Gunnar said his mind was totally in the moment, trying to survive.  There were no dreams of glory , no glamour, no illusions. 
 
         Among other multiple formations, one was his first haircut.  Barbers, mostly Italian, sheared away the locks of every new cadet in favor of a military buzz haircut.  Gunnar was shocked to see his haggard self in the barbershop mirror.  Not only did he look strange; he looked scared.  He had no desire to smile at himself as he was wont to do.  The Academy would demand a haircut every week for the next four years.  Regular Army officers and upperclassmen noticed one’s hair.  Obsessive tactical officers were known to check the sign-in lists at the barbershop for compliance. 
 
         Another formation was for trying out for the Glee Club.  Glee Club meant occasional weekend trips away from post, even as a plebe — a way to escape.  Gunnar had the humiliating experience of being disqualified when he completed only his second sung note.  Then there was a formation to practice close-order drill, basically how to march.  Drummers from West Point’s Hellcats, West Point’s field music group band, provided the beat.  Gunnar’s squad spent an inordinate amount of time training in a sally port, a large arched passageway.  His clever squad leader maneuvered his group there, out of the oppressive sun.  He definitely did not do this to accommodate the new cadets.  The endgame for the marching drills came an hour later when the new cadets marched onto the Plain.  Wearing brand new white undershirts and thick gray wool trousers held up with black-web belts, the new cadets took their oath en masse.  No graduate ever forgot that seminal moment. 
 
         The worst place for harassment was at “tables.”  In the mess hall that first day, hazing felt even more personal.  The table commandant, a first classman sat at the head of the table.  Flanking him on each side were squad leaders, two second classmen.  The three took turns at correcting the seven new cadets sitting on the first six inches of their chairs at attention, eating “square meals.”  This mechanical feeding involved raising food on a fork or spoon vertically from the plate, squaring an invisible corner, and bringing the food to the mouth horizontally.  Even though he carefully cut his food, Gunnar inevitably heard, “Too big, Olson.  Sit up!”  Gunnar knew the bite was deemed too large — whether it was or not — and he could not resume eating until an upperclassman told him to do so.  Extra harassment came in the form of reciting “plebe knowledge” like Major General Schofield’s “Definition of Discipline” verbatim.  Tough Gunnar wrote that the unrelenting infernal noise around him made his stomach queasy; he did not mind not eating. 
 
         While he had studied many articles and books on West Point, he was in for several other rude awakenings.  At supper, his table commandant demanded “pan-THUR-pus,” which turned out to be the purple beverage in the iced stainless steel pitcher next to Gunnar.  After being belittled as an ignoramus and worse, Gunnar figured out that the grape juice was nicknamed “panther piss.”  Later, having made the mistake of putting his dessert on his used plate, he painfully learned that cake was always served in a clean bowl.  Serving it in a bowl allowed the use of a spoon to eat it, as well as pouring milk over the cake — a common cadet preference. 
 
         The first formation after supper was to march all new cadets to a large auditorium.  From the podium, the commandant of cadets, a brigadier general, welcomed them.  He went on, “Gentlemen, look to your left.  Now look to your right.  On average, one of the three of you will not be here with us at the end of New Cadet Barracks eight weeks from tonight.”  Sobering.  He went on to lecture about why men were willing to die in wars.  “I’m going to shock you,” he said. “Not duty, honor, or country.  Research shows that a man will die to protect those men around him to whom he feels loyalty or to protect his reputation among them.”  Before the speech was over, Gunnar said, the commandant imparted a very important life lesson: “The first day is the longest day, the first week is the longest week, the first month is the longest month, and the first year is the longest year.”  Words to live by. 
 
         Outside the nice, air-conditioned auditorium, upperclassmen formed up the new cadets and marched them back to the barracks.  There they filled out a form for Selective Service if they already had not already done so, and wrote a postcard to their parents.  Gunnar addressed his card to our aunt and uncle with a closing that reenergized him.  Following that, each new cadet swore in writing he had never been married. 
 
         After that, Gunnar’s squad of ten formed up in the hallway on the fifth floor of the barracks, backs against the wall.  The roommate of Gunnar’s squad leader appeared with a three-foot-long oak window-closing stick.  The second classman wielded the weapon like a police nightstick. 
 
         He barked, “Stand at attention, smack-heads!”  He put his left hand behind the first new cadet in line. “Pressure,” he began. “I wanted pressure against my hand.  Crank those chins in!  Vibrate, new cadets!”  The five-foot-seven man strutted in front of the ten.  “Suck that gut in,” he swung the heavy stick into the abdomen of the first cadet in line — whap.  He did the same walking down the line with the second new cadet — whap, then Gunnar — whap. 
 
         When Oak Stick approached new cadet Simon Turner, next to Gunnar, he got in Simon’s face, “You may have been big man on campus at Podunk High, but you’re nothing here.  Suck that fat civilian gut in!”  He wound up to hit the six-foot-four, two-hundred-forty-pound football player in the stomach with the oak baton. 
 
         Simon pushed both arms out to protest  He looked Oak Stick in the eye and firmly stated, “You’re not hitting me, little man!” 
 
         Oak Stick let the window-closing baton fall to the floor — thud, thud, thud.  He stood one inch from Simon’s face.  “Turner, you insubordinate wimp.  You’ll do what you’re told around here.  You don’t threaten an upperclassman.  Do you hear me, you piece of …?”  Next he called loudly to his fellow upperclassmen in the echo chamber that was the stairwell.  Then, all hell broke loose.  Every squad leader from all five floors descended on Simon after the one shout from Oak Stick.  After that, Simon could go nowhere besides the latrine without continuous harassment.  Every time he left his room, someone tore his bed apart and threw all his locker’s clothes on the floor.  He got no food at meals.  Within twenty-four hours, he had resigned. 
 
         As a future medical professional, I wrote Gunnar I would have taken the window-closing rod from Oak Stick and used it as a q-tip in his ear.  Gunnar suggested I work on my bedside manner after I got through the MCAT (Medical Candidate Aptitude Test).  I wrote back that I definitely would have sterilized the club and applied Betadine antiseptic to the ear.  And, for sure, I’d schedule Oak Stick for a follow-up! 
 
         Life for new cadets was no picnic, Gunnar explained.  For the many new cadets late to formation, there was a “clothing formation” later in the day.  In that case, following a quick inspection of the current uniform, the disciplining second classman called out the name of a different uniform for the subject cadets to change into.  The cadets had to run to their rooms and return perfectly dressed in the new uniform.  The only possible way to get out of the drill was to appear on-time, totally to standard in dress.  Most new cadets in the formation had to reappear for the next inspection.  Eventually, participants showed up in every real uniform choice.  Then the upperclassman started making up notional uniforms like “class uniforms under ponchos.”  The drill typically continued until the next scheduled training formation.  The maximum performance effort over an hour was physically and emotionally exhausting. 
 
         New cadets not in the clothing formations were not idle.  They were in their rooms studying fourth-class knowledge, shining shoes, polishing belt buckles, and otherwise getting ready for the next formation.  If that were not enough, their squad leader might pop in to send them on some seemingly nonsensical errand. 
 
         That night, after more hazing and indoctrination, there was a mandatory “shower formation.”  New cadets assembled in the “sinks” of the basement — a chamber of horrors.  Against long walls, each new cadet wore only a gray cotton bathrobe and shower clogs, and held soap in a plastic dish in his left hand, with a horizontal forearm.  A neatly folded white towel draped evenly of that forearm.  When a new cadet had developed enough perspiration from the effort of bracing in the steamy room, an upperclassmen could send him to shower.  Gunnar was among some select new cadets needing extra discipline.  He had to face the wall with toes “tangent” to that wall, lean forward, and sweat a quarter to the wall until it stuck.  After he did, he was ordered to shower. 
 
         Just before taps, Gunnar’s squad leader had him braced against his locker.  “So, dumb-john, you thought you’d send a cute message to your aunt and uncle, huh?  You closed your damn postcard ‘No Sweat Olson.’  What, are you on vacation here?  Do you think this place is joke?  Are you making fun of me, new cadet?  Drop and give me 20 push-ups! …  Recover!  Smack-head, get out in the hall and hit the wall.  The other squad leaders in the company didn’t like your smart remark either!” 
 
         Gunnar got an earful from screaming second classmen.  The volume was at full.  The tone was full spectrum.  The insults were to his manhood, legitimacy, and heritage.  He had only three answers: “Yes, sir,” “No, sir,” and “No excuse, sir.”  “Sir, I do not understand” would have been a lie.  Finally, he was saved by the bell, the one five minutes before taps. 
 
         The first day was so traumatic, Gunnar wrote us, that he struggled to sleep after lights out.  He said he lay in his bunk too stiff to sleep.  He could not quiet his mind, which played out in muscles that would not relax.  And he knew the next day had more of the same in store for him.  He drew some solace from the commandant’s words: “The first day is the longest day.” 
 
         At the end of that day, he permanently internalized the proverb Japanese lived by for decades: “The nail that sticks out, gets hammered down.”  Unfortunately, he would know no good sleep that night as his mind continued to race.  If his mind dipped its toe in the lake of sleep, there were upperclassmen screaming in his dream in both ears to remove it: “Stand at attention, smack-head!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    At 0550 the next morning, the second day of Beast Barracks, bells started ringing, and the Hellcats began playing reveille.  Gunnar’s squad leader told his men they were due in formation downstairs in the company “area” at 0555.  “Smack-heads,” he said, “get used to showing five minutes before every formation as a plebe.  Roll call is at 0600; you have to be out there standing tall in place at 0555.” 
 
         Morning calisthenics in gym wear and combat boots followed breakfast that morning and most mornings.  In the coming days, new cadets’ rifles were sometimes used as weights during calisthenics.  Woe to the new cadet who did not know his rifle’s serial number. 
 
         Midmorning, Gunnar had a formation calling for him to appear in a class shirt and gray trousers.  The shirt was black wool with long sleeves .  He wore a black tie tucked inside the shirt below the second button.  He did his best to dress in the unfamiliar uniform.  Of course, that was not good enough. 
 
         “Smack, are you some kind of flyboy?  You show up with your collar ends sticking out like Marilyn Monroe’s tits .  You trying to fly or something?”  His squad leader was relentless.  “Your collar is flapping in the breeze.  You need to wear a collar stay, dumb-smack!  Don’t ever let me see you trying to fly around the area again with your collar flapping.  Do you think you’re at the Air Force Academy?” 
 
         Later Gunnar found a “collar stay” back in his room.  It was part of initial issue.  It was a U-shaped metal device designed to be put under the tie and collars.  Pin-like ends stuck into each collar, and springs held them in place.  Very clever.  “We didn’t have those in Alamogordo,” Gunnar humorously observed in a letter. 
 
         That same day, he made his bed five times.  Every time he returned from a formation, it was completely ripped apart by his squad leader.  The blankets and sheets were in random piles, the mattress cover ripped off, and the mattress pulled out of the bed frame.  Each time he heard the second classman yell, “Do you know why I ripped your bed apart, dumb-john?  It was an abortion!  You hear me?  AN ABORTION!  Now square it away.  I want to bounce a quarter off the blanket.  Move out!”  Gunnar was totally frustrated. 
 
         In between remaking his bed and restoring his locker, Gunnar experienced another frustration.  He noticed the uniform flag had changed as he headed for formation in the incorrect uniform.  He had to turn around to return to his room to get in the correct uniform.  He was now late and eligible for another clothing formation later in the day.  The unexpected change of the uniforms at the last minute in Beast Barracks was to be expected, he learned.  Somewhere a sadistic upperclassman grinned. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Getting acquainted with roommates was an education in itself, Gunnar wrote.  One roommate was an admiral’s son who had a year of college at Colgate under his belt.  A second roommate had been pre-med at a state college.  His dad was a colonel and “grad” of the academy.  The son thought he would stay at West Point if there were a bowling team, something that had never been but he anticipated.  The third roomie was a “poop schooler.”  He had enlisted in the Army and gone to the prep school.  Everyone looked to the poop schooler for guidance on how to do everything. 
 
         In the first week, Gunnar had his dream of graduating with no demerits shattered.  “West Point Story” on TV had romanticized the notion of making it through without a single demerit.  Robert E. Lee had managed to do that.  There were so many ways to go wrong and so much scrutiny that Gunnar questioned whether he was attending the same West Point Lee did. 
 
         The bowling team never materialized.  Gunnar was then down to two roommates.  Life stayed busy and hectic.  His favorite form of training was a long forced march with a rifle and full pack.  There was less hazing of new cadets during one of these.  Newbies did not brace in the field, and they could “fall out” for meals — no square meals.  He was surprised how tired he could get hiking long distances in the heat, despite being in shape.  He laughed at the upperclassmen leading them who tried to lift their morale with, “It’s all downhill after this.”  And then there was another hill.  “To a man, he wrote, we believed them because we wanted to and had to.  That’s how hard it got.”  Back in garrison, catching the melody of Richie Valens singing “Come on Let’s Go” seeping out of an upperclassman’s open window reminded Gunnar of the life he was missing out on “back in the real world.”  It would be six months before he could have a radio or phonograph in his room. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We did not get to see Gunnar again until the Saturday preceding Labor Day.  I flew east for my first year of college.  Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece came out with me.  We had a great visit with Gunnar at the Thayer Hotel.  It was so strange for Gunnar to offer his welcoming hand to Aunt Cece and see him wave her off on hugs.  “No PDA — public display of affection — allowed,” he explained.  There were many potential reporters of violations. 
 
         Besides being exhausted, he was a shadow of his former self.  For him to have lost 15 pounds meant significant loss of muscle mass.  He nodded off a few times while I was talking to him — definitely sleep deprived.  I could not believe I could see myself in the toes of his spit-shined black leather low-quarter shoes.  He guarded those as if his toes were tender. 
 
         “Gunnar,” I opened, “you wrote me about doing the obstacle course the second day.  Tell us about that.” 
 
         Gunnar had a grim smile.  “At the noon meal the second day, new cadets braced and ate square meals, but we were forced to consume lots of food and drink.  “Big bites” was the operative phrase.  Seconds were mandatory.  We wondered what was up. 
 
         “After eating, we changed uniforms and formed up in olive drab fatigues, combat boots, and helmets.  We double-timed up the very steep hill by the chapel to an obstacle course a mile from the barracks.  Running on a full gut is uncomfortable at best.  Several of us had to fall out of formation to vomit. 
 
         “At the obstacle course, my company met our tactical officer, Major Brick Steele — an Infantry officer — in his sharp khaki dress uniform, for the first time officially.  He had been in the background at most formations before that, just watching.  Major Steele explained the purpose of the drill — to train for Army combat.  One upperclassman in fatigues demonstrated the proper technique on each obstacle.  Then other fatigued upperclassmen released new cadets, two a time, to run the course.  The last obstacle was a 30-foot stretch of continuous barbwire strung less than one foot above the ground.  To get through it required a prone low crawl.  After doing the circuit three times, I was exhausted and hoped it was over.  Besides, both of my knees and both of my elbows were shredded and oozing blood due to my patented, world-class low crawl technique.” 
 
         “Now,” Major Steele shouted, “Do you want to do it again?” 
 
         “In unison, the collective insanity of the group hollered, ‘YES, SIR!’  No one really meant it.  However, the group had some wisdom.  ‘No, sir’ would have brought immense amounts of grief. 
 
         “I thought that had to be last circuit.  But no, Major Steele exhorted us again, and the company did a fifth circuit.  Then we double-timed back to the barracks for more formations and classes, followed by rifle assembly and disassembly instruction. 
 
         “I could take the pain of the abraded skin, but when I went to change uniforms for supper.  I had huge red blood and serum spots on the knees of my freshly starched khakis.  I put on a second pair of trousers.  I barely made first call for formation — five minutes early — on time. 
 
         “My squad leader inspected me in ranks.  ‘Smack head, are you starting your period?’ he yelled.  ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing showing up in a disreputable uniform?  Now go get a clean uniform!  Double-time!” 
 
         “We had no bandages in the barracks, no first aid kits.  In the five-minutes time I had, I wiped my knees with a wet washcloth, then dried them with a towel.  I put on another set of khaki trousers and made it back before the supper formation bell went off. 
 
         “Supper was the usual harassment, but I thought the bloody trouser issue was over.  It was not.  I could feel fresh blood burning my skin as it leaked through the scabs.  I felt the warm wetness.  I couldn’t look.  That was the prohibited gazing around.  On my way to the barracks, several second classmen stopped me to ask whether ‘it was my time of month.’ 
 
         “As I thought how amazingly unclever their remarks were, my squad leader saw me in the hall near my room.  ‘Dumb-smack,’ he began, “you are a disgrace to yourself, your squad, your company, the battalion, the whole Corps of Cadets!  Now get on a fresh uniform and report to my room in five minutes.  Post!’  I was in the proverbial double bind.  Maybe it was a triple bind.  Besides concern for speed, I was worried about running out of khakis for future formations.  It was a vortex to hell.” 
 
         Aunt Cece paused and asked sympathetically, “How did it work out?” 
 
         “I’m here, now,” Gunnar grinned.  “That’s all I can say.”  Everyone laughed. 
 
         “The first break we got was after supper July 4.  Activity, training, and harassment were constant until then.  Without telling us why, they marched us out to the Plain, the big grass parade field.  Standing at ease in formation, there was a sound-and-light presentation.  In that sweet cool evening breeze, it felt like light years from reporting in July 1.  First, we listened to rousing patriotic music by the West Point Band.  As it got dark, we viewed a wonderful fireworks show.  Then,” Gunnar choked his words out, “we headed for a shower formation.”  He was on the verge of laughter.  In retrospect, he could almost laugh at the pain. 
 
         “‘Fun and games,’ as my squad leader liked to say.”  He was laughing morbidly at his experience.  I thought I could see a healing catharsis as he talked about his mistreatment. 
 
         “Did Oak Stick ever bother you again?” Uncle Walt chimed in. 
 
         “He was a constant thorn in our sides.  He seemed to actually be a sadist.  I hate to say it, but he brought out the worst in me.  One hot afternoon, we fixed bayonets to our rifles for bayonet drill.  New cadets in my platoon were all lined up on the Plain.  We would advance on-line learning various phases of using the bayoneted-rifle as a weapon.  I remember the vertical butt stroke as one part of it.  The bayonet thrust was another. 
 
         “Oak Stick was our instructor.  He would stand inches away from the full extent of our next move shouting insults and jeering at us.  If he had been within range, I definitely would have bayoneted him or taken him out with a vertical butt stroke.  For those seconds, everyone of us hated him fiercely.” 
 
         “Don’t you think there’s something seriously wrong with that guy’s character?” I asked. 
 
         “Look, he’s just doing his duty,” Gunnar replied as if reciting a recording. 
 
         “Seriously, brother?” I asked skeptically. 
 
         “Well, maybe a little more than his duty,” he laughed. 
 
         Uncle Walt acted surprised, “I understood that hazing had been outlawed.  What are you telling us?” 
 
         “Uncle Walt, you’re right.  Officially, hazing does not exist.”  Gunnar went on, “The window on hazing officially closes little by little, investigation after investigation.  Hazing at West Point has more lives than the proverbial cat.  You do know that Cadet Douglas MacArthur was called to testify about hazing before a Congressional committee in 1901.  Let’s say he chose his words very carefully.   Cadets here, at a United States institution, are more protected than our brethren at state and private military academies.  I’ve heard some real horror stories about what goes on at those places.  And at least here we get paid for being abused, instead of paying for the abuse.”  He chuckled jadedly. 
 
         “Uncle Walt, you’ll love this ‘duty.’  I’m told in the late fall and winter, some upperclassmen like to sleep with their windows open, but like to wake up at reveille to a warm room.  Solution: Get a plebe to wake up thirty minutes before reveille to quietly come into your room to close your windows.  As if plebes did not have enough to do,” Gunnar laughed.  “They say a smart plebe eventually learns that, if you aren’t too obvious about it, you stumble around in the dark and make just enough noise to be fired from the duty.”  He smiled with devilish joy at having this  in his bag of tricks for the future. 
 
         Gunnar went on, “I did enjoy the Plebe Hike at the end of Beast Barracks.  Many days were spent in the field on forced marches, tactics, and camping out.  I had never taken a bath in a lake before.  Starting the one-day, 25-mile trek back to West Point in fatigues with backpacks and rifles, we ran into the yearling class, third classmen training at Camp Buckner.  We had rousing cheers and jeers going both ways.” 
 
         “You are so thin.  I’m going to write the superintendent of the Academy about that!” Aunt Cece declared. 
 
         “Don’t do that, Aunt Cece!”  Gunnar, who was becoming drowsy, nearly came out of his chair.  “That will make things so much worse.  It’s hard to understand from the outside, but one of two extremes would come of that.  One, my table commandant would carry out the sup’s directive to feed me, and I would be forced to overeat many times to the point of regurgitation — again and again.  Two, the table commandant would leave the table early as ‘firsties — first classmen — can, saying, “Make sure Olson gets the appropriate amount of food.”  Then the remaining second classman sit me up to recite “The Days” and I never get any more food.” 
 
         Aunt Cece did not appear dissuaded. 
 
         “Uncle Walt,” Gunnar was solemn, “I’m counting on you to make sure Aunt Cece doesn't do that!  I’m counting on you.”  Gunnar was clearly threatened by the ‘help’ from Aunt Cece. 
 
         Uncle Walt was equally serious, “Gunnar, not to worry.  We understand, or will understand.  What are ‘The Days’?” 
 
         Gunnar chuckled, “It’s part of fourth-class knowledge — poop.  Those are many rote items every plebe is expected to recite — short like ‘How is the Cow?’ to long like Major General Schofield’s “Definition of Discipline.  ‘The Days’ is more challenging poop because it changes every day, including a recitation of the number of days until multiple milestone Academy events like one-hundredth night and first-class graduation, the day’s menu, movies at the post theater for the week with stars’ names, and, perhaps how many days until the plebe’s table commandant sees his girlfriend again.” 
 
         I was exasperated, “I feel for you, brother.  At least my memorization in organic chemistry has a purpose.  This place is the ninth circle of hell.” 
 
         “And it is worth it if I get to see you three!” Gunnar smiled.  Aunt Cece leaned toward him.  He held up his right hand to remind Aunt Cece not to hug him. 
 
         “I get it, Gunnar.  No PDA allowed in uniform.” 
 
         “Now that you’re a plebe instead of a new cadet, life should be better, yes?” I asked cheerily. 
 
         “First, I need to survive Reorganization Week,  ‘Reorgy Week,’ where we go to our new companies for the academic year.  We’ll be mixed in with far more upperclassmen than we have had around us up to then.  Everyone says how chaotic it is — and different.  New people, new roommates — people we’ll be with for the academic year.  The good thing about being as busy as we are is that the activity chases out some of the fear.  There’s less time for worrying.  I think I’ll do well in academics, so that should give me a little more time for the military side of things.  Did I tell you I’m going to take Spanish?  They try to give us roommates taking the same language so that we can practice in getting conversational. 
 
         “The bad news is that I am going to the harder regiment.  Going down the organizational ladder, battalions don’t usually have a reputation, but the company I’m going into is the hardest of the hard.  That does concern me a little.  It is very contradictory on my part to want to come to West Point because it’s hard, and then wimp out by wanting an easier regiment and company.”  Gunnar laughed at his self-insight. 
 
         “It does make you human, brother.”  I made a desperate attempt to have us leave on an upbeat note.  “Gunnar, what was the funniest thing that happened in Beast Barracks?” 
 
         Gunnar did not pause, “I guess it would be our second in-ranks inspection on the Plain, just before passing in review.  We were wearing our all-whites — white trousers, white coat, white hat.  We opened ranks to give our tactical officer room to walk between rows.  When this inspecting officer confronted a cadet, the cadet went to a position known as ‘inspection arms.’  To get to that position, a cadet pulls the rifle upward from his right side, catches the rifle stock with the left, simultaneously opens the rifle chamber with his right hand, and holds the rifle on a diagonal with both hands.  Well, the tactical officer inspected my row, including gigging me for a particle of dust in the barrel.  All this time, we were bracing up a storm.  When he got to a new cadet behind me, two or three men to my left by the sound, the major snappily grabbed the new cadet’s weapon crisply to inspect its chamber.  The rifle fell apart!  The officer wound up holding not much more than a wooden stock as metal pieces flew all over the place.  Apparently, my classmate hadn’t seated the trigger guard fully.  Anyway, it was hilarious; every new cadet tried not to laugh.”  We all could picture the scene and roared. 
 
         “And everyone lived happily ever after?” I quizzed. 
 
         “Not so much,” Gunnar added.  “My classmate was hit with a firestorm of harassment following parade.  The tactical officer was angry and wrote him up for improper rifle assembly.  His harassment was ongoing for days.  The new cadet decided to go back to Wisconsin six days later.” 
 
         We could tell that Gunnar had gone through very tough times and would continue to do so.  What amazed me was that he thought it had a purpose and cosmic meaning.  I thought the Academy was a very strange place with cruel traditions and cult-like rituals.  Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece left feeling very uneasy about the ‘Ivy League college on the Hudson’ Gunnar had tried to sell them when he was applying.  Nevertheless, it was a good visit.  Gunnar knew we cared about him. 
 
         I was so proud of my twin who could take all the harassment this crazy place could dish out, and I was glad I was not a cadet. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I visited Gunnar at West Point most weekends, studying medical texts on the bus to and fro.  On nice fall weekends, the two of us usually ran several miles, starting with the excruciatingly steep hill by the Cadet Chapel.  Then we usually had a long wait to use the tennis courts.  That routine was our custom.  I asked him how he was able to see me on Saturday afternoons when many of his classmates had to stand inspection and march back and forth in the area of the barracks.  Gunnar said he tried to avoid getting too many demerits or committing gross infractions. 
 
         “For all the bellyaching I do, Alex, sometimes I even feel good.  Our rallies for the football team are a spirited group phenomenon — bonfire and all.  When they’re at night during study hours, so much the better.  It may be a Northeastern thing, but I’m still trying to get used to the combination of doughnuts and cider served at the rallies.  Sweet-sweet?  I’d go with sopapillas, honey, and enchilada sauce.  That’s just me. 
 
         “Something you’ll get a kick out of, Alex, is taking care of biological needs.  On long bus trips to football games, we’d never make our destination with thousands of cadets needing a rest break at some facility.  Solution: Have everyone get off the bus in an open field, form a long line — shoulder to shoulder — to urinate.  As you know, our school colors are black, gray, and gold.  You’ve heard of the Long Gray Line.  Picture the Long Gold Line.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I spent half of my Christmas break with Gunnar at West Point.  Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece came up to join us.  Gunnar explained half-heartedly, “One of the great traditions at West Point is that plebes don’t go home for Christmas.”  We skied on the Academy grounds, took in movies, toured the post museum, and had some good long walks around the grounds.  Unlike the skiing in the West we had done, the ski trails at West Point were perilously close to trees.  Another way to get rid of plebes, Gunnar said half-jokingly.  The frigid cold amplified by a nor’easter got the attention of us New Mexicans. 
 
         “Any way for you to escape the bitter cold?” I asked Gunnar. 
 
          “Well, there is a shortcut underneath the mess mall.  The steam tunnel there is foreign to me.  It is one thing to have all this Gothic architecture above ground.  It is another to have underground passages like some horror movie.  It makes me feel claustrophobic in the long subterranean, dimly lit passage. 
 
         “Changing the subject, as a future doc, Alex, you probably would be interested in how tired we are all the time.  Falling asleep in class or at chapel is punishable.  We try to look after our classmates by elbowing them when they’re nodding off.  The self-cure is to stand up, which we’re allowed to do in class — just rise from your desk and stand at the back of the room.  One of the guys in my section, however, did just that and still literally fell flat on his face because he was so tired.” 
 
         “He didn’t!” I shot back in disbelief. 
 
         Aunt Cece followed, “Don’t tell me he got demerits for that?” 
 
         “He did, Aunt Cece.  He also brought the whole section into convulsive laughter.  The ‘P’ — the officer-professor — was a good West Pointer.  He acted angry and offended — doing his duty.  Inside, I bet he was busting a gut,” Gunnar laughed. 
 
         Aunt Cece sneered, “I just don’t think that’s funny at all!” 
 
         “It’s not,” Gunnar laughed.  “It’s pathetically funny!”  He laughed again.  Then he chuckled at Aunt Cece’s being offended.  Then we all laughed. 
 
         “God help us, Gunnar, we have all sunk to this level,” Uncle Walt observed and laughed. 
 
         “I’m sorry, Uncle Walt, I didn’t hear that.  I nodded off,” Gunnar laughed. 
 
         Everyone roared.  Aunt Cece laughed, too.  She caught herself and chided everyone, “It’s not funny.  It’s callous and depraved.” 
 
         “It is, isn’t it,” Gunnar laughed. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “One thing I’ve learned at West Point is to lie low once you’re out of line.  Two offenses quickly becomes your reputation,” Gunnar recollected later.  “My classmate who fell flat on his face after going to sleep standing up, remember him.  Within a month he was overdue at taps.  You just don’t lose track of your men in the Army, so his cadet’s company commander and several other firsties contacted their tactical officer and scoured the post after midnight.  They didn’t find the missing plebe.  Later, around 0400, the plebe woke up hidden away in one of the back cubicles of the library, where he had dozed off.  The librarian didn’t see the head-down figure in the back when he closed up. 
 
         “To answer your next question, the sleeper did receive a significant number of punishment tours and demerits.  Those are somewhat easier to take in a cadet’s mind than the constant verbal harassment and catcalls that follow you after that, especially as a plebe.  You can tell how true that is by some of the outlandish nicknames some our generals carry with them through their lives.  To this date, my classmate is known as “Sleepy,” like one of Snow White’s dwarfs. 
 
         “I can think of one exception to this rule.  One of my classmates from Hawaii has a biological quirk that gives him a reaction to overheating or overexertion.  He passes out when no one else does.  What do you think, Alex?” 
 
         “Well, could be heat exhaustion, heat stroke, blocked carotids, or an arrhythmia — for starters,” I answered. 
 
         “In any case, it could not have been pleasant for him on forced marches in Beast Barracks, but he hung in there.  I think everyone looked up to him for his tenacity.  No punishment, no ridicule, no snickers, no cutesy nickname — except ‘Pineapple.’” 
 
         I preempted her sensibilities, “Now, Aunt Cece, it could have been worse.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As we strolled around the campus, Gunnar recited facts that fascinated us all.  Like most sites at West Point, there was a colorful history to it.  Battle Monument, standing over 45-feet high and 5-feet in diameter is the largest polished granite of its kind in the Western Hemisphere.  It bears the names of over 2,000 Regular Army officers who died during the Civil War.  The tradition regarding it was the upperclassman challenge: “How are they all?”  The plebe answer was, “They are all fickle but one, sir.”  That one was Lady Fame atop it. 
 
         After Gunnar gave his spiel, I probed, “There’s more to the story, isn’t there?” 
 
         “This is family time.  I’m not going there,” Gunnar announced. 
 
         Nearby was legendary Flirtation Walk, the sign said visitors prohibited unless escorted by a cadet.  “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
         “Not so fast, Alex.  The tradition is that those guests are dates of cadets.  The path leads to a point anchoring the Great Chain that was stretched across the Hudson River.  It deterred the passage of British warships during the Revolutionary War.” 
 
         Having had more time to absorb the customs and traditions surrounding the United States Military Academy, Uncle Walt shocked us all.  “Gunnar,” he conceded, “I’m starting to see why you like this place.” 
 
         Gunnar, who had loosened up a little over the holidays, replied, “Well, it’s a good thing they’re keeping us here over Christmas.  If I came home, I’m not sure I could make myself return here.”  He had a wry grin.  I knew he meant it. 
 
         Uncle Walt immediately laughed at what he thought was a good joke.  Aunt Cece did not.  She could tell Gunnar was half-serious. 
 
         Gunnar went on, “The same was true for the first eight weeks here.  I would see guys get injured or sick.  They’d be admitted to the hospital.  Then it seemed it was 50/50 on whether they would resign.  Seeing that, I toughed it out on a couple injuries back then.  I knew if I got comfortable out of the fire, I just might not be able to step back into it.” 
 
         Uncle Walt got it.  “I’m proud of you, son — er, Gunnar.” 
 
         Gunnar grabbed Uncle Walt’s hand, shook it, and reciprocated, “Uncle Walt, you are a great dad!” 
 
         Aunt Cece started to tear up.  I smiled and told Gunnar, “It’s not nice to make your aunt cry.”  I slugged his upper arm to let him know much I liked him. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I saw Gunnar off and on through the winter and spring on weekends.  He had more adventures and tales of being hazed and occasional hijinks.  What really cut him to the core was losing friends — classmates who either couldn’t or wouldn’t stay.  One of his classmates had been on the honor guard at the Tomb of the Unknown at Fort Belvoir, VA, before coming to United States Military Academy.  Although he helped the prior service roommate enough with academics — the latter’s weakest area, Gunnar felt that the man lost the will to get through the four years.  “When a close classmate leaves, Alex, it’s like having part of your soul carved out.  You feel it in the pit of your gut every time you think of it.” 
 
         One of his roommates, Hank Lanier, was really a character.  Hank explained the Academy as a ponzi scheme.  “Think about it.  The founder started a small abusive pyramid scheme promising it was good for the men who agreed to the one-sided bargain.  He told the first cadets, ‘Trust me.  It’ll be good for you.’  Do you think he ever had to undergo the discipline and harassment he built into the system.  I think not!” 
 
         “So, Hank, how do you cope with the fourth-class system?  You don’t strike me a the docile type?” I asked. 
 
         “I try to think of the solace of closing my eyes at night, steak night on Wednesday, weekends, and being recognized in June as a human being.  Not to be sloppily sentimental, but the retreat ceremony in the summer of Beast Barracks was a religious experience.  The plaintive bugle call, the ceremonial lowering of the flag, and the echoes of the cannon sent chills up and down my spine.  We have other positive moments as well.  Two yearling roommates were overly abusive to all the plebes in the company.  The night before laundry pick-up, all cadets throw their dirty clothes out into the halls in big olive drab cotton bags.  After taps that night, a smart plebe organized the other company plebes to quietly pile every available bag against the door of the offending yearlings  At reveille, the two couldn’t get out of their room.  Fellow upperclassmen thought it was funny and appropriate and walked on by pile of bags.  The two culprits were late for formation and got quilled — written up for demerits.” 
 
         I looked askance at brother Gunnar and smiled. 
 
         Gunnar said, “What?” and shrugged.  He knew I knew he instigated the retaliation against the yearlings. 
 
         “Alex, you should know your brother is something else.  He’s basically such a good cadet, a hard charger, that the upperclassmen seem to respect him, especially the ‘hives’ in the company.  The hives are the very studious, smart ones.  A couple of them know how hard he tries, and they see him illegally studying in the ‘sinks’ — the shower area — with them after lights out.  But I think he’s a hick from Texas!” 
 
         Gunnar couldn’t resist, “Arizona, if I recall correctly.” 
 
         Hank laughed, “Podunk is Podunk.” 
 
         “Says the man from Michigan,” Gunnar jabbed. 
 
         “It’s Minnesota,” Hank grinned. 
 
         “Yeah, one of those places with water,” Gunnar smiled. 
 
         “So, Alex,” Hank turned to me, “do you know why the wind comes from all directions at West Point?” 
 
         “Hank, I would guess it’s a combination of orographic lifting of air by the mountainous terrain and the thermal gradient created by the nearby Hudson River.  Yes?” 
 
         “No, Alex, it’s easier than all that: West Point sucks!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    You know by now that West Point has its own little lexicon.  I kept overhearing the initials BJ.  I asked Hank about the meaning. 
 
         “Oh, it means ‘before June.’  If a plebe is overly familiar with an upperclassmen, he’ll be reprimanded for being BJ.  June is when we get recognized.  Before that, we’re supposed to be good little plebes and know our place.  Your brother is anything but BJ. 
 
         “At a full brace, front-edge of the chair, Gunnar was sitting next to a yearling at supper.  The yearling was talking to the table commandant to his left.  The yearling held his open right hand toward Gunnar for an expected bowl with cake on it.  In his peripheral vision, Gunnar saw the lingering hand and grabbed it with his right hand and shook it.  That’s the exception to the wait-until-June rule.  Technically, that meant Gunnar could call the yearling by his first name and fall out — not brace — if alone with him.  You know Gunnar.  He didn’t want the yearling getting additional grief from his classmates and did not take advantage of it.” 
 
         Hank smiled.  “I forgive Gunnar.  By the way, that is the only premature handshake I have ever heard of.  Other than Gunnar’s experience, I think it’s a myth.” 
 
         “Hank, you’re funny,” I remarked.  “No wonder Gunnar likes you.” 
 
         “Other than that,” he’s got good judgement.  He’s definitely the smartest guy I’ve ever known.  Don’t ever tell him, but I think he’s a great man,” Hank spoke from his heart. 
 
         “I think so, too, Hank,” I said sincerely.  I liked Hank. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Hank had unique insights on West Point.  At another time he told me,“You know, Alex, this strange place is paradise if you have obsessive-compulsive tendencies.  Being on time and neat are the obvious things, but the way we lay out our rooms demands all edges of items have to be tangent to the edge of something else.  That holds for a folded ‘brown boy’ quilt on a bed as well as folded underwear in a locker.  Food menus are known in advance and predictable.  Everything has its place and order.  Gunnar has probably told you we always step off on the left foot when marching.  You can understand why a free-spirit like Edgar Allan Poe did not stay to graduate here.” 
 
         I smiled, “And by extension, Hank, I think you can see why I wouldn’t last ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In the late spring, we had a truly spectacular Saturday.  It was sunny, 72 degrees with a light breeze.  After parade, I noticed cadets carrying little gray, boxy suitcases in their left hands headed in the direction of Trophy Point with their girlfriends.  Gunnar explained they had blankets in the cases to spread out on the ground along Flirtation Walk.  He went on, “Speaking of blankets, you’ll love this — another unique custom here is for upperclassmen to go up on the roof of the barracks during a little free time with a blanket.  They sunbathe.  It’s doubly strange to me, being from the Southwest.  I guess, in the East, you celebrate any ten minutes of sunshine that befalls you.  Back in New Mexico, we were always looking for shade.  And you guessed it, sunbathing on the roof is a privilege plebes don’t get.” 
 
         “Gunnar, do you have to request permission to breathe?” I asked half-jokingly. 
 
         “Funny you should ask.  Making sandwiches is a privilege.  A plebe has to have permission to make one.  Otherwise, he eats the ingredients separately on his plate.  Yes, I’ve sampled a BLT one ingredient at a time.  You know about plebes taking small bites.  Did you know we have to ask permission to take big bites?  Double-timing, I think I’ve told you, takes permission from an upperclassman.  Oh yes, plebes having ice in their cold drinks is also a privilege that requires special permission.  The premise is to take away all of your rights and then mete them out slowly as privileges.” 
 
         I tried to hide it, but Gunnar’s descriptions so horrified me.  I think I was as ready as he was for his suffering as a plebe to end.  No one hurts my family. 
 
         As I attempted to recover my center, I probed Gunnar, “Have you ever felt like quitting?” 
 
         “Alex, to be honest, if I have, I’m not aware of it.  I am so determined to run the gauntlet this fourth-class year, that I have not considered quitting or I buried that memory so deep I can’t recover it.  However, there was one moment marching to the noon meal in September that I want to tell you about.  It was the strangest thing.  When my squad was turning left, while I pivoted on the ball of my right foot, an eternity passed.  I experienced the coldest, deepest, longest, blackest mood of my life — separate from anything immediate.  I think it was an overall commentary on my inner view of my life then — perhaps a deep abyss I wouldn’t acknowledge.  When I say the experience was long, it objectively was less than a microsecond, yet I felt that it was timeless and infinite.  It was so profound that I think I can recall it at will.  I choose not to.  It gives me a morbid chill.  I think it’s unhealthy to recall it.” 
 
         “Gunnar, did you ever discuss that experience with anyone else?” 
 
         “No, Alex, I haven’t.  It’s very personal.  I’m not one for psychotherapy, but I hoped telling you might lessen the moment’s intensity.  I could only share that with someone I trusted completely.  That’s you.” 
 
         I cannot tell you how honored I was for Gunnar to say that to me.  I would kill for him. 
 
         Disliking sloppy sentimentality, Gunnar skillfully turned the conversation, “Something else that I’ve noticed about the East Coast — the overindulgence in alcohol in the stands at football games.  I never saw that back in New Mexico college football.  It’s quite common for fans in the East to share a leather wine bag and get totally schnockered.  Their conduct is often over the top.  I’m not even sure they know who is playing after a while.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The Friday before Armed Forces Day, I checked into the Commodore Hotel in Manhattan.  Before I got in line, I gave my clothing bag to the concierge.  I was planning to meet Gunnar tomorrow after he marched in the huge New York City parade for the first time.  As I waited in one of four separate, long check-in lines, I recognized a second classman several people ahead of me.  Gunnar had pointed him out to me to put a face with one of his stories.  I saw the cadet chatting up a stewardess in front of him.  He laid his clothing bag across one of the nearby velvet cordons that divide the lines.  I overheard him bragging about being specially chosen to represent West Point before high schools in the city to recruit future cadets.  That gave him an extra Friday evening off post for a long weekend — a rare privilege. 
 
         When the advancing line put me abeam his clothing bag, I picked it up.  I remarked to the person behind me, “I think the other line is faster.”  I went to the back of the adjacent line, nearer the doors to the street with his bag.  Self-absorbed, Oak Stick continued to verbally strut before the stewardess.  I made the same move two more times until I was next to the street doors.  Oak Stick was still oblivious.  I confidently exited the hotel with the clothing bag and walked around the corner.  I removed the name tag on the clothing bag.  Then I reached inside the bag.  With a kleenex, I pulled two buttons off the front of Oak Stick’s civilian suit and swiftly tucked the small bundle in my bra.  I noted his black cadet shoes at the bottom of the bag were size 9.  I approached a homeless man.  I said, “I can give you this if you take it a mile from here and stay away until Monday.  Deal?”  I gave him the clothing bag and ten dollars. 
 
         Oak Stick, have a great weekend without your clothes, I thought.  And remember the No excuse, sir! when you don’t have your dress uniform for parade tomorrow!  If you hurt my brother, you hurt me.  I hated bullies.  I wanted them to know karma. 
 
         Passive aggressive was not my style, but I could not afford to implicate my brother in my vendetta.  For that same reason, I did not send Oak Stick the note I wanted to write: “Ain’t that a window-closing stick in the gut.  Love and kisses, Simon Turner.”  Nor did I want Oak Stick to have anything tangible to mitigate his imminent punishment tours and demerits.  As if West Point tolerated excuses! 
 
         I never told Gunnar.  He had a good sense of humor, but I feared he might once again say Oak Stick was just doing his duty.  He also would have chided me about my possibly being caught going out the hotel door with the garment bag.  I had been prepared for that eventuality: “I’m so sorry,” I would have said with mock shock.  “It looked just like mine.  Someone must have taken mine.  Can you help me find my bag?  This is terrible.  This will totally ruin my weekend!”  I might even have had to poke both eyes to generate “fragile” feminine tears. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    If you think I hovered at West Point, you’re right.  I wasn’t the only one.  Pinky, Douglas MacArthur’s mother, left her husband and family in San Antonio to live in a hotel near the United States Military Academy to be by her son while he attended West Point.  I wasn’t a mother, but as a twin, I had heard the horror stories about harassment of plebes and the on-going challenge to have hope in a place of isolation and discouragement.  For Gunnar’s plebe year, especially, I tried to keep a very low profile, keeping in mind Pinky’s presence brought extra grief on her fourth-class cadet son.  Oh, and MacArthur — he went on to graduate first in his class and earn five stars as a general. 
 
         Douglas was a great man, but I can tell you this: He was no Gunnar.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    College — Sophomore Year 
 
      
 
    In the first week of June — “June Week” — Gunnar was “recognized.”  After Graduation Parade, each upperclassman in his company walked down the line of plebes in the company area, shook the hand of each plebe, and exchanged first names.  Some plebes braced until recognized; some stood at a more relaxed attention posture in anticipation.  Gunnar officially became a “yearling,” a third classman — the lowest upperclassman.  More important, he was no longer a lowly plebe.  No more sitting up at tables eating square meals, closing upperclassmen’s windows before reveille, or “calling minutes” in the hallway before formation.  No more bracing every time he exited his room or whenever an upperclassman came into his room.  No more recitation of required plebe knowledge.  No more having to request permission to double-time to avoid being late to class.  He was officially a human being again — almost. 
 
         I met Gunnar at La Guardia for our flight to El Paso International, where Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece would pick us up.  Gunnar wore civilian clothes.  He remarked how good it felt to get out of uniform.  I had to remind him how eager he had been to don the cadet uniform in the first place.  He had a jaded smile: “Time and place, Alex.  Time and place.” 
 
         I didn’t know what the drinking-age law was miles above the earth and crossing state boundaries, but the passenger ahead of us in tourist class stealthily handed back several miniature scotches to us.  When the stewardesses were out of view, the distinguished looking gentleman turned around and shook Gunnar’s hand, “I overheard.  Class of ’30 here.  Congratulations!  Hang in there, bud.  You’ve knocked off the hardest year!” 
 
        It was clear to me that the Long Gray Line, the network of West Point graduates and cadets, was held together by a common bond of experiences — including a lot of suffering.  It was something of which I would never really be a part, a profound experience that I could only live vicariously.  At some level, the twin in me felt left out. 
 
         When the attractive stewardess wasn’t flirting with us, I asked Gunnar, “How does it feel to have completed the hardest year?” 
 
         I had never seen such a grin on Gunnar’s face.  “Great!” he spoke. 
 
         “What’s the first thing you’re going to do in Alamo?,” I inquired.  “Four years of high school there, I guess I can abbreviate Alamogordo, right?  We’re almost natives.” 
 
         “Alex, I’m going to get in Uncle Walt’s new red and white Edsel convertible …”  He paused for dramatic effect.  “And drive around the Rooster until I have to refuel — in Alamo.” 
 
         I had to laugh.  That central meeting place for high schoolers had imprinted on Gunnar’s DNA.  He knew he’d run into old friends there from our high school years.  There would be others at the Rooster feeling lucky they’d met the legend. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In Alamogordo, Gunnar luxuriated in his newfound freedom.  He stayed out until 3:00 AM most nights and awoke at 11:00 AM.  He spent time with old friends, dated girls he had been too shy to ask out in high school, and played tennis with a West Point classmate.  The two kept their visits after tennis short.  They quickly realized that they involuntarily reverted to cadet jargon and Academy stories.  That was too much like being back at West Point, which would come all too quickly at the end of four short weeks of summer leave. 
 
         Early on, Aunt Cece asked Gunnar what she could cook in the evenings for him.  “Aunt Cece,” he replied, “how about what I don’t want you to cook?  I don’t want liver and onions.  I’ll have those soon enough when I go back to school.  I can only get that dish down with catsup.  I can also pass on scallops.  The ones at West Point always have sand in them.  That association is too powerful for me.  The texture is off-putting.  And I’ll never get used to the garlic-mushroom gravy we get.  Is that too restrictive?” he added. 
 
         “No,” she laughed, “you know those have never been on the menu at our house.” 
 
         “One other thing, since you asked.  No orange marmalade at breakfast.  Someone at the mess hall must have got a deal on that.  I haven’t had any other kind of jam or jelly for the last five months.  Other than that, our food is excellent.  You know, we never get peanut butter.  I’d like some of that! 
 
         “Our deserts are too good.  I love the Boston cream pie we get in the mess hall.  It’s the best.  I’m going to have to watch my weight when I get back to school.  Eating at ease and having the luxury of getting seconds will make overeating too easy.” 
 
         Gunnar, foodie-soldier. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I went back to driving an ambulance for the hospital for the summer.  I took every opportunity to question each emergency medical technician we had on duty.  I knew the science, and they knew the protocols for treating patients.  We learned a lot from each other.  I brought coffee to the ER doctors whenever I saw a break in their schedules.  I might have picked up that trick from Gunnar about knowing their “beverage preferences,” something he had had to know as a table “beverage corporal.” 
 
         On weekend afternoons, Gunnar and I headed out of town about 10 miles to Dog Canyon to fire our pistols and rifles.  Gunnar couldn’t wait to show me the Army’s “cheek-to-stock weld” technique of firing a rifle with the right cheekbone pressed against the top of right thumb — for right handers. 
 
         After we shot up all of our ammunition, we pulled some Coca Colas out of the ice cooler.  “Gunnar, you were always a good shot.  You are even better.  You should be proud.” 
 
         “Alex, then how come you’re still outshooting me?” 
 
         “Come on, you beat me once,” I reminded him. 
 
         “That was the day in seventh grade when you had a temperature of 103 degrees.  You went shooting with Dad and me just to hide the fact that you were sick so you could go with me to see High Noon at the Highland theater that night. …  Don’t worry, I don’t feel bad about not being as good a shot as you.  No one in my class at West Point could beat you.  You may be the best shot in the world.  I do not exaggerate.” 
 
         He went on to make me laugh when he described his marksman test to qualify on the M-1 during Beast Barracks.  His squad leader rode him harder than anyone in the squad.  As Gunnar was undergoing the test, his squad leader and the squad leader’s roommate continued to harass him — not usually done during qualifications.  On one of the timed targets, shooting position was optional.  Prone and squatting positions were known to be the steadiest for aim.  Gunnar said to himself, I’ll show them.  He proceeded to hit every target from the less stable standing position despite the upperclassmen yelling and jeering, “Get down!”  He was proud that he qualified as “expert,” the highest category. 
 
         “You know, I might have been channeling you, Alex.  I couldn’t miss.  I did have to sit up at supper that night — no food.  But the defiance was worth it at the time.  We had such little control; I needed to take some back.”  In remarkable self-awareness, Gunnar went on, “When I’m an upperclassman, I hope I never have a new cadet or plebe like me!”  That was pure Gunnar. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We followed shooting with a late hike up Dog Canyon.  The site was the battleground between the US cavalry and Apaches on several occasions.  Passing one point called the Eyebrow, we could see how the defenders could easily ambush pursuers.  Gunnar explained that a small force could hold off a large one there by holding the high ground in the box canyon.  It was clear that boulders being rolled down from above gave defenders of the canyon a marked advantage. 
 
         Using that advantage, in 1859, Apaches repelled Lieutenant Lazelle’s forces there.  In 1878, Captain Henry’s forces experienced similar frustration.  Not until 1873 did the cavalry succeed in the Canyon of the Dog.  That year, Colonel Kit Carson led a successful foray against the Apaches.  Gunnar approved Kit’s use of surprise and a pincer movement.  The cumulative loss of cavalrymen was roughly one hundred men at the choke point.  Despite a subsequent surrender of some of the Apaches, it was not until 1881 that the cavalry finally routed the remaining Apaches from the area. 
 
         “Textbook,” Gunnar said.  “The high ground is a great tactical advantage.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I knew he didn’t want to think about West Point on his first leave at home.  However, when the time seemed right, I tried to see what macro-learning Gunnar had experienced in the past year. 
 
         “Alex, I think I’ve learned a few things about group psychology.  The continuous activity and pressure at West Point makes cadets like overstimulated rats in a maize.  Cadets will laugh uproariously at what you would consider just silly.  They are spring-loaded to pick up on any sexual overtone or undercurrent.  Cadets tend to be jaded about a lot of things, giving rise to a lot of gallows humor.  I worry that I won’t respond correctly to honest criticism when I am no longer a plebe because most of the correction I got as a plebe was whimsical and designed almost solely to rile me. 
 
         “I definitely learned not to put an idea in someone’s head.  Telling a suppressed group not to do something when you can’t control them is a bad practice,” he laughed.  “Before the Army-Navy game an announcement was made from the ‘poop deck’ mid-supper that there would be no stacking of tables.  You can guess what ensued right after the order.  Traditionally, cadets will show their spirit by stacking mess hall tables one on top of the other as much as six tables high en masse.  By the way, every cadet got an incontestable charge that month in his account for damage to the mess hall. 
 
         “I think I learned a lot about getting through difficult times.  Sometimes it was just getting through a short horrible experience.  Other times it was making it through a long discouraging time like the dreary winter weather.  I would focus on something pleasant to pull me toward the future — whether it was a stepping stone on the way to an objective or a reward beyond the objective.  On forced marches, I fantasized about ice cream a lot.  I knew I would get a pint of butter pecan ice cream come the weekend.  I also reminisced about getting a Creamland chocolate shake back in Albuquerque, which reminded me I wouldn’t always be at West Point. 
 
         “I’ve learned a lot about reframing.  I guess you might call it some kind of self-adjustment of attitude.  A couple of times on Saturday nights when I was marching back and forth in the barracks on guard duty I had time to think.  I had a choice.  Was this a futile exercise based on some backward-looking tradition, or was I working my way through college?  At that moment, working my way through college quieted my mind.  I stopped fighting what I had to do.  I hope I can apply that in the future as I face down the inevitable.” 
 
         Gunnar, philosopher-soldier. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In his last week of summer leave, Aunt Cece asked Gunnar, “What do you still need to do this week to complete your short while remaining?” 
 
         “I need to eat your fine Southwestern-style Mexican food every night.  You know we never get good tamales, chili rellenos, enchiladas, tacos, or tostadas back in New York.  I tried their version in Manhattan Memorial Day weekend.  It was worse than Tex-Mex.  I want authentic.  I want hot!” 
 
         “Done,” said Aunt Cece.  “What haven’t you done, that you need to do?” 
 
         “I need to pay Lt Col Stringer a visit,” Gunnar smiled. 
 
         “What’s that about?” I had to ask. 
 
         Uncle Walt laughed.  “Lt Col Stringer is an Army officer who works at White Sands Missile Range.  He lives in Alamogordo so his kids can go to school here.  He dropped out of West Point for some reason and went through ROTC to get his commission.” 
 
         “What’s the rest of the story, Uncle Walt.  Come on,” I goaded.  I knew there was more.  I was preparing myself to read a patient’s non-verbal language when I became a doctor. 
 
         “Well, after Gunnar gave his valedictory speech at graduation, Lt Col Stringer was sitting behind us and made sure we heard his words.  When the principal announced where Gunnar was going to school, Stringer uttered, ‘He’ll never make it through the first year.’” 
 
         I was on fire and burst out, “I’ll punch him out for you, Gunnar.”  Uncle Walt admired my loyalty with a smiling nod. 
 
         Aunt Cece chimed in, “That’s horrible …  Can I help you!”  All four of us were in hysterics. 
 
         When the guffaws died down, Gunnar spoke, “Alex, revenge is a dish best served cold.  I’ll casually drop in this evening to make small talk.  Then I’ll ask for career advice.  I will stay until I see him squirm or until I can’t contain my laughter, whichever comes first.  I’ll let the hidden subtext do the talking.” 
 
         I couldn’t resist saying, “I don’t get it!” — when I did.  As Uncle Walt says, my sense of humor is as dry as the Sahara Desert — and sometimes as spiny as its cacti.  I owed that to Gunnar. 
 
         Bobby Darren sang “Mac the Knife” in the background on Uncle Walt’s new Gerrard record changer.  Life was pretty good for two orphaned kids. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The day before Gunnar was going back to West Point for two months of summer training at Camp Buckner, he exhibited clinical depression.  His appetite was gone.  Activity did not distract him from his mental anguish.  I kept pushing coffee. 
 
         “Alex, it doesn’t make sense,” he said.  “It’s not as if I’m heading back to be a fourth classman, with all the restrictions and hazing that entails.  Life will be better for me this next year.  More freedom, food at the table, and some mandatory academic subjects I’ll like.  I guess I can’t completely shake the memories of physical and mental pain, the states of loneliness and emptiness, and the sense of separation from pleasure I have felt there.  The gray granite buildings are the appropriate color. 
 
         “I have to say my biggest disappointment is that the place is somewhat anti-academic.  Oh sure, there’s lip service with the dean’s list and stars worn on the collar — awarded to the top 5% academically, but the bias is towards jocks.  West Point worships sports, learned on ‘the fields of friendly strife,’ as Douglas MacArthur termed them.  The overall culture rewards athletes more than scholars.  I never forget that my primary purpose is to get a solid four-year degree.  What gets me is that I didn’t just volunteer for West Point; I competed for it!  Isn’t that some cosmic joke?” 
 
         Uncle Walt spoke first, “Gunnar, I’m proud of you and your priorities.  Never forget: Get a great education.  Forget all that other stuff!  And remember I can get you into MIT at the drop of a hat.” 
 
         I dovetailed, “Gunnar, as your twin, “I have to say this.  You are better than that place ever thought of being.  You have great grades.  You have the insurance money.  You have a choice!  You can get into any school in the country.  I don’t like seeing you like this …” 
 
         He cut me off, “Alex, I have to finish what I’ve started.” 
 
         “Gunnar, no you don’t.  There’s a choice.  Mom and Dad wouldn’t want you adhere to a course of action that no longer makes sense.  Quite the opposite.” 
 
         “I know.  Having that alternative keeps me sane.  Remember the river of life that sweeps you down its own particular channel.  This is mine.  I’ll be a better man for it.”  He forced a false smile. 
 
         I thought I was talking to the Long Gray Line, not my brother — my wise words diluted by the 25,000 pairs of graduate ears.  Meet the new Gunnar. 
 
         As we drove Gunnar to the El Paso airport, I could tell he was still wistful for Alamogordo as Jimmy Clanton sang “Venus in Blue Jeans” on the local radio — already missing the sweetness of youth he would be foregoing at West Point.  He gave me a knowing, weak smile that masked a hurting soul. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    While I continued driving an ambulance in July and August, yearling Gunnar underwent field training at Camp Buckner, about 21 miles from West Point.  For five-and-a-half days a week, he learned about Army weapons and tactics under the leadership of new first classmen.  In turn, a few officers had oversight over the firsties.  Mornings began with five-mile-long “reveille” runs in uniform tee shirts, running shorts, and combat boots — before breakfast. 
 
         The wake-up experience for these runs was another lesson in motivation.  Rudely awakened from a deep slumber under warm covers into the cool morning air every duty morning summoned a deep dread of coming muscle pain and burning lungs.  The compensating lure was the reward of hearing the familiar voice of Cousin Brucie from a New York City radio station on some cadet’s transistor radio.  “The Battle of New Orleans, “Lonely Boy,” and “A Big Hunk o’ Love” were the hot hits that reverberated in Gunnar’s mind through the long runs. 
 
         The days were long, so Gunnar normally slept whenever he got a chance, he wrote.  One day, he was napping in the back of a deuce-and-a-half truck, despite sitting up and wearing a combat helmet.  Laughter woke him.  He looked up to see a classmate dropping his trousers and underwear, aiming his bare buttocks at a civilian car behind the two-and-a-half-ton combat vehicle.  “Mooning” was not even a word back in Alamogordo.  I gave up a full-ride to Stanford for this, he exclaimed to himself.  His classmates were supposed to be the cream of the crop.  They had the achievements and test scores on their resumes to prove it, anyway.  Gunnar did not laugh — at first. 
 
         Leading peers had its own set of problems, Gunnar explained.  No one in the back of the Army truck had any authority over the loose group.  The repressive environment of West Point invited out-of-sight rebellion.  He knew he had to be indirect.  Pretending to be amused, Gunnar joked, “Knock it off, guys.  Some of us are trying to sleep here.”  Then he laughed.  He quickly became the short-term butt of all sorts of ridicule and mock punches.  No longer the object of attention, Mooner pulled his pants up and sat down. 
 
         Gunnar wanted to keep the attention his way and off Mooner, “Hey, guys, mind if I snore?”  More derision and verbal abuse came his way.  Mission accomplished, Cadet Gunnar!  Cadet Douglas MacArthur couldn’t have done it any better. 
 
         When Gunnar told me this during Reorganization Week in September, I asked, “Couldn’t you just tell the jerk to behave?” 
 
         “That’s the thing about leading peers.  It’s an art — depends on the situation.  If I’d tried to order a classmate to do anything, he would have blown me off.  Even when we later have rank as upperclassmen, it’s a matter of time and place on whether an order will be followed.” 
 
         While decrying the immaturity of classmates, Gunnar reveled in the hijinks of newfound freedom as a yearling himself.  Back in the barracks during evening study hours in October, he joined three of his classmates in an “experiment.”  They tried various parachutes to see which worked better on getting a gerbil to the ground safely after going out a fifth-floor window.  He was also the ringleader in an inventive practical joke.  At night, he doused a tennis ball with lighter fluid, set its top on fire, and threw it hard into the room of other third classmen.  Another classmate immediately shut off the lights, and a third slammed the door of their unsuspecting victims, produced a surprisingly eerie sight.  The breaking of multiple regulations was a welcome outlet for their pent-up desire to rebel. 
 
         “Gunnar,” I told him later in the fall, “you all are so isolated up here in your rock-bound highland home, that you don’t get exposed to the wildness of college life.  We occasionally have someone blowing off steam from the intensity of pre-med studies running nude across the quad — ‘streaking.’  Keep in mind that Mooner is a future general.  Streaker is a future doctor.  That’s part of the perspective I want to share.  The other is that getting into med school is so competitive that there is very little trust among students.  Everyone is trying so hard to get top grades.  There are some real sharks among us.  At least, you trust your peers.” 
 
         Gunnar was amused, “With a few exceptions!  My theory is that, no matter how elite a group is, anytime you create a subgroup, a new stratum forms.  Result: Accentuated good behavior at the top and bad behavior at the bottom of the subgroup.” 
 
         Gunnar, psychologist-solder. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    That fall I experienced peer leadership problems of my own.  I became very active in the upcoming presidential election on campus and in the community.  My enthusiasm for the candidate quickly marked me for leadership.  I was disappointed again and again in my classmates who would volunteer for jobs and then not follow through.  When I held them accountable, I consistently got the same response: “Well, I guess I’m just not a true believer like you!”  The candidate was John F. Kennedy, who promised a revival of America’s spirit. 
 
         I was all out for this youthful man.  I expected great things so I spent time I could not afford making telephone calls and attending rallies.  I wanted a president who was worthy of being my brother’s commander-in-chief.  I campaigned for JFK with Gunnar-like enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gunnar and I flew home from the East for Christmas.  Having been deprived of his Christmas at home last year, he was doubly insistent that all traditions had to be followed.  He checked in advance on having enough decorations, a large tree, candy, fruit cake, mistletoe, egg nog, etc.  Nothing could be left to chance in Alamogordo.  Aunt Cece satisfied him by having a second celebration of Christmas at the cabin in Ruidoso December 27th, to make up for last year.  Gunnar never seemed to be in higher spirits.  He was especially appreciative of Aunt Cece’s green-chile fruit cake. 
 
         I worried that Gunnar had become obsessed with Lt Col Stringer.  He was going over to his house continually.  First I wrote that off to his identifying with a persecutor.  Understandable from the perverse plebe system.  Then I saw Emily Stringer, two classes behind us in high school.  She had really blossomed.  And it appeared that Gunnar and her father were now great buds. 
 
         When it was approaching time to fly back East, we all had to laugh when Gunnar groused, “I feel like slitting my wrists!”  We laughed only because we knew he didn’t mean it, but he meant something.  He explained, “I’m headed back into what is called ‘Gloom Period’ at West Point.  There is a pall across the campus until spring.  I kid you not.  The skies are gray, the buildings are gray, the uniforms are gray.  It is cold and wintry.  It is so bad they bring in the United States Military Academy (USMA) band to play at supper to cheer us up.  Alex, you remember coming up to see me in January last year, how bad it was. …  I’m really okay!” 
 
         He could say that, but I saw him drift further into despondency as we flew into La Guardia.  Gunnar could tell I had the twin radar on.  He consoled me, “I’ll be better when I see my old buddies at West Point.  Misery loves company.  ‘Only the Lonely,’ as my buddy Roy Orbison moans.” 
 
         I gave him a manly punch in the ribs.  “Gloom period is never powerful enough to get to ‘No Sweat Olson,’ is it?”  I gave him another sharp fist tap in the chest. 
 
         Gunnar snapped out of his downward spiral.  “Alex, I don’t know how you do it.  I have survived academics on partial credit for engineering test problems I couldn’t complete.  You are expected to know everything about life: anatomy, physiology, biochemistry, histology, microbiology … .  And you must survive in a jungle of cutthroats.  I’m proud of you!” 
 
         “Thanks for reminding me, brother.  This time I punched his shoulder and smiled. 
 
         “Alex, despite all the negative you’ve just heard from me, remember the very-long, dark moment I told you about?  I was in the exact same spot marching to dinner one day at West Point, pivoting again on my right foot when it happened.  I had the greatest sense of belonging, a feeling of continuity.  I felt as if I could get in touch with the past and future at that one splinter of time.  I realized that some of the cadets around me would perish in battle, as their predecessors had.  Knowing this, they still hung out at the doors of heaven or hell, pick one.  That’s what it means to join the Long Gray Line. 
 
         I was tempted to let my sharp tongue loose with, “Wow, Gunnar, they really do a number on you cadets.”  I was also aware that the libertine attitudes of my Northeast elite college were tainting my old hometown values.  No wonder some say the Academy molds patriots, that it’s a priesthood of arms.  I also noticed my brother did not think of himself endangered by inevitable future combat. 
 
         Instead, I honored my brother, “I’m glad you made the right choice for yourself.  If you went to a real college, you wouldn’t have to wrestle with confusing feelings like that!” I kidded him.  Of course, I had to slug his arm to offset how concerned I was for him.  Sadly, I never experienced any strong institutional feelings like that.  I know I missed my Mom and Dad, and Gunnar when he was away. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As I visited Gunnar one weekend in the spring, I noted Gunnar was a markedly changed man from the plebe I knew a year before. 
 
         He paused and then explained, “I do feel a lot better.  Upperclassmen repeatedly say that their yearling year is the most carefree.  You begin to have a few free moments.  You get one weekend leave a semester.  And you have few responsibilities, other than those to yourself.  You start having a squad to be responsible for in the next year, and bigger groups the year after that.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    College — Junior Year 
 
      
 
    I watched the June Week parade that preceded the class of 1960 graduation.  I congratulated Gunnar on having another tough year under his belt.  “So Gunnar, how is the ‘cow’?” I asked concerning his new status as a cow — a second classman. 
 
         “She walks, she talks, she’s full of chalk.  The milk extracted from the female of the bovine species is highly prolific to the nth degree,” he recited from his memory of fourth-class knowledge, specifically a response to “How is the Cow?”  Gunnar knew I’d recognize his wit.  “And I’m fine, too.  Thanks.”  I guess, you’d have to have been there — and be read into West Point’s strange jargon and customs. 
 
         I flew home, and Gunnar spent the rest of June on the East Coast.  His class used West Point as a hub for various orientation tours of Air Force, Army, and Navy facilities.  He learned the capabilities of Air Force fighters, bombers, and tankers.  I should say his classmates did; Gunnar already knew them.  He toured a Navy destroyer and submarine.  In between tours, he practiced leading his classmates in calisthenics and teaching basic Army skills. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Uncle Walt, Aunt Cece, and I picked up Gunnar at El Paso International.  As he drove us home in the Edsel, I noticed he was more relaxed than a year ago when he was beginning his summer leave.  I knew his first act after unpacking was to head to the Red Rooster in Uncle Walt’s beloved Edsel.  Knowing that, Uncle Walt had it professionally detailed before Gunnar’s arrival.  Gunnar was always a little nostalgic after running into classmates who had taken different tracks.  John Winters, who had gone to the New Mexico School of Mining and Technology in Socorro, was particularly pleased with his path.  When we discussed this, I reminded Gunnar, “You could go there if want — or MIT, Stanford, or Berkeley.” 
 
         “Alex, thanks for reminding me.  I hope I’m not a masochist, but I think I’ve found my home — on the Hudson.  My home kicks the hell out of me, and then I return to it.  What a life!”  He tried to force a smile. 
 
         During that July leave from West Point, Gunnar came home early one night, just after 11 PM.  He ran into Uncle Walt, “Up getting some milk, Uncle Walt?” 
 
         “Yeah, helps me sleep.  You just getting back from the Chicken Place?” 
 
         “Yes, sir, the Chicken Place,” Gunnar  smiled.  When Gunnar told me that, Chicken Place became our inside joke, the new family name for the Red Rooster.  Uncle Walt also had a knack for creating his own lyrics to popular songs, without knowing it — or maybe he did and didn’t care.  My favorite was “Betsy Wetsy’s Yellow Polka Dot Bikini.”  I kid you not.  I could not make that up. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Uncle Walt had nailed down the ideal summer job for me.  I needed a break from preparing for a medical career.  As a high-ranking civilian, he was at the Officers’ Club overhearing two colonels arguing their case before the club’s manager.  Each insisted his teenager be the choice for the remaining slot as lifeguard at the pool.  The two colonels left in a huff as the club manager took their pleas under advisement.  Uncle Walt pulled the club manager aside, “I have a solution for you.  You pick the most qualified for the position and let neither colonel win.”  I was the solution. 
 
         Uncle Walt was highly intelligent, but I had never seen that kind of savvy in him before Gunnar and I moved in.  I think he learned from Gunnar.  You just got smarter being around Gunnar. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gunnar spent August serving with an active duty army unit.  He flew to Panama’s Fort Clayton.  He was assigned to the 193rd Infantry Brigade.  His primary duty was to act as a second lieutenant platoon leader — a “third lieutenant,” in Gunnar’s words.  He also got orientation at various Army facilities in the Canal Zone: Fort Kobbe, Fort Sherman, Quarry Heights, and Fort Amador.  Gunnar was impressed with the battalion of airborne forces from Fort Kobbe that stood alert at Howard AFB for quick response to regional emergencies.  He bookmarked the jungle warfare training center at Fort Sherman to be on his wish list.  Quarry Heights was the command and control center for the US Army Caribbean.  Fort Amador guarded the Canal Zone’s Pacific flank.  It was appropriate that he see the Panama Canal in operation, since West Point-trained U.S. Army Major General Goethals brought the long-troubled project to a successful endpoint — the world’s largest engineering effort. 
 
         This was Gunnar’s first field experience with the regular Army.  He went on maneuvers with his battalion near Rio Hato.  His company did a night amphibious landing on the beach there.  Despite my notion that all of Panama was tropical, Gunnar described that area as arid and desert-like.  He displayed a lot of initiative in training his infantry platoon on modern tactics and weapons.  He did this to fill a void — too much down time, too many “smoke-‘em-if-you’ve-got-‘em” moments, he wrote. 
 
         His company commander was a seasoned captain who graduated from Virginia Military Institute and hated West Pointers and “especially me,” Gunnar wrote.  Nothing he did pleased the captain.  The captain singled out Gunnar to work Sunday afternoons.  Gunnar dreaded the fitness report the captain would send to the Academy. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I next saw Gunnar Labor Day weekend in New York City.  It was sunny and muggy.  We walked through Central Park, climbed the 354 stairs of the Statue of Liberty, rode the Staten Island Ferry, and saw West Side Story on Broadway.  We couldn’t get tickets to Bye Bye Birdie, his preference.  West Side Story was also sold out, but I happened to mention Gunnar was a cadet at West Point.  We got the royal treatment.  Not only did we get in free, but we had seats upfront, center stage. 
 
         Gunnar was optimistic about the coming academic year.  He really looked forward to studying “thermo” — thermodynamics but was skittish on “juice” — electrical engineering.  Anything was better, he said, than the calculus and differential equation courses that were now behind him.  He had compared the Academy-unique “special topic memoranda” on calculus with texts used by civilian contemporaries and found the latter much more straight forward.  Gunnar joked, “Some say there’s the right way, and there’s the Army way.  I’ll go one better: There’s also the West Point way.” 
 
         Both of us enjoyed the City.  Walking around Times Square was like being at a circus.  With a background of outsized neon lights, the cultures of the world were on display.  Naked frat boys running through the streets pledge week, sidewalk music, “hot” watch vendors, pretzel kiosks, and scalpers were just the beginning of a long list of amusements.  Gunnar elbowed me, “Toto, I’ve a feeling we’re not in Alamogordo anymore.” 
 
         Our people-watching extended down into the subways, which snaked under Manhattan and surrounding boroughs.  As we rode the IRT, BMT, and IND lines, I hoped for no assaults or muggings.  Gunnar was 100% into protecting the American public with his life.  He had also been trained not to hold back in a fight.  He seemed like such a nice guy … 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    This was the year that Gunnar had his first leadership position during the academic year.  He was a squad leader as a second classman, a “cow.”  He was in charge of two other cows and seven plebes.  He inspected his plebes at reveille, breakfast, dinner, supper, and parade formations.  He had his plebes report to his room thirty minutes before supper formation to monitor their professional development.  Some squad leaders used the occasion to haze their plebes.  Gunnar tutored his fourth classmen on military knowledge, checked their academic progress, and looked for opportunities to inspire them.  Always a showman, Gunnar put his plebes in the right frame of mind playing mood music, like Percy Faith’s “Theme from a Summer Place,” on his Philips battery-operated, portable record player.  It was fair to say, the plebes never knew what to expect when they entered his room. 
 
         The Academy was constantly evaluating and rating each cadet, as Gunnar had learned in his two previous years as a cadet.  In his plebe year, he was shocked to find that an instructor had submitted a review on his performance of duties as a section leader of 14 other cadets in a calculus class.  After that he started to notice how pervasive yet unobtrusive the process was.  Before that, only the annual rating of peers and underclassmen had stood out in his mind. 
 
         “Alex, my first rating included these comments from my calculus teacher: ‘lacks sense of humor.’  I remember being totally perplexed.  If anything, the fourth-class system was designed to make you professional, which meant no smiling, joking, or displaying of emotion.  It taught a monotone voice and a poker-face.”  More of the double-binds. 
 
         “Anyway, the rating that came from the captain in Panama was very critical, as I expected.  I did show emotion at that review.  I had done my very best.  My tactical officer counseled me, ‘I can tell you are disappointed, but you should not be.  The Army keeps a database on raters.  We know this captain is a very tough grader.  With that in mind, you really distinguished yourself down there in Panama.  Your other ratings are very favorable, too.  The command structure will be taking a very hard look at you.  Am I being clear? 
 
         “He was clear in that wink-wink, inscrutable way that higher-ups use to mean ‘I’ve told you all I can.  You figure out the rest.’  Anyway, I think it was a good review, Alex.  Time will tell!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gunnar enjoyed his second Christmas at home.  He demanded Mexican food once a day.  Huevos rancheros did not count.  He drank coffee at the Red Rooster.  He drove old friends around in Uncle Walt’s Edsel.  And he spent an inordinate amount of time at Lt Col Stringer’s house.  In the blink of an eye, he and I were flying back East to school. 
 
         In late January, Gunnar’s class celebrated 500th night — five hundred days before they would graduate, an Academy tradition.  Lt Col Stringer’s daughter Emily was his date.  She was at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts.  For the occasion, there was a big banquet and dance with a live band.  Over the last year, I scheduled my visits to not interfere with their dating.  Gunnar was always dismissive of that, “Alex, you will always be my first priority.” 
 
         “Right after Emily?” I kidded him.  I don’t know how everyone could be his first priority, but that’s how everyone felt.  I know I did. 
 
         Gloom Period was always bad, but this would be his worst.  You remember that Gunnar wanted to be a fighter pilot.  He wisely kept that ambition under his hat, as he said, “You just never know …”  He liked the Army, too.  One of his favorite tactical officers was an Air Force captain who taught thermodynamics.  One Saturday in early February, the captain was flying a proficiency flight out of nearby Sewart AFB.  His T-33 Shooting Star flamed out on takeoff.  He ejected, but the parachute did not have time to deploy.  The loss haunted Gunnar for weeks.  Grimly he recounted the tragedy to me, “You just never know …” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In April, President Kennedy totally disappointed this campaigner with his half-hearted support for the Bay of Pigs invasion against Castro.  He vacillated.  By going back on his word, he let hundreds die needlessly.  He allowed Communism to prevail.  He looked as if he did not know what he was doing.  I was sorry I’d ever voted for him.  I had campaigned for this waffler? 
 
         On weekends, Gunnar tried to talk me down from my tirades about “dumb John,” my new name for the President.  “Dumb-john is what we call plebes here,” he laughed.  I can’t be criticizing my commander-in-chief, but the plan to take back Cuba failed in so many ways …” 
 
         “I can criticize incompetency, Gunnar.  This guy is a kid playing at an adult game.  He’s not up to the job!  I hope he’s impeached.” 
 
         In the Thayer Hotel dining room, Gunnar spoke loudly for overhearing ears, “Peach?  No, apple!  Let’s have apple pie.” 
 
         I got the message: It’s always 1984 at West Point.  Big Brother is always listening.  “How about those Knicks?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Later in the spring, Gunnar had a counseling session with his tactical officer.  Instead of the usual assessment of strengths and weaknesses, he heard nothing but positives from the major.  “Gunnar, I can’t tell you more at this time, but I’ll tell you what I’d tell anyone with a record like yours: Practice your command voice.  I’d suggest going up the path above the supply building when no one is around.  Make your commands come from the diaphragm.  Bang ‘em together.  When you’re out there on the Plain, it’s hard to project when the wind’s in your face.  That’s all I can say now.” 
 
         Gunnar was upbeat in telling me his news.  “It sounds to me as if I’m being considered for the adjutant position during Beast Barracks.  That’s a great job — a cadet captain.  You’ve seen the adjutant do the lonely, long quick march at parades posting the orders.  I’m excited!” 
 
         Weeks later, the “make list” came out.  That list announced summer positions and assignments.  It had better news than Gunnar had ever imagined.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    College — Senior Year 
 
      
 
    After the USMA class of 1961, the one ahead of Gunnar’s, graduated in June, Gunnar headed off on his First Class Trip, which featured an extensive tour of Army facilities in the United States.  The aim was to orient the future Army officers on the five combat arms.  In turn, this would help graduates prioritize their preferences for their pending careers.  General order of merit would determine each’s chance for getting the combat arm he wanted to serve in.  Academic rank, athletic performance, and military bearing factored into that calculation. 
 
         One facility was Fort Belvoir, VA, the center for the Army’s Combat Engineers.  Many at the top of their graduating class would select that branch.  Fort Monmouth, NJ, was the home of the Signal Corps.  Gunnar laughed at the cynical mantra of some classmates planning careers with AT&T: “Signal Corps and out in four (years).”  Armor had its headquarters at Fort Knox, KY.  “We didn’t see the gold,” Gunnar quipped. 
 
         The first classmen toured two of the Army’s Artillery locations.  Fort Sill, OK, and Fort Bliss, TX.  At Fort Sill, Gunnar enjoyed getting to “direct fire” on junked automobiles with a 105 howitzer.  He explained that meant aiming straight at the junkers rather than more common “indirect fire,” which meant firing in an arc to reach a more distant target.  He said that the legendary “Artillery punch” at the Officers’ Club was everything it was cracked up to be.  The concoction was a secret mixture of many hard liquors in the bar.  Fort Bliss acquainted cadets with Air Defense Artillery, including Nike missiles. 
 
         Fort Bliss was only 85 miles from Alamogordo adjacent to El Paso, TX , so the three of us met Gunnar for supper one evening.  Of course, Gunnar ordered a combination Mexican-food plate.  We headed across the border to Juarez after a dessert of flan.  We marveled at the modern, upscale area of Juarez.  Gunnar commented that the margaritas were right up there with Artillery punch. 
 
         The next day, Gunnar was off to Fort Benning, GA, the home of the Infantry. the mainstay of the US Army.  The last man in the graduating class usually wound up in the Infantry, but many at the top of the class with aspirations to be generals also would chose that branch.  The “jump school” for paratroopers was also at Benning.  Gunnar recounted in a letter, “I was shocked to see not one, but several classmates, balk at jumping off the 250-foot towers in tethered parachutes to simulate a parachuted fall and landing.  We were so far into our Academy training that it amazed me.  I, personally, had learned to overcome such instincts in plebe gymnastics class.  The task was to run full speed at a long horse aimed at my privates, leap, spread my legs, and vault over it.  I ran as fast as I could, then stopped short of the obstacle on the first go.  My instructor, an Army captain, curtly directed me to do it right.  I did — surprising myself.  The parachute balkers … a major tore into them, and each decided to jump.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gunnar joined us in Alamogordo in July for 30 days of leave.  You guessed it.  He was back at the Red Rooster meeting old friends.  He visited all of the high school teachers who had written him letters of recommendation for the Academy.  We spent weekends in the mountains of Ruidoso fishing and hiking. 
 
         In the background were the drums of war.  President Kennedy implied an acquiescence to the Soviet demand for long-term partition of Berlin. It seemed everywhere we went people looked to Gunnar as the authority on the Berlin Crisis.  That was nothing new; people had always asked his opinion as if he were an expert.  Ironically, he knew more about the situation than he could tell. 
 
         During the work week, when I got back home from my recurring summer job working with the chimps at Holloman AFB, I took Gunnar out in the desert to fire pistols and rifles.  He was a very good shot, but I was better.  Many times he insisted on bringing Emily with us.  She was home from Smith College. 
 
         When Gunnar wasn’t with Emily, he and Uncle Walt had a good time with pranks.  The best one was played on Gunnar’s favorite history teacher, Mr. Arnold.  He and Uncle Walt did a reconnaissance of the teacher’s neighborhood and found a weekday when none of Mr. Arnold’s family was home.  That day they dug up the huge “Impeach Justice Earl Warren” sign that was prominently displayed on the outskirts of Alamogordo, coming in on Hwy 54 from Tularosa.  They loaded the sign in a borrowed pickup and erected it in concrete in the teacher’s front yard.  Gunnar attached a small card: “For removal, call …” 
 
         That evening, Uncle Walt and Gunnar showed up at the teacher’s door step in work clothes, shovels in hand.  “Hey, Mr. Arnold, how’s it going?” Gunnar began.  “You called?” 
 
         Mr. Arnold had the biggest smile on his face.  He could not contain the grin.  He liked a good joke.  “Come in.  Come in.  So that’s beer all around?  I take it I can thank you two for that monstrosity in my yard?” 
 
         “I want you to know, Mr. Arnold, we’re not going to charge you anything for removal,” Gunnar choked out. 
 
         Mr. Arnold was quick, “So I owe you for installation?”  He laughed. 
 
         “How about another beer apiece, and we call it even,” Gunnar offered.  Uncle Walt enjoyed the show. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As his leave approached its end, Gunnar had less reluctance to going back to West Point than before.  After much probing, he told me he had a one-month stint as “King of Beasts” in August.  That meant, he was going to be the top first classman for new cadet barracks — the highest ranked cadet!  Someone else had the honor in July.  I also drug it out of him that he had a shot at being “First Captain,” the top-ranking cadet and brigade commander during the academic year.  The revelation gave him cold chills — “good ones,” he said.  As his twin, I felt them, too.  My big brother, what a guy! 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the tensions over Berlin went from a simmer to a boil.  President Kennedy appeared to be vacillating on his stance.  Now he was increasing the overall size of the Air Force, Navy, Army, and Marines.  He was doubling the draft. 
 
         I became more convinced of JFK’s unfitness for his office.  I had several recurring dreams where Kennedy called Gunnar into the Oval Office.  He asked Gunnar for advice.  Then I woke up. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Just before Reorganization Week, Gunnar finished his stint as King of Beasts.  “I have good news and bad news,” he began.  “First the good news, I was chosen as First Captain, the brigade commander, for the academic year.  The bad news is that I had an incident as Kings of Beasts that almost cost me that honor.  I had a jeep to use with my duties.  In the last week, I parked it on a gentle sloping hill.  You guessed it: I didn’t set the brake.  I just happened to turn around to see it rolling backward.  I jumped in just in time before it went over a cliff.  Fortunately, no one saw that.  Luck was a lady that afternoon, as Frank Sinatra would say.  Keep that story to yourself, please.  I don’t want to go through my Army career with the nickname Jeep — or Brakes.” 
 
         As First Captain, Gunnar sat at the top of the cadet pyramid militarily.  His friends termed him “top zebra,” owing to the many chevrons he wore on the upper arm of his uniform.  When he was notified of his selection, his first move was to go shake the hand of the other King of Beasts, his competitor.  Reorganization Week, Uncle Walt, Aunt Cece, and I saw him flawlessly lead his first parade.  Lt Col Sterling insisted on being there with Emily. 
 
         As I watched Gunnar lead his initial parade as first captain, it hit me.  If my brother, the top cadet, had fought disillusionment, disappointment, and despair every day for the three years up to now, how hard was the life of a fellow cadet who was struggling just to get through?  I had no ready answer. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    First-class year was a blur for Gunnar.  Engineering studies were challenging, as always.  One of his favorite civil engineering stories was how he followed the directions to the letter on making concrete to design specifications.  In the laboratory, his specimen tested slightly above the desired strength.  He got dinged for it. 
 
         Like his classmates, Gunnar was proud of the large gold ring he wore on his left hand.  He explained, “It surprised me to learn that in 1835 West Point was the first institution to have class rings.  The hematite stone I chose may not be the most esthetic choice, but it reminds me of my tough days on the Hudson — a constant reminder that things could be worse.  The gray color symbolizes Gloom Period.  Until graduation, I wear the ’62 class crest closer to my heart — another tradition.  The eagle on the ring is closer after that.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    October 21, 1961, I went up to West Point to see a parade, a football game, and Gunnar.  Not everyone has a brother leading thousands! 
 
         “Gunnar, that parade was really impressive,” I observed. 
 
         “Not so much from the inside.  Some very obvious mistakes.  The fact that we grade our companies on how they execute during a parade should tell you there is a lot of room for error and improvement,” Gunnar explained.  “I’m glad it looked good from the outside.” 
 
         The football game was a romp over Idaho, with West Point winning 51-7.  The campus was jubilant.  Emily, who had also come up for the weekend, asked, “How shall we celebrate?” 
 
         Gunnar smiled, “How about a walk down Flirtation Walk?” 
 
         Emily blushed. 
 
         Gunnar added, “Sorry, Alex, you can go to the library.” 
 
         That was okay.  I needed to study. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    His officer teachers urged Gunnar to compete for a Rhodes Scholarship.  He wasn’t sure how that would fit into a career, but he wound up applying.  At West Point, he met before several committees to get endorsement from the Academy to move forward.  At the final Academy screening committee, a panel officer asked, “Mr Olson, on standardized tests you are one standard deviation above your classmates in verbal aptitude.  How do you react to that?” 
 
         “Frankly, sir, that leaves me speechless …”  The ensuing laughter was a sign of the Academy’s forthcoming recommendation.  He enjoyed a unanimous faculty push.  On Christmas leave, Gunnar flew to Albuquerque to meet the state’s Rhodes committee.  As a semi-finalist, Gunnar went on to meet a committee on the Stanford University campus. 
 
         Gunnar told me about the interview.  “The committee wanted to know what event in my life could have interfered with my getting where I am in life.  I loosened the committee up recounting the jeep episode.  I made it humorous …” 
 
         “Of course!” I had to interject. 
 
         He went on, “It showed I am human and understand how circumstantial our lives are.  The next question from the committee was when I had gone against conventional wisdom.  There I recounted my challenging the content of a West Point course in the art and science of warfare.  It seemed to me that we glossed over the Battle of Midway in World War II.  That naval battle was considered a decisive engagement in the war.  Some consider it the most decisive.  My contention was that, just because the Army is a ground force, we should not give short shrift to fact and history.  After all, a potential chairman of the joints chiefs of staff of the armed forces needs to know how that battle was won.  I explained that the result was that my professor took my recommendation forward and the course will be appropriately changed.  I saw unanimous nods from the committee. 
 
         “The last request from the committee was to elaborate on a significant event in life, one that I had already provided a written answer to.  I recounted the episode in New Cadet Barracks, where an upperclassmen had used the window-closing tool on me and my classmates.  I reflected on the event.  My classmate Simon, who had stood up for himself, was gone from the Corps.  Yet, wasn’t Simon showing the kind of courage the Academy wanted to produce?  Had I proven myself unworthy by not standing with Simon.  Of course, then I would have been driven out, too.” 
 
         I think the committee liked that a military man would have this much self-insight; they liked that Gunnar could challenge himself.  They chose him to be a Rhodes Scholar.  He had a huge advantage over his competitors.  He interviewed extremely well because he didn’t feel any pressure; he was not completely sold on the “king-maker” scholarship.  He could take it or leave it. 
 
         With all the jubilation over Gunnar’s success, everyone thought Gunnar was happy.  As his twin, I could tell something was bothering him at the core.  “Tell me about it, Gunnar.  What’s going on?” 
 
         “Alex, I have a feeling Emily is expecting an engagement ring over our Christmas break.  She is very special, but I’ve been so confined in the last three-and-a-half years.  I think it would be a mistake to lock myself into another binding commitment on graduation.  Frankly, it would not be fair to her either.  What do you think?” 
 
         “First, Gunnar, you are better at sensing people than I am.  Second, while you are acutely aware, you are not a mind reader.  You and I can pretty well read each other, but let her bring up the engagement thing.  You may change your mind, so you don’t want to get into some kind of whipsaw tragedy that does not need to occur in the first place.  I do agree with you that the consecutive commitments would be too much for me to contemplate.  I think med school next year will give me a better appreciation of the pressure you’ve been under as a cadet.” 
 
         As I finished my advice, Bobby Lewis’s “Tossin’ and Turnin’” came on KOMA radio out of Oklahoma City.  Gunnar and I exchanged knowing looks and nodded at each other.  How appropriate the music! 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gunnar was now walking the path of “Saint Pete” — Pete Dawkins, class of 1959, first captain and Heisman Trophy winner, Rhodes Scholar.  Gunnar parried on the comparison, “I might have to actually go out for the football team to get the Heisman, and no one would ever accuse me of being a saint.” 
 
         Gunnar had many soul-searching moments his first-class year.  While he had the option of going into the Air Force on graduation to be the fighter pilot of his childhood ambitions, he decided he would go Army, and not just Army but Infantry.  Furthermore, he did the unheard of; he turned down the Rhodes Scholarship.  He was the toast of the officer corps at West Point.  That was not why Gunnar made his choice.  The path was pure Gunnar — well thought out and representative of his character. 
 
         In February, the Class of ’62 celebrated 100th night — one-hundred days until graduation.  Emily came up for the dinner and formal ball.  From his letters, I knew they still had not had the marriage discussion.  I was sure they were both dancing around the issue. 
 
         In the spring, Gunnar picked me up at my school in his brand new red Corvette.  We went through a rain shower with the hardtop off.  I was agitated and uncomfortable.  Gunnar grinned, “Infantry weather, that’s what we call rain at West Point.  It’s a life lesson: Embrace the hardship; live with it; move on.”  I would have settled for an umbrella or towel. 
 
         Later, as we dried off in a restaurant in Manhattan, Gunnar elaborated, “At West Point, rain is dubbed ‘infantry weather.’  Supposedly it bogs down your discouraged enemy, and you’re so tough you love it.”  He chuckled, “Whenever there is a possibility of rain cancelling a parade or inspection, plebes are required to deeply and repetitively shout, ‘Odin!  Odin!  Odin!’  It’s a prayer to the Norse god.” 
 
         “Brother, please tell me you won’t visit these strange customs on your kids — when you have them.” 
 
         Gunnar leaned back in his chair.  “One of my instructors came to class one Monday and surprised us with a revelation.  Usually they would not share anything personal.  This one did.  He said, ‘You know we had an honor code violation at the house this weekend.  My eight-year-old son lied to me.  What could I do?  I couldn’t throw him out of the family?’” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Spring break found many of Gunnar’s classmates headed to the beaches of Florida for suds and sun.  Gunnar was glad to meet Uncle Walt, Aunt Cece, and me in New York City. 
 
         “It’s is a far cry from the City in the winter,” I said.  “I could not believe the freezing air blowing down the canyons between skyscrapers this last winter.  You’d think the big buildings would block that!” 
 
         “The good news,” Gunnar added, “is that today the birds are singing and the flowers are blooming.  It is fantastic weather.” 
 
         While we did the usual touristy things, what I remember most was eating at Mama Leone’s in Manhattan.  “I’ll be right back with your pizza,” the pert waitress announced. 
 
         Gunnar halted her, “Wait a minute.  Are you going to cut it in six slices or twelve?” 
 
         The waitress paused, “Six, of course.” 
 
         “Good,” Gunnar replied, “I’m not sure we could eat twelve.”  That was Gunnar. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    After all the stories about General Douglas MacArthur, Gunnar felt honored to see him in person on May 12 in Washington Hall, the cadet mess hall.  Gunnar proudly explained, “As you know, there are so many legends about MacArthur.  I got to shake the hand of a real five-star general.  He spoke to us without notes for over half an hour.  The 82-year-old man was riveting.  Truly, I think his ‘Duty, Honor, Country’ talk will be remembered as one of the greatest speeches of all time.  It was masterful, mesmerizing, and inspiring!  Even the most jaded of my classmates were unusually respectful.  The event was not to be missed — especially since it was mandatory.”  Gunnar smiled at his humor. 
 
         I had a way to bring things down to earth, “Was it worth the shower formations, clothing formations, and little green chair?” 
 
         Gunnar did not smile.  “Alex, indeed, it was! …  Well, maybe, not the little green chair.” 
 
         I only knew the horrid look little green chair inspired in Gunnar, so I could refer to it.  He refused to explain it to me. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Uncle Walt, Aunt Cece, Glen, Lt Col Stringer, Emily, and I were all at West Point for June Week, Gunnar’s graduation.  There were activities to keep Gunnar constantly on the go.  During a downtime for us guests, Glen had a staff car take the two of us to a nearby rifle range.  A friend of his at the Academy provided an M-1 and ammunition.  Afterward, I was not surprised to hear him say, “Alex, you’ve still got it.  When will you let an old man win?” 
 
         “Glen, we both won with Gunnar.  How about my brother!” 
 
         “Your mom and dad would be proud — of him and you.  So you didn’t need my help getting into medical school?” 
 
         “No …” I began, wondering how he knew of my admission.  I hadn’t told him. 
 
         “With your hands — dexterity, hand-eye coordination, I’ll bet you want to be a surgeon.” 
 
         “That’s what I’m thinking so I don’t have to waste my bedside manner on stupid people.” 
 
         Glen liked my tough-guy humor.  He laughed. 
 
         “On the other hand,” I joked, “I may aim for psychiatry, although I have a problem with crazy people …” 
 
         “Alex,” he grinned, “we must be related.” 
 
         Back at the Thayer Hotel, I checked myself in the mirror.  I wondered: Do I look like Glen?  He did spend an inordinate amount of time around the house when I was a kid. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gunnar said every year at West Point seemed to go by twice as fast as the year before.  “That probably doesn’t give plebe year its due,” he added.  The principle was there, in any case.  First-class year seemed like a blur of activity and celebration, Gunnar reported.  To that end, many engaged cadets had scheduled their future wedding at the Cadet Chapel immediately after graduation.  One of Gunnar’s forward-thinking classmates was not even dating anyone when it was time to throw one’s hat into the lottery for a wedding time.  Nevertheless, he insisted on reserving a time “just in case.” 
 
         Gunnar did not reserve a slot for getting married.  When Gunnar had expressed doubts about whether he was ready to be married, Emily was relieved.  She loved Gunnar, but she did not want a military life like the one she had grown up in.  She also had heard too much about the winds of war coming from Vietnam.  From all appearances, Gunnar and Emily enjoyed June Week together anyway. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Graduation Parade on the Plain was spectacular.  It was also a circus, as Gunnar had explained.  If you listened very closely, you could faintly hear alarm clocks going off at various times during the ceremony.  A few daring plebes had hidden alarms clocks atop their heads, inside their ‘tar bucket’ parade hats.  When awards were announced, Gunnar received numerous trophies: top this and top that.  I punched him afterward, “Damn, Gunnar, give your classmates a chance!” 
 
         “Like you do me, shooting?” he replied.  He had a point.  Some things, you just can’t compromise on. 
 
         Subsequently, at Gunnar’s graduation and commissioning ceremony, I saw President John F. Kennedy address the class on its future mission.  I was troubled by the open-endedness of his charge: “And we go forth confident of support and success because we know that we are working and fighting for each other and for all those men and women all over the globe who are determined to be free.”  I wondered whether the United States had the resources required to free all people.  The culmination of the ceremony was cadets tossing their hats into the air at the field house.  I got a photograph of the event, celebrating the end of four long years.  It was an overhead starburst of white.  The accompanying jubilant roar was even more memorable. 
 
         Afterward, we caught up with Gunnar, who was shocked that a classmate would take the trouble to bring him his hat of four years.  We got pictures of Gunnar with numerous classmates and professors.  I never saw Gunnar so happy.  He was bubbling over with suppressed emotion.  He quickly turned outward, carefully thanking all his guests for attending his graduation.  When he got to me, he added, “Alex, did you come to see me or your guy?”  He meant JFK.  I hadn’t wanted to add to his Academy burdens by telling him how disillusioned I was with his commander-in-chief.  I smiled. 
 
         Gunnar posed for several family pictures.  Afterward, I knew something was up when he gave me a knowing sideways glance.  Here it came.  He proudly proclaimed, “I say it officially today, for my first time: The Corps has …” 
 
         Over his fours years, Gunnar had said many times he hated that expression.  The words said a lot by saying very little.  It was the utterance of someone who has made it and looked down on how easy those after him have it.  Some claim the rest of the statement is: ‘gone to hell in a handbasket.’  Gunnar liked to leave the rest to imagination of the listener.  I agreed, in the same vein a vague threat instills more fear than a specific one. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    On graduation leave, Army second lieutenants Gunnar and Hank drove separately to Florida. 
 
    Gunnar in his red Corvette and Hank in his black one.  From Patrick AFB, they caught a hop, a free ride on a military flight on a  space-available basis.  They planned to get to Brazil.  They wound up catching a National Guard flight to waypoints in Central and South America.  Flying over the vast Amazon River at 10,000 feet in an unpressurized C-124 Globemaster was an eyeopener.  From Recife, Brazil, they talked their way onto a Brazilian Air Force C-54 to get to Rio de Janeiro.  I got postcards from Ipanema Beach. 
 
         Gunnar wrote of chowing down on marvelous filet mignons at sidewalk cafes.  He said he struggled with understanding Portuguese, but the locals seemed to understand his Spanish.  Hank wrote that Gunnar had saved a tourist drowning in the powerful riptide at Ipanema.  I was not surprised. 
 
         During that time, I worked as a volunteer at the local nursing home.  I tried to do a scientific sampling of good advice from the experienced seniors on how to live life.  The long-term survivors leaned unmistakably toward taking more risks.  As I contemplated that, I realized that many of their previous peers who took the riskier paths were not around to give advice.  So much for my survey. 
 
         On return to Alamogordo, Gunnar still had 30 days of leave.  I decided to take the month off to be with him before he shipped out to wherever.  He was quite the hit driving around the Red Rooster in his red Corvette — as if he needed the car for that.  He let me drive the Corvette as much as I wanted.  It was great for driving up to the mountains around Ruidoso and Cloudcroft to fish and hike.  Of course, we had to borrow the Edsel to go out on the mesas to shoot.  He feared bottoming out the low-slung sportscar on the irregular, washboard dirt roads. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “You’ve come a long way, Gunnar,” I led as we overlooked the spectacular Tularosa Basin from Sunspot’s 9200-foot elevation’s panoramic view.  Whooshing winds had us repeating our words.  I could see the shadows of the Organ Mountains on the other side of the basin, White Sands, Holloman AFB, and Alamogordo through crystal clear air.  “After your plebe year, I asked what big lessons you had learned.  I’ll now ask you the same question.” 
 
         “Wow, Alex, I think the five seconds are already over where I tell you everything I know.  To answer your question, I’ve spent four years crossing off calendar days with a just-get-through-it mentality.  Pure survival mode.  I think that, if I’m going to enjoy life, I’ve got to shift gears to savor the day, not just look forward to its end.  Emily helped me realize that.  She has been a great friend.  I also have to give her great credit for knowing herself and not pushing us toward a marriage that would fail. 
 
         “Supposedly, West Point grads are good at grasping the big picture and not sweating the small stuff.  I think that comes from doing little else for four years but sweating the small stuff.  That may or may not be a lesson for me.  There are merits to the everything-counts school of thought. 
 
         “When I threw my hat up in the air in jubilation on Graduation Day, I realized that West Point had pulled back the invisible veil keeping me from understanding.  I learned that life is very often pushing against resistance — adversities, personal inertia, imagined problems.  Those factors are not to be wished away.  They are to be leaned into with faith that we can overcome them.  They are the stuff of life. 
 
         “I also think I’ve learned seventy-five percent of life is being appropriate.  The other half is being on time.” 
 
          “Pretty bad, big brother.  Advanced calculus, and you still can’t add.”  I punched him in the chest to let him know I still liked him.  He caught himself before he broke my arm.  He and a classmate had been sharpening their reflexes for hand-to-hand combat, he explained as he released my wrist. 
 
         “What about you, Alex,” he turned the tables.  “What have you learned?” 
 
         “I’ve learned not to loan my vinyl records to … anyone … and …” I quickly replied. 
 
         “That’s it?” Gunnar challenged. 
 
         “I learned it pays to study hard.  I did well on the MCAT — Medical College Admission Test.  I get my pick of medical schools.  I completed my undergraduate degree summa cum laude.”  The wheels were turning in Gunnar’s head.  I went on, “So you’re probably wondering what life would be like if you had gone to college instead of trade school at Hudson High?” 
 
         “Something like that,” Gunnar answered.  “You can still read my mind!” 
 
         “I can tell the next thing you’re about to say,” I smiled. 
 
         “That my plebe year, first-year medical school, is just beginning?” Gunnar answered. 
 
         “Exactly!” I answered in truth.  I seldom lied to my brother.  When I did, he knew it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Soldier Boy 
 
      
 
    In the fall of 1962, “Soldier Boy,” by the Shirelles, made me think of Gunnar every time it came on the radio as I studied medical texts with my transistor on low volume. 
 
         Army Second Lieutenant Gunnar reported to Fort Benning, GA, for three weeks training at the Airborne School.  “There heat and the humidity made running — doing the ‘airborne shuffle’ — in combat boots all the harder,” Gunnar wrote.  “We ran, then we ran, and then we ran some more.  My previous First Class Trip orientation at Airborne School had been more pleasant, for sure.  I still dream about practicing PLFs — parachute landing falls.  I abruptly wake up to my mind’s words, ‘green light,’ meaning clear to jump out of an airplane.  I qualified with a series of jumps and am now proud to wear the silver airborne wings on my uniform.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The Cuban Missile Crisis in October took the world to the brink of nuclear war.  Television took the run-up to potential nuclear war worldwide.  Because my dad had worked closely with atomic weapons, coming so close to full-scale nuclear war was particularly disturbing to me.  I, personally, blamed failed President Kennedy for that debacle.  His incompetence at the Bay of Pigs led inexorably to the showdown in Cuba.  He clearly did not have a grasp of international politics.  I rued the day I had urged others to vote for him.  He hurt my credibility.  I had weeks of apocalyptic dreams about the end of the world in balls of nuclear fire. 
 
         When the Missile Scare was over, Gunnar wrote that he had been standing alert on the ramp of an Air Force base in Florida for over a week.  He was assigned to an ad hoc unit that had its parachutes and gear next to an aircraft ready to fly to Cuba and airdrop into the expected fray.  He said the tension was beyond anything he had ever seen before. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, the crisis ebbed away.  Gunnar cycled into the next two-month Ranger class at Fort Benning.  Following that, I saw him in Alamogordo after the New Year. 
 
         As a doctor-in-training, I was horrified at what I saw.  My greeting was with astonishment, “Gunnar, are you all right?  You must have lost 25 pounds!” 
 
         “It’s par for the course.  20-hour days, little food, long patrols, forced marches with full field gear — Ranger School was no picnic.  I learned a lot about field craft doing recon, ambushes, and raids — lots of small unit tactics.  It’s over, thank God!  I’ve got some soft-tissue damage in my right ankle.  It happened toward the end.  By golly, I wasn’t about give up the ground I had taken by having to recycle to another class.” 
 
         Aunt Cece kept pushing him to eat more: “You look starved, Gunnar.  You need to eat something!” 
 
         “I can see you’ve lost muscle mass,” I said.  “You need to make sure you take in enough nutrients to heal that ankle.”  I had just finished courses in anatomy, physiology, and cell biology.  I continued, “Brother, if you don’t eat enough food, too few electrons are transported across the inner mitochondrial membrane of your cells, and you will have deficient gradients.  The result will be insufficient ATP production …” 
 
         Gunnar interrupted, “Thanks, Aunt Cece and Alex, I’m really disciplining myself on not eating as much as I want.  My appetite has been insatiable, but my metabolism has dropped so low that I’ll blimp up if I don’t watch it.  So I won’t be chowing down on a pint of ice cream in a sitting, like after four weeks in Beast Barracks.  And Uncle Walt, thanks for not piling on, Ranger buddy.” 
 
         “Anytime, Gunnar,” Uncle Walt started.  “I don’t understand what the Army thinks Ranger School accomplishes.  It seems like beating you down physically is somewhat counterproductive.  In your words, ‘practice bleeding.’” 
 
         “You have a good point,” Gunnar answered.  “It takes from several weeks to a year for various Ranger grads to completely recover.  One of my classmates who went into the Air Force used to criticize the school as the ‘practice bleeding’ you cite, meaning totally unnecessary.  The Marines don’t like the school either.  They prefer not to send men to Ranger School because of the muscle depletion and recovery time — leaving its men unready to function in their units afterward.  And then there are the insect and spider bites …” he chuckled. 
 
         “Yes, that’s my point,” Uncle Walt added.  “You were at the top of the heap at West Point.  It must have been hard to be a lowly student at Airborne and Ranger School after graduation.” 
 
         “Spot-on, as usual, Uncle Walt.  I think it would have been harder in that respect if a civil engineering instructor at West Point hadn’t challenged me.  Right in the middle of instruction one day, he broke his train of thought and singled me out.  ‘Mister Olson, you’re the first captain — highest ranking cadet at the Academy.  At Benning, you’re going to have young sergeants yelling at you and correcting you.  How are you going to handle that?’” 
 
         Gunnar shook his head, “It was out of the blue.  Probably a rude awakening he himself had.  As he looked around the room staring each first classman in the eye, I could tell his question had become rhetorical, but I never forgot it.  I steeled myself to have a prime directive: Help my classmates get through Airborne and Ranger School.  Everything else should be subordinate and was.  It helped.  Without his seemingly harsh words to enlightened me, I would have had problems.” 
 
         He paused, then went on, “One of the lane-graders at Benning was really riding me, calling me ‘Saint Gunnar.’  The ridicule actually motivated me because I knew where it came from …” 
 
         “Hank Lanier!” I completed his sentence.  “He’s that practical joker from Gunnar’s class,” I said to remind Aunt Cece and Uncle Walt. 
 
         Gunnar smirked, “When the exercise was over, the sergeant fessed up privately.  Hank had got to him earlier. and set me up.  I knew it.  And very good, Alex.  You’re a good judge of character.” 
 
         “You ‘ring knockers’ have to stick together,” I joked. 
 
         “If you call extra harassment sticking together, I guess,” Gunnar laughed. 
 
         “You got back at him, of course?” I asked. 
 
         “I would never think of that.  I did hear he wound up with some big rocks in his backpack on the next patrol,” Gunnar said dryly.  “You run so tired that you just expect hardship and pain, so he didn’t notice the extra weight at first.  Later, there was no good time for him to check the pack.  I heard Hank cursed me when he found the heavy rocks at the end of his patrol.  I dread my comeuppance.” 
 
         Gunnar could always make me laugh, but that did not last.  My attention shifted to Peter, Paul, and Mary singing “Blowin’ in the Wind” in the background.  The poignancy of that moment was palpable.  An unexplainable, ominous chill went up my spine.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Military Advisor 
 
      
 
    Throughout his last two years at West Point, Vietnam was sneaking onto the front pages of newspapers across the nation.  The New York Times, delivered daily to every company orderly room at the United States Military Academy, reported the Viet Cong had become a growing threat to the existing government of Vietnam.  The United States was beginning a build-up.  Just before Christmas in 1962, President Kennedy announced that our military advisors in South Vietnam would defend themselves. 
 
         Lieutenant Gunnar Olson got orders in early 1963 to be a military advisor in Vietnam.  He was assigned to MACV, Military Assistance Command Vietnam.  He had hoped to go to a unit and follow the traditional path of serving as a platoon leader first.  The Army said he could skip that step and was qualified to teach the South Vietnamese how to wage ground warfare.  Needs of the service, according to Gunnar.  Convenience of the service, my words. 
 
         He wrote me at least once a week.  He expressed frustration over the will of the foreign nationals he was training.  Over time, he had a sense of their slow, steady progress on learning tactics and procedures.  He never conveyed a feeling of being in harm’s way.  An occasional picture of his shirtless tanned body with mortar smoke in the background, told the real story.  Ahem, advisor?  I was sure he did not want to alarm us. 
 
         News out of Vietnam also cast a different light on his safety.  Gunnar arrived in Vietnam the second week in January.  Back home we later learned the Viet Cong had just scored its first major combat victory at Ap Bac.  There, the South Vietnamese suffered the deaths of some 80 soldiers with around 100 wounded, including the loss of three American combat advisors and five helicopters.  The Viet Cong had done this despite being outnumbered. 
 
         I would have spent more time in unproductive worry if I had not been over-my-head-deep in the first year of medical school.  My theory on what the government was telling us about Vietnam was that there were two levels.  One, if the news was abbreviated, the government was hiding something.  Two, if there was no news, the government was hiding everything.  You know how trusting I am. 
 
         Typical of Gunnar, he had numerous anecdotes of cultural clash.  More often than not, he could see how he came off as the “ugly American.”  He was particularly struck by the distorting effects of the influx of comparatively large amounts of United States dollars had on the local economy.  “It’s like a page out of my economics text at West Point,” he wrote.  “When prostitutes start making more than doctors, doctors stop being doctors,” he wrote. 
 
         I wrote him back: “Brother, it’s not like you to be visiting doctors.”  I knew I could kid him because his code said he would not have sex until he was married. 
 
         He wrote back, “But the doctor was so cute …  But seriously, folks, the street hustle in any Vietnamese city is like being in Juarez.  You would not believe what you can pay for a fine Seiko or Rolex watch.  I also don’t think you should believe it’s a real Seiko or Rolex. 
 
         “And if you think the jargon was bad at West Point,” he continued, “there’s an emergent one here.  Digi refers to indigenous people, the Vietnamese.  Round eye means Westerner or American.  So far they’re pretty neutral terms, but I can see the distinct possibility that they will take on a prejudicial tone.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I wanted to be optimistic about events in Vietnam.  The news we got from military sources seemed insipidly biased.  In June, 1963, the widely-broadcast photograph of the self-immolation of a Buddhist monk in Saigon sobered everyone.  The United States appeared to be moving inexorably to more involvement.  Military activity was ramping up, and Gunnar was at the epicenter. 
 
         Again, the lyrics of “Blowin’ in the Wind” haunted me, as if from the future. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    After the pressure of studying in the first year of medical school, I wanted to decompress back in Alamogordo.  At least I got the Alamogordo part right.  I didn’t decompress much.  Instead of taking time off, I volunteered at the local hospital.  I needed to build my resume for getting accepted to any future residency program.  I sincerely admired the real volunteers there who did not have an ulterior motive, as did I. 
 
         It was my first summer without Gunnar to hang out with.  Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece missed him almost as much as I did.  They hung on any news out of Vietnam.  At supper we told Gunnar stories.  There were so many.  It almost made me sad to know that, if I were overseas and Gunnar were here, there wouldn’t be nearly as many Alex stories.  No matter; that’s the way it was.  The glass was half-full; we had Gunnar. 
 
         Weekends we continued to go to the cabin in Ruidoso.  Without Gunnar, I didn’t enjoy fishing or hiking as much.  I twisted Uncle Walt’s arm, and before the summer was over, he became a pretty good fisherman.  Likewise, a reluctant Aunt Cece became quite a mountain climber.  Now and then, I even got them both to go shooting with me near Ruidoso. 
 
         On occasion, I would take Gunnar’s Corvette for a spin around the Red Rooster.  He insisted on updates on our old hangout and high school mates.  And yes, I told him, I was changing the oil and checking the tire pressure.  Uncle Walt was relieved that I was around to exercise the sports car.  Gunnar charged him with driving it at least twice a month.  Uncle Walt should have enjoyed that, but he feared he would mar or dent it.  He didn’t want to hurt Gunnar’s pride and joy. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The second year of medical school began with another flurry of activity.  I liked the occasional clinical experience more than the first year’s constant study orientation.  The tempo kept me for thinking about Gunnar in combat.  If anyone could survive a firefight, it was Gunnar.  That thought kept me going when I had time to be concerned. 
 
         The news out of Vietnam was mixed.  In September of 1963, given conflicting reports about Vietnam, President Kennedy inquired of his returning fact-finders, “You two did visit the same country, didn’t you?”  Following mostly negative news, President Ngo Dinh Diem was removed by a coup de’etat on November 1.  November 2, Diem was assassinated. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Days later I was pulled from my clinical studies at a major medical center.  The front desk sent a volunteer to get me and take me to the chapel.  There, I saw three Army uniforms waiting for me — an Army Infantry officer — a captain, an Army major chaplain, and a specialist fourth-class medic.  I knew their rank and insignias from Gunnar’s pointing them out to me a West Point.  I couldn’t imagine what they wanted. 
 
         The captain motioned for me to sit.  He began, “I regret to inform you …”  My world ended when he said Gunnar was dead.  I guess I should have known this was the protocol for notification of death, but I thought Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece would be notified.  Whom am I kidding?  I really never expected this to happen.  Apparently, Gunnar had listed me as his next-of-kin. 
 
         The chaplain expressed great concern over my well-being.  He could tell I was in mental shock.  He tried to coax me to acknowledge my pain.  He insisted on staying with me.  The captain told him the team had other calls.  I overhead the chaplain whisper, “This is potentially the most serious reaction I’ve ever seen.  It is extremely dangerous!”  The medic shrugged.  I was beyond his training. 
 
         The captain left and returned with the resident I was studying under.  The resident insisted I take a new drug, Valium, to relax me.  I can tell you there is no medicine that touches soul pain.  I mechanically called Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece to let them know what had happened.  Within hours, Hank Lanier, Gunnar’s classmate, called me to tell me he would handle all the details of the funeral at West Point.  In retrospect, I should have considered whether Gunnar would want to be buried at the Santa Fe National Cemetery with our parents.  I did not.  I wasn’t eating or sleeping either. 
 
         Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece flew in the next day to be with me.  I appreciated the gesture, but nothing helped.  I had a profound insight.  Gunnar had masked my loneliness since the loss of our parents.  There was no one who could mask the loss of Gunnar. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In 1963, three graduates of West Point died in Vietnam.  Overall, there were 122 United States casualties that year.  Objectively, with Gunnar’s death, the world had lost someone who probably could have gone beyond Einstein in developing scientific theory.  Indeed, he had the associative powers of knowledge to cure cancer.  He could have won the Nobel Prize.  But no, he was lost to the vagaries of war, to the whims of politicians, to the blood lust of nations.  If one person was to blame, it was John Kennedy. 
 
         My twin was the only person I ever trusted completely.  He was the only human being who really understood me.  He was always there to give me good advice when I needed it.  He kept me from going off the deep edge innumerable times.  He pulled my bacon out of the fire more times than I can count.  I missed him beyond measure.  Everything worthwhile had been taken from me.  I was in an emotional tumble into an infinite black pit. 
 
         22 members of Gunnar’s class would ultimately wind up with their names on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Memorial at West Point 
 
      
 
    I expected a handful of Gunnar’s classmates to be at his funeral.  There were over a hundred, not to mention faculty and staff who knew him.  Hank Lanier was with me through it all.  The honors included a 21-gun salute.  There was a color guard, and a detachment of the West Point Band played.  Gunnar would have enjoyed the spiritual “Amazing Grace.”  The Glee Club’s “Danny Boy” was a perfect requiem, capturing the emotional strains of the moment.  Finally, the band closed with “The Official West Point March.”  It almost lifted me up. 
 
         Afterward there was a huge wake at the Officer’s Club.  A gifted ice sculptor had made a likeness of Gunnar as a centerpiece.  Atop the statue of First Captain Olson was an olive drab, eight-point Marine utility hat.  “That had been an inside joke,” Hank explained.  “His friends called him ‘Gunny,’ as in Marine gunnery sergeant, and presented him with the eight-sided hat when he became first captain.  The Army tactical officers occasionally overheard the nickname and took professional offense.  The rivalry over Marine and Army procedures, tactics, and traditions were deep.  The first classmen had their own tradition of friction with the tactical officers above them.  The enemy of my enemy …” 
 
         After getting me a drink, Hank said, “You know this wake is the only part of honoring him Gunnar would endorse.”  He told me, “The Olsons are from a long line of Irish who love wakes,” Gunnar used to tell me.  He laughed at Nordic Gunnar’s joke. 
 
         I tried to emote correctly.  I was totally self-conscious about how my rage kept me from appearing appropriate for a grieving twin.  “Hank, what can you tell me about how Gunnar died?” 
 
         “Alex, it would not be an exaggeration to say that he died a hero’s death.  His hamlet was involved in a monumental firefight.  They were outmanned and outgunned.  They were being overrun.  There was no escape route.  Gunnar called in an air strike, as well as artillery, on his position to take out the enemy.  It was a kamikaze move.  To us, it was rational heroism.” 
 
         A first classman known as “Iron Mike” overheard the discussion.  In his very deep voice, he added, “I am very sorry for your loss.  I was one of Gunnar’s plebes.  He was my squad leader when he was a second classman.  He was the best cadet I ever knew.  He was the guy everyone wanted in their foxhole.  I hope I can be the officer he was.  He was a world-class hero.  You can be very proud of your brother. 
 
         “You know, as a new cadet, everyone of us recited: ‘All I am and all I ever will be I owe to my first Beast squad leader, Mr. (fill in the blank).’  At the time, it felt like good humor.  I could say that sentence now omitting the Beast part and with Olson attached — and mean it.  He really inspired me!” 
 
         Hank sensed my darkening mood.  “You probably don’t know this, but four of us new cadets shared a room at the Thayer Hotel the night before reporting here the first day.  Gunnar and I went on to be roommates in Beast Barracks.  At one shower formation, I made several mistakes reciting required knowledge.  That, of course, resulted in the usual piling on of upperclassmen yelling at me.  I was bracing as hard as I could.  The more they screamed at me, the more mistakes I made.  It was a vicious cycle. 
 
         “I was, needless to say, in dire straights.  Then this new cadet three heads to my left flagrantly reaches to scratch his head.  I didn’t know who he was because my eyes were glued straight ahead.  Well, all the unwanted attention I was getting shifted his way.  “Smack-head, what do you think you’re doing making an extraneous gesture?” was aimed at him, not me.  I was so relieved to get the spotlight off of me.  I finally broke a huge sweat and got sent to shower.  It was an answer to a prayer. 
 
         “The guy who scratched his head was the subject of ongoing massive grief.  The upperclassmen were still yelling at him after I got out of the shower and headed up the stairs to my room.  I could hear it five floors up.  Ten minutes later, just before taps, Gunnar finally rushed into the room. 
 
         “As we brushed our teeth, I said, ‘I hated that.  I thought I’d never get out of there.  Who was the dummkopf who reached for his forehead when we were supposed to be at attention?’  I laughed with bravado. 
 
         “You guessed it,” Hank laughed.  “Gunnar matter-of-factly said, ‘That was me.  I thought you could use a little help.’” 
 
         “When I asked why he would do that, he said, ‘It’s just what I do.’  I started getting it: Everything counts; we were in this together.  I don’t know what would have happened if Gunnar had not distracted the ravenous swarm attacking me from every direction.  I can tell you he helped me immeasurably. 
 
         “I didn’t know what to say,” Hank went on.  “Then taps saved me from my inability to find words.  Your brother always functioned at a level above the rest of us.” 
 
         “Hank,” I replied, “you captured a lot of his essence there.  I could not have said that better than you did.” 
 
         “Alex, Gunnar was cool because he didn’t try to be.  It’s trite but true  He had more cool in his little finger than most of us have in our whole bodies. 
 
         “A few weeks later in Beast, we were preparing for noon dinner formation.  Prior to every formation, a plebe has to use Brasso on his belt buckle to keep it shiny.  I sat down at a desk in our room to review fourth-class knowledge while shining mine.  I scraped my buckle on the desk when I rose from the chair.  I was then hanging by a thread.  My squad leader was looking for any excuse to jump down my throat.  I was having daily sessions of holding my M-1 straight out in front of me with both arms until my muscles absolutely refused to cooperate.  He threatened me with the little green chair punishment for my next offense that day.  By then, Gunnar was functioning better than most of us and getting less grief.  There wasn’t time to buff the scratch out.  Gunnar swapped buckles with me and took undeserved heat, but not as much as I would have got.” 
 
         “Hank, what’s the little green chair?” I asked. 
 
         “It’s a physical punishment  A cadet sits on a virtual chair.  He has two feet on the floor, back and head firmly against the wall, and knees bent at 90 degrees.  The lack of any other support usually results in the cadet falling to the floor in exhaustion or fainting.  It might be worse than a stick in the eye.” 
 
         I shook my head.  Gunnar had been through more than I ever imagined.  “Hank, what’s sitting on infinity.” 
 
         Hank flushed.  “Alex, I won’t explain that.  The point is: Gunnar got it.  He was the man.  After two weeks of Beast, he was operating above the level of the prep-schoolers.  Later, my other roommate and I followed Gunnar’s lead.  The three of us became the best functioning room in the squad.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Glen was at the funeral.  He consoled me, “Alex, I know you miss him deeply.  You two were — are — like my own children.  If there is anything I can do for you now or ever, call.  You are constantly on my mind, now more so than ever.”  Glen’s voice was strained.  He fought to hold back tears.  He pulled a handkerchief from his coat pocket.  “I’ll be back after I get a refill,” he said as he turned to prevent me from seeing him sob.  Tough guy to the end. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Alex, I’m sure you don’t remember …  I’m so sorry for your — our loss.  We met back when Gunnar and I were plebes.  I’m Henry Dexter.  I’m fifth generation West Point.  Gunnar was the reason I made it through West Point.  I was on a disastrous path of getting too many demerits as a plebe.  We were in the same company.  My roommates were screw-ups, too.  The company commander moved me in to be one of his roommates when one of his original roomies resigned.  He was seen as a good influence.  I wouldn’t have been surprised if my dad called the company commander … 
 
         “Anyway, it was a good decision to put me in with Gunnar.  I was pretty hardheaded about not changing my ways, but Gunnar never gave up on teaching me good habits.  If that weren’t enough, he marked himself as room orderly whenever it was my week.  Room orderly is the guy who gets the demerits for discrepancies in common areas of the room.  The custom is to rotate that weekly.  It was a big thing for me to have him covering for me.  I had such a bad reputation that ‘quill’ —demerits — automatically fell on me. 
 
         “He wasn’t a pushover, let me tell you.  He insisted I do the cleaning of the room when it was my week to his satisfaction, even though he was the nominal room orderly.  No one else went that far out of their way to help me. 
 
         “We had several patrols together in Ranger School.  I miss him.  He was a great influence, a great guy!” 
 
         I patted Henry on the shoulder to thank him. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “How do you do?” the lieutenant began.  “I know how hard this must be for you — especially to lose someone with such humanity.  You know, this place sets out initially to turn new cadets into drones.  Thinking beyond functioning as a plebe is punished if it exceeds the whims and wishes of upperclassmen and officers. 
 
         “In plebe swim class, I was ‘bobbing and breathing’ in 8-feet of water in the gym pool.  That’s a technique to survive in such water while holding a rifle.  It was a remedy coming out of the deaths of several grads’ unnecessary drownings in Ranger School.  I was in the last wave coming across the pool, three at a time.  Last, because I kept moving to the back of the line on the other side of the pool.  I jumped into the pool with my rifle and bobbed slowly toward the other side where almost everyone was.  Halfway across, I panicked and started to drown.  Everyone else was out of the pool at that point. 
 
         “As I was struggling for air, no one — not the instructor, not any cadet — came for me except one.  In precious seconds, one plebe did a perfect life-saving scissors-entry, legs spread — left leg stretched forward and right leg stretched backward.  You probably know that lets the rescuer continue to see what’s going on by keeping his head above water.  It also announces, ‘Help is on the way.’  As the rescuing plebe hit the water, the authoritative civilian instructor blew his whistle loudly and commanded, ‘As you were, Olson.  Halt, mister.  Let him drown!’ 
 
         “The noise and shouting shook me out of my panic temporarily.  Gunnar yelled at me, ‘Drop your rifle and swim.’  I did.  Gunnar swam slowly next to me.  We both reached the drain edge of the pool by the instructor at the same time and exchanged knowing looks.  I remember looking at the classmates who didn’t come after me.  They looked like vapid zombies. 
 
         “Gunnar was different.  He was a great human being!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Another lieutenant shook my hand.  His face and eyes showed me how sorrowful he was.  “Do you know where your brother was the night before graduation?  I can tell you he didn’t get any sleep.  He organized a bunch of firsties who were strong swimmers.  I was captain of the swim team, so I got kickboards to transport the white paint.  That night, five of us swam across the Hudson River to write, ‘Class of 1962’ on the large rocks.  It was no walk in the park.  People forget the Hudson is actually an estuary, so we had some surprises in a strong tide and brackish water.  We started with five flashlights and finished with one. 
 
         “I will really miss him!  The Corps’ loss.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Another of the Class of 1962 approached.  “Very few people know this.  They do know that the Rockettes came up to the Academy during our Plebe Christmas.  They put on a free show at the theater.  Gunnar got them there with a strong written plea to the mayor of New York City.  The mayor knew somebody who knew somebody.  It was a great performance to cap our Plebe Christmas.” 
 
         “Rockettes — they’re the precision dance company?  Long-legged, high-kicking beautiful women?”  I checked my facts. 
 
         “The same.  Upperclassmen returning for second semester from leave were envious.  That performance was a first-ever at the Academy.  You knew Gunnar wound up dating one the Rockettes?” 
 
         I did not. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “We will miss him,” one more lieutenant said to me.  “I’m Bill Tate.  I was in Gunnar’s squad during Beast Barracks.  “I’ll never forget him. 
 
         “Those famous suitcases we had to drop the first day, had to go somewhere.  Our platoons’ went to an empty room on the top floor of an opposing barracks.  In the fourth week of Beast, we were allowed to get a limited number of items from there.  Most people had their own toilet articles and alarm clocks, for example. 
 
         “At the time, everyone of us was starving.  The small ‘square meals’ coupled with high activity had all of us losing lots of pounds.  About every other thought was about food.  Some guys were even eating toothpaste. I was a football player and used to eating large portions.  I knew Gunnar was hurting, too, but he gave me the only three Planters Peanut Bars he smuggled out of his suitcase. 
 
         “He was one heck of guy!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Alex, let’s go over in a corner where I can whisper and you can hear me. 
 
         When we were away from the crowd, the classmate began, “I think you should know this about your brother.  Few people know, but I think your family should know and maintain it as an important part of its history. 
 
         “I was a yearling in a company adjacent to Gunnar’s, in the same barracks.  One winter night when he and I were pulling CQ — charge-of-quarters duty, we both had an ‘all right’ physical inspection of the company area.  We wound up checking the basement ‘sinks’ at the same time after taps.  There was an unauthorized third party — a female civilian teenager — wandering around.  From Academy lore, both of us thought separately: She’s the legendary nymphomaniac who is obsessed with cadets — the ‘Corps whore.’ 
 
         “Gunnar took charge and escorted her to his orderly room with me as his witness.  He called for an ambulance and military police escort.  It turned out that she was the daughter of one of the academic department heads, a full colonel.  I don’t have to tell you what Gunnar’s proper decision meant to her family.  I also don’t have to tell you that his conduct was exemplary.  He said he couldn’t leave a lamb among wolves.  I don’t need to say any more, except that he brought great honor to the Long Gray Line.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Back from the sidebar, an Army major approached me.  His skin was eerily yellow.  “Don’t be afraid to shake my hand.  My doctor assures me I’m not contagious.  I have recurring malaria from serving as an advisor in Vietnam.  It comes back on me from time to time, giving me this heavenly glow,” he joked.  “The jaundice makes me look like a zombie. 
 
         “More importantly, your brother will be missed.  I taught him calculus his plebe year.  He found out I’d made a comment about his lacking a sense of humor in a report we routinely did on section leaders.  As a second classman he came in and thanked me for that!  No, he wasn’t being a wise guy.  That was not him.  Said it helped center him.  It got to be a running joke between us. 
 
         “I’d see him in hall approaching me, he say, ‘Funny day to be alive, sir!’  Always with a smile. 
 
         “I’d say, ‘Don’t joke me over, Gunnar.’” 
 
         “He was one of my best students.  Came to class prepared.  Looked for ways to apply classroom knowledge in life.  A student who inspired his teacher.  How about that? 
 
         “God be with you, Alex, and our Gunnar!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    A lieutenant general and his aide came next.  “Gunnar was the cadet brigade commander my first year as superintendent.  From the record, I could see he was an outstanding cadet even before that.  He really surprised me when he turned down the Rhodes Scholarship. 
 
         “You know being a Rhodes Scholar would have put a another feather in his cap; however, turning it down made him more of an icon than he already was.  He became the stuff of legends when he decided to go stay the course in the Army.  He may surpass Douglas MacArthur in the lore the Academy.  Does that surprise you?’ 
 
         “General, as his twin, I knew him very well and he was always surprising me.  I was most surprised when he didn’t opt to go into the Air Force.  From early boyhood, he dreamed of being a jet fighter ace.  My uncle even spoke to him about going to the Air Force Academy.” 
 
         “Alex, God is an Army man.  He’ll take good care of Gunnar.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I had planned to pay for everyone’s drinks, but Hank and his classmates had covered that.  I thought the stories were over when a well-lubricated first classman approached. 
 
         “Alex, I am still here at West Point only because of your brother.  You probably know that the Academy reviews our ratings by peers and upperclassmen periodically.  When I was a yearling, I fell into the lowest tier.  An officer board was convening to look at me for dismissal.  I did not know where to turn.  I went to your brother.  He had a lot at stake as first captain to bet his reputation on me. 
 
         “I was heartened when he stood up for me.  He wrote the most persuasive letter of recommendation for me.  He was the best squad leader I ever had.  Many of us consider him the best brigade commander in the history of the Corps.” 
 
         “You and I both miss him,” I spoke for him. 
 
         A fellow firstie escorted him away, and another of Gunnar’s classmates appeared in front of me. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Alex, did you hear about the Class of ’62 setting an Academy record for assembling a pontoon bridge at Camp Buckner?” 
 
         This time I got to tell a story.  “You mean where the companies compete on which can put the bridge across a river the fastest — without any prior instruction?” 
 
         “That’s the one!” he said. 
 
         “That’s when one of your crazy classmates charged with leading his company goaded his men, ‘If you set the record with me, I’ll run across the bridge naked.  His company not only beat the other companies, but set an Academy record.  The dutiful cadet took off all his clothes and ran across the newly constructed bridge.  Meanwhile, a block away, the commandant, a brigadier general, observed this unbecoming conduct and turned to his aide with a furrowed brow.  His aide came back with the explanation.  The commandant smiled.” 
 
         “Sounds like you don’t know, Alex.” 
 
         “What?” 
 
         “The crazy cadet was your brother, Gunnar!” 
 
         I’m sure I turned pale.  The shock took me away from my grief and anger.  I thought I could read Gunnar better than that.  When he told me the story, he must have got an additional kick out of remaining anonymous.  That he would do; he was self-effacing. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    One visitor, Sean O’Reilly, approached.  He wore thick glasses and did not fit the mold of the trim, athletic-looking officers and cadets.  He wore a nice-looking Navy blue Brooks Brothers suit. 
 
         “Alex, you may not remember me.  I remember you!  We were in first grade at Whittier Elementary in Albuquerque together.  I read about the tragedy in the paper.  I wanted to pay my respects. 
 
         “I had a habit of coloring frogs red in first grade.  My teacher would get upset with me, and most of my classmates ridiculed me as being stupid.  Gunnar got several of his friends to start coloring their frogs red.  That took the peer pressure off.  I could handle the teacher’s comments better than my classmates’. 
 
         “I’ve thought many times how that was a critical inflection point in my life.  And there was another time in third grade where our cub scout troop went for a long hike in the desert looking for rocks and different species of cacti.  I forgot my canteen.  Gunnar was the only scout who shared his water with me.  I always wanted to thank him again as an adult.  I’m late, but I’ll thank you, Alex.” 
 
         “What do you do, Sean?” 
 
         “Oh, I’m working on my PhD in mathematics at Columbia.  I had a learning disability, as my teacher guessed, but I would never have survived first grade without Gunnar.  Who knows, I might have had heatstroke later in the desert, too.” 
 
         “Sean, thanks for coming,” I said.  “I think I remember you.  Could you have been considered a class clown back at Whittier?” 
 
         “Guilty as charged!” Sean smiled.  Now the universe gets it revenge on me as a teacher.” 
 
         “You did a lot for Gunnar in return.  You couldn’t know that.  He was pretty straight-laced in school.  He told me he owed his sanity to people like you who would break up the routine — by breaking up the class, if you will.  Specifically, he told me of one time when you were sent to the class cloakroom for punishment.  Gunnar nearly split a gut when you pulled yourself up on a supporting bar and threw your leg over the high dividing wall.  He said you really brought waves of spontaneous laughter to the class.  The teacher apparently was not amused.” 
 
         Sean laughed, “That was me.  I’d forgotten about that.” 
 
         “Sean, he told me that story so many times.  Thank you for helping me remember a very good time with him,” I said. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Hank came over to check on me, “How are you holding up?  They’re not giving you a break.” 
 
         “I know, Hank, today is like It’s a Wonderful Life.  Gunnar really did help a lot of people.  And I thought I knew him!”  I read Hank’s gesture and head dip. 
 
         “Scotch, one ice cube. Thanks!”  I had to drink to Gunnar. 
 
         Another of Gunnar’s classmates introduced himself.  “You know at least twenty-five of my classmates in this room today would probably not be here today if it weren’t for Gunnar.” 
 
         “More stories about demerits or studies?” I asked. 
 
         “No, I mean he saved their lives.  First-class year, many of us were legally drinking our pitchers of beer and dancing at a local tavern Saturday night during Gloom Period.  The fog rolled up the Hudson River Valley suddenly while we partied.  When it was time to head back to West Point, you couldn’t see more than twenty-five feet in front of you.  The pressure to get back in time was immense.  It was a sure ‘8 and 8’ — eight hours walking the area plus eight demerits. 
 
         “Gunnar stepped up.  He hollered.  ‘I’m your first captain, and I’m pulling rank.  I order you stay here until the fog lifts.  It’s my responsibility.  It’s on me.  I’ll take the heat.’ 
 
         “Several of us told him it wouldn’t work, but we knew it was worth a try.  We followed his orders.  As I said, there were at least twenty-five firsties in that bar.  When the fog lifted, we rode in taxis or girlfriends’ cars.  We missed taps by two hours that night.  Subsequently, punishments came down as expected on everyone of us who were late.  An embarrassed Gunnar apologized to us classmates and bravely went to the commandant over the issue.  No one did that. 
 
         “Most people had to wait to see the commandant, if for no other reason than to remind them they were seeing the only brigadier general on the post.  He was outranked only by the superintendent, a three-star general.  Gunnar no more than sat down outside the office when he was summoned by the general’s aide. 
 
         “The commandant returned Gunnar’s salute and began, ‘Gunnar, I think I know why you’re here.  Please have a seat.’  The general poured two doubles of Pine Creek Canadian Whisky.  He handed Gunnar a tumbler.  ‘From a friend.  Since I expect you’ll be sitting in this office one day, I want to explain my decision process — a lot of considerations.  Gunnar, I have to hold everyone accountable for doing their duty.  I need to consider the precedent I set.  I need to be even-handed in the strictest sense of military discipline.  Keep in mind that I just gave an ‘8 and 8’ to a yearling last spring.  A first classman from his company gave him a ride to Washington, DC.  Both were on leave.  The two returned an hour late because the first classman forgot about the daylight-savings-time adjustment.  The first classman rightly took complete responsibility for the lateness.  Nonetheless, I also held the yearling accountable.  He got ‘8 and 8,’ too.  That being said, I’m proud of what you did.  I’d sure as hell follow you anywhere.  Tell your drinking buddies we’re having a civilian dignitary at Friday supper and Saturday’s parade.  I think I’ve said enough.  Good to see you, Gunnar — as always.  Dismissed.’ 
 
         “That Friday, the Prime Minister of Canada spoke briefly from the poop deck of the mess hall.  He granted amnesty to all cadets for their scheduled tours on the area.  We had to live with the demerits,” he smiled.  “Even if the punishment had not been stayed, Gunnar did the right thing in getting us to do the right thing.  What a guy!  We will miss him.” 
 
         “So let me get this straight, the general liked what Gunnar did so he got the Canadian Prime Minister to visit and ask for amnesty?” I asked. 
 
         The classmate smiled, “That’s it.  He wanted to telegraph his actions with the Canadian Whiskey and the dignitary visit.  Gunnar was smart.  Gunnar knew he had a victory when he left the commandant’s office.” 
 
         I took a drink.  Any other day, I would have been exhausted from meeting so many unfamiliar  faces.  The revelations about Gunnar buoyed me up.  I thought I knew Gunnar’s life story.  There was so much more that I was unaware of. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Alex,” a lieutenant classmate of Gunnar began, “Cow year before the Army-Navy football game, Gunnar recruited three of us, besides himself, for a special project.  We were chosen from different companies across the Corps so that we would not be easily associated in any investigation.  On a weekend leave several weeks before the game, we met up near Annapolis to kidnap — pardon the pun — Billy, the Navy goat mascot. 
 
         “We employed sound battlefield tactics.  We diverted the guards on the goat, moved in stealthily, and left with Billy.  The superintendent of the Naval Academy formally asked West Point’s superintendent for return of the goat.  We kept a tight lid on the whole operation.  There were multi-pronged efforts to find out who had the goat.  Some of the officers investigating were intent on finding the culprits; others, secretly pleased to learn nothing, went through the motions of discovering us.  Meanwhile, there were rumors that the goat had been slaughtered and the meat served up as hamburger in the Annapolis chow hall. 
 
         “In fact, a local farmer took good care of the goat until the big game. The capstone was anonymously arranging for an Army ROTC cadet in the Philly area to bring Billy into the Army-Navy game at halftime.  Of course, our male cheerleaders were ready to fire our cannon in celebration. 
 
         “I think the goat snatch — ‘Billy for Philly’ — was the greatest event of my life!” 
 
         “Navy won the game 13 to our 7, but Gunnar and crew won the day.  You, Alex, are the first to know about anyone involved.  We resolved to keep our identities secret until one of us passed.  So, Alex, I say to you, we have lost a great one with Gunnar, but he once again carries the day.  His spirit lives on.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The Protestant cadet chaplain, a civilian, walked up to me, “Alex, your brother was special.  I know you know that.  He was the only cadet I know who ever requested to attend Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish services.  You know that attendance at a service on Sunday is mandatory.  With the great demands on a cadet’s time, it would be prohibitive to attend more than one service. 
 
         “Gunnar came to me for help in getting assigned to each religion’s service at different times.  Typically, there is a formation for the respective service, roll is taken, and then the worshippers march to service.  With my recommendation, he expanded his horizons, to paraphrase him.  A very interested and interesting person.  I miss him …” 
 
         “Pastor, I sincerely thank you,” I answered. 
 
         “Alex, be well.  Oh, and I think I just explained why we also had a rabbi and priest at his services, in case you wondered.  God be with you!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Another lieutenant grabbed my hand to shake it.  “Due to the way we got shuffled and regrouped, I didn’t see much of Gunnar after yearling year.  I can tell you that being a plebe at the table where he was doing fourth-class duties as beverage corporal was where it was at.  Oh, we had our share of sitting up, reciting, and getting very little to eat.  But with Gunnar at the table, our lot was usually better.  He seemed to have the timing and initiative on how to get a ‘fallout’ from the table commandant.  If you were really clever — could capture the firstie’s interest or make him laugh, he could let the plebes at the table sit at ease and eat semi-normally. 
 
         “One particular Thursday supper, Gunnar did the boilerplate, ‘Sir, may we have permission to eat at ease?’ 
 
         “‘Why?’ the table commandant asked.  ‘What do you have?’ 
 
         “‘Sir, I have two hard-boiled eggs for you for your breakfast tomorrow.’  The setup was always critical to achieving the objective. 
 
         “‘Smack, what does that have to do with anything?’ 
 
         “‘Sir, you have a date with your OAO — your one-and-only — this weekend!’ 
 
         “‘Okay, you got me.  What does that have to do with price of tea in China?’ 
 
         “‘Sir, it is well known that the mess hall serves us saltpeter in our eggs.  There is no way these particular eggs have been adulterated.  They are pure to the nth degree.’  From time immemorial soldiers have spoken of additives being put in their food to reduce their sex drive.  Saltpeter in eggs was a popular rumor at West Point, supposedly for that same purpose. 
 
         “The table commandant smiled at the inventive tactic.  Gunnar had fact, conspiracy, drama, and the primrose path in his presentation.  High intelligence worthy of eating at ease.  With a measured smile, the firstie in charge commanded, ’You plebes fallout!’ 
 
         “We rotated table assignments periodically.  I was always glad to be on a table with Gunnar, as were other plebes because of his quick wit.  Because he was so masterful at this, the rest of the plebes sought him out for advice on subjects and timing for his art.  ‘I can’t teach timing, but fake-right-go-left is a good tactic,’ he taught.  A good example of that came a week later with the same table commandant. 
 
         “Gunnar asked permission to eat at ease.  Of course, the first classman wanted a justification.  He expected something very elusive and cryptic from Gunnar.  He began, ’Let’s have it, smack.  What do you have for me?’ 
 
         “Gunnar, said, ‘Sir, I have a henway.’ 
 
         “The table commandant turned to the cow on his right, ‘This should be good.’  Then he addressed Gunnar, ‘I don’t get it.  What’s a henway?’ 
 
         “Very professionally, Gunnar replied, ‘Sir, about six pounds.’” 
 
         “The table commandant smiled at the old Groucho Marx line.  ‘You got me.  Fallout, down there.’  We got to eat at ease.” 
 
         “Alex, may I get you another drink.  This has to be hard.” 
 
         “Soda water on the rocks, thanks.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    A jaunty lieutenant approached me with a self-assured smile.  “You know, Alex, Gunnar and I were in the same cadet company for two years.  I would not be here if it weren’t for Gunnar.” 
 
         “Please, tell me more,” I had a feeling this guy was setting me up. 
 
         “It was yearling year — sounds somehow redundant.  I was cramming for my turnout exam in physics at the end of first semester.  Essentially, I had flunked the subject and had one last chance to pass the subject matter, or else.  I thought I’d met my Waterloo.  My roommate counseled me, ‘There’s one way, and only one way, you even have a chance at this.’  At the same time, we both said Gunny.’ 
 
         “When I asked Gunny, he said, ‘Big problem.  I’m taking advanced physics.  I’m not proficient with what you’ll be tested over.’  I begged him to give it a go.  He did.  He scanned my book.  Then he said, ‘This project tonight already depresses me, and I’m sure, you.  We need to work smart.  First, we’re going to concentrate on the 20% of problems that will probably constitute 80% of the test.  Second, we won’t study all night.  We’ll make sure you get some sleep to be able to function tomorrow.’ 
 
         “Well, I’m here, so you know I passed!  I am so grateful.  My condolences to your family.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Hank drifted by again.  “So I see you met Ralph Benson.” 
 
         “I did.  Quite a character, it would seem,” I said with a smile. 
 
         “You only know the half of it.  I think I overhead him telling you about getting turned out in physics.  It was almost a disaster for Ralph.  You may have heard about the famous painter, James McNeill Whistler, at West Point.  He did not pass his turnout examination in chemistry, as he said, ‘If silicon were a gas, I would have been a general.’  That may be apocryphal, by the way. 
 
         “Ralph’s is a true story.  The rest of the story is equally good.  Ralph was really highly thought of by the Tactical Department, the hard-core officers who oversaw us day-to-day.  When the unofficial early results of the exam were available to the faculty the night of the exam, our company’s tactical officer came by after taps to give Ralph the good news before it was officially released. 
 
         “Ralph was not in his room.  He knew he had done well on the exam and ‘went over the wall’ to celebrate with his girlfriend.  Over the wall means he left the post.  His girlfriend had a car to make a run to New York City.  Ralph rode through the gate in the trunk of the car.  Of course, the well-meaning tactical officer then had to report Ralph.  Ralph got a raft of tours on the area and a slew of demerits. 
 
         “Ralph was probably the only cadet I know who could laugh off the whole incident,” Hank finished shaking his head and smiling. 
 
         I could not imagine a place more prolific in cranking out legends and lore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    A full colonel accosted me.  “Alex, I’m from the Department of English.”  I assumed he was the tenured head of the department.  “Your brother came to my attention early on as a plebe writing impressive essays.  Verbal skills far above what we normally see in engineering-oriented students.  More importantly, he later performed a service for my family that saved a member from further harm.  I can’t say more, but know that we are indebted to your family forever.” 
 
         I knew the story of rescuing the nymphomaniac.  I thought I had the context. 
 
         He continued, “As Iago said to Othello, ‘Good name in man and woman, my lord, is the immediate jewel of their souls.’  Indeed, your brother had a good name.  Let me know if there is ever anything I can do for you.  Here is my card.”  He wiped tears from his eyes with his handkerchief. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    A tall, gangly lieutenant approached. 
 
         “Alex, your brother was a big man.  I spent three and half years not liking him.  I can’t explain that.  Personality clash, jealousy, fate?  You know despite the legendary stories, he had to be a straight arrow almost all of the time to be the brigade commander.  As a firstie, I was walking back to the train after the Army-Navy game.  I was trying to walk fast to make the 0100 cutoff.  I was obviously inebriated and having trouble finding my way.  Gunnar grabbed me by the arm and asked, ‘Can I help you, mate?’  He led me to the train. 
 
         “Drunkenness is a huge offense.  I expected to be written up by First Captain Olson — get a wad of tours and demerits.  He was known as a hard-nose.  I kept waiting for the punishment to come down.  He didn’t write me up.  I had the deepest respect for him after that.  He was a great guy!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As the crowd at the Officers’ Club diminished, I turned to Hank and asked, “When I went to view the remains of Gunnar yesterday, I was told that the casket was already sealed and sent to the cemetery …” 
 
         “Alex, they probably didn’t want you to see what they didn’t have.  I hate being gruesome, but I know you can handle it.  In the aftermath of air strikes and artillery, there’s usually not a lot left — not to mention that napalm would have melted down his class ring and dog tags.  We both need to remember his spirit rises above all material existence — or nonexistence.” 
 
         That was one of the sanest statements ever spoken, but Hank could do that even after a few too many.  I could tell he was warming up to sing “Danny Boy.”  I arranged for a fellow classmate to get Hank to the bachelor officers’ quarters on post with his Corvette.  At least every other classmate of Gunnar drove that sports car. 
 
         I could not get Bobby Vinton singing “Blue on Blue” out of my head.  The momentary lift I got from the kind words and thoughts of the day was wearing off.  I was on a sharp downward trajectory again.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Proposition 
 
      
 
    I returned to hectic, concentrated studying back at medical school, a seemingly endless process of honing my knowledge.  I wasn't complaining; I’d learned from Gunnar not to gripe about my  destiny.  My classmates were so tired they didn’t even notice I had missed a day of school for Gunnar’s funeral.  And I wasn’t about to wear some stupid black armband asking for sympathy.  I was happy that Gunnar had so many colleagues who valued him.  That actually made my pain slightly more bearable at times.  Despite that, my down mood brought my progress in learning medicine to a halt.  I was going through the motions without awareness. 
 
         As I was one to hold a grudge, I was stuck on anger. 
 
         A week later, Glen showed up unexpectedly at school and waited hours for me to get a break in my busy schedule.  It was November 18, 1963.  He handed me a much-needed cup of black coffee and asked me to step outside into the cold. 
 
         I am rude and demanding, but I did apologize for keeping him waiting.  As I’ve said, Glen was a longtime friend of the family and a very important person.  That importance grew in my estimation through the years as I slowly pieced together exactly what he did.  I told him I was surprised to see him again so soon after the funeral. 
 
         “Alex, I would wait forever to see you!  I didn’t mind.  How are you doing?”  He handed me another hot cup of coffee. 
 
         “Glen, the days in second-year medical school are long.  I’d be up to it if it weren’t for the loss of Gunnar.  Every day, all day long, I feel as if I’d just been punched in the gut.  He was the heart and soul of our family.  Now, he’s gone …” 
 
         Glen reached out to pat my shoulder.  “I know Alex.  I’m here to remind you that I am always only a phone call away.  I know you’re due back in minutes.  I brought more coffee.  Figured you’d need it.  Say, could I drop by your apartment with some Chinese tonight?  I won’t stay long.  Tell me your favorite wine.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Glen brought moo shoo pork, pork lo mein, fried rice, and French Chardonnay to my place.  He made a joke about the “Chinese tacos” for a New Mexican — me.  Two unpretentious people, we both chuckled at our use of chopsticks. 
 
         “I notice you switch hands now and then eating the noodles,” Glen observed. 
 
         “It’s a future surgeon thing.  You know: develop manual dexterity.  I have boxes of fishing flies I’ve tied.  I’m getting better at using my left hand as primary,” I told him. 
 
         “Still getting some shooting in?” he asked. 
 
         “Glen, it’s always therapy for me — a meditation where my view of the world focuses in a very concentrated way and ignores all the clutter in the environment.  It’s also a zone of mastery for me.  How about you, are you getting any shooting in?” 
 
         “I am, Alex.  When I visited Oak Ridge this week, a friend had me try his Karabiner 98 Kurz, a World War II rifle.  I was hitting at 1000 meters with the 8x telescopic sight, as advertised.  Remarkable weapon.  It got me thinking about whether I would have taken out Hitler if I had been a German in the 1940s. 
 
         I asked myself where this conversation was going. 
 
         “What about you, Alex?  Would you have taken out Hitler if you’d known of the massive devastation and atrocities that he would cause?” 
 
         I used my left hand on my chopsticks to fill my mouth.  That gave me time to think about my answer.  I sensed a hidden agenda.  “I think I would,” I answered after swallowing my chewed pork and noodles.  “I like the subtle smoky taste of the pork lo mein.” 
 
         “Alex, I have been a friend of your family for over two decades.  Whatever I say in this room is never to be mentioned again outside these walls.  Can I count on you for complete confidentiality?”  He furrowed his forehead waiting for my reply. 
 
         “Of course, Glen.  I trust you.  And I hope you trust me.”  As I’ve told you, he and I had some magic rapport.  I bet we’d score the same on the Myers-Briggs personality test.” 
 
          Glen inhaled.  “I have something I think you should consider then.  You know I have a long view of history.  I was a Marine in the Pacific in World War II.  I worked in Washington, DC, during the Korean Conflict.  We wasted precious American lives in that debacle.  Now, this president is taking us down a similar road to another disaster.  He is about to bog us down in Vietnam the way the French were.  He ignores history and reality.  He won’t listen to seasoned civilian and military advisors who counsel him against the excursion.  Something needs to be done! 
 
        “Alex, I blame the current administration for Gunnar’s death.  I hurt every day over losing him, as I know you do.  You’re both the children I never had.  Never forget that! 
 
         “As I was saying, Kennedy is responsible.  He got us into the Berlin Crisis.  He screwed up with the Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba, leading to the Cuban Missile Crisis.  He ignores history and reality.  He’ll squander lives and national treasure in Vietnam for no reason.”  He bobbed his head looking for me to nod in agreement. 
 
        “We’re doubling down on stupidity, Alex, and it’s squarely on this president’s shoulders.  He is some arrogant, spoiled Ivy leaguer, too smart — he thinks — to listen to sound advice — much less the wisdom of history.  And the facade on White House!  Camelot indeed!” he scoffed.  “His so-called greatness is a fabrication of the fawning yellow press.  Goebbels-style manipulation!  The man’s dad bought the presidential election for him, with the Chicago mob, no less.  John’s money is ill-gained.  He is nothing but a womanizer pretending to be a wise man, which he is not.  He will take more innocent lives with his misadventures in Vietnam.  And he will take America down with it! 
 
         “You had told me you campaigned relentlessly for Kennedy.  Surely he has let you down immeasurably.  Salt in the wound.  There is a way you can address his betrayal. 
 
         “Alex, I may sound like a raving maniac, but I speak the truth from my heart, based on years of experience and inside knowledge.  We have an opportunity at this point in time to save our country from a pretentious demagogue who will take our country down a trail of tears to ruin.  Would you consider doing your part to stop this?  Alex, I’m giving you the opportunity to save countless lives of servicemen and your country.  Will you take it?” 
 
         “Glen, I guess I need to know more.”  This was a lot to digest, coming out of left field. 
 
         “Alex, your life is mired down in grief and anger.  I’m offering you a way out.  You can avenge your brother’s death and earn two million dollars in a day.  All you have to do is fire one shot.  That’s all, one shot.” 
 
         “I think I know what you’re saying.  Can I give you an answer tomorrow?”  The idea of revenge appealed to me.  The fat-cat playboy had cost me everything.  An inexperienced politician who conned everyone, especially me.  I rued the day I voted for him, and more so the weeks I campaigned for him. 
 
         “Alex, I need an answer tonight.  There’s someone waiting in my car who can perhaps help you make up your mind.  Excuse me, I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Alex!” a familiar figure entered my apartment by himself.  He stood uncomfortably in the doorway.  I could not believe my eyes. 
 
         I was equally awkward.  “Dad, I thought you were dead!”  My strong system had been shaken to its roots already by the loss of Gunnar.  Then I found out my dead father was alive.  Neither of us moved.  Familiar people acting like total strangers.  “How can this be?  Were you lost in the backwoods where the plane crashed?” 
 
         “Alex, it is a very long story.  I heard about Gunnar …” 
 
         “Dad, my mind is going in a thousand directions.  What is going on?  Is Mom here?” 
 
         “First, I apologize to you, Alex, for what has had to be.  I am the kingpin on a secret weapon that will end the Cold War when we have it fully developed.  Remember when we had to move on base Sandia Base back in Albuquerque.  We were just beginning the project then.  When there were very credible threats against our family from Soviet and Chinese intelligence, there was just one solution that made the most sense.  You and Gunnar could not be leveraged against your mom and me if we were dead.  Your mom is alive and well.  She sends her love. 
 
         “It may not mean much to you, but your mom and I were there for your graduations — yours and Gunnar’s — from high school and college — in disguise.  We weren’t allowed closer to you than one hundred feet away.  Likewise, we were in the background at Gunnar’s funeral. 
 
         “Second, the only reason I’m here now is that Glen asked me to persuade you to commit to his project if you resisted.  I told him I would.  I lied so that I could see you.  Whatever you do, Alex, I want you to refuse Glen.  Then, forget Glen ever asked you anything and forget you ever saw me.  Okay?” 
 
         I was still frozen in place with disbelief.  Finally, Dad hugged me.  Typical reunion of cerebral people.  Words first, then emotion.  I hugged him back with some reservation.  My mind understood what had happened, but my emotions were still all over the place. 
 
         “Dad, how come …”  I was interrupted by Glen reentering my apartment. 
 
         “I’d like to give you both more time, but we have to get going.  Security is having a hissy fit.”  Glen stepped between me and my dad. 
 
         A large athletic-looking man in a charcoal suit had followed Glen into my apartment.  He smoothly but firmly steered my dad out the door.  “Bye, Alex.  I love you!  Remember what I …” Dad uttered as he left. 
 
         “Alex,” Glen closed, “did your dad persuade you?”  He tried to stay cool, but I could tell by the hint of tension in his face he felt pressure to get an answer before he left. 
 
         I surprised myself, as if my words were ahead of my thoughts.  Gunnar’s inevitable river channels?  “He did, Glen.  I’m in.”  I was shocked by my words. 
 
         “Alex, you’re doing the right thing.  I want you to know that two million is what we would pay for an experienced person to do this.  I represented you well in getting that price.  I want you to know that.  Details will follow.  If you doubt anyone who contacts you, your challenge is ‘Do you have the time?’  The proper response from them is, ‘I have a pocketful with my watch.’  I have to go.  Great to see you, Alex!” 
 
         I had to sit down.  I was feeling faint.  Classical sign of shock.  My mind could try to will my body out of it, but I was running into the iron laws of biology.  There is only so much surprise a body can take.  I realized that I was now angry at my dad.  Not angry that he and mom were alive.  I was angry at him for deceiving Gunnar, Aunt Cece, Uncle Walt, and me — even if to save our lives.  It was not rational.  It was emotional.  I was also angry at a world that required their disappearance.  I needed to channel that anger. 
 
         I went from a chair to the floor.  I needed blood flow to my head.  As I waited to feel normal, I lapsed into an old habit.  I picked out shapes in the plaster on the ceiling.  This was a deer.  That was a sailing ship.  Over there was Mr. Magoo.  No doubt about it. 
 
         Glen knew me.  He was as clever as I.  He had me at my tipping point.  He knew what my dad would do.  He knew I would react to my dad’s advice negatively.  And the skids were greased with my unmitigated rage over my brothers death.  Amidst all the flotsam and jetsam of my bubbling thoughts, I realized that resolving to take action on my part made me feel better — better than I’d felt for days.  In spite of my anger. 
 
         I sat down to make of list of things to do.  The most important action was to communicate with Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece.  I decided I would write to Aunt Cece at her business address at Holloman AFB.  I would tell her I needed to drop out of medical school and travel to overcome my grief.  I urgently needed to let my medical school know as well.  Whether the faculty would take me back in the future was an imponderable.  If nothing else, Glen could get me back in.  Then I needed to give notice on my apartment.  I didn’t have much in the way of worldly possessions to worry about.  Normally, I would have worried about my many expensive medical texts, but two million dollars would buy me a lot of those in the future. 
 
         My subconscious gave me another task for the following day: Get worldwide vaccinations.  I was up-to-date for the United States for any hospital work.  I needed to get typhoid, typhus, and gamma globulin if my memory served me correctly.  Shots, just in case — of something.
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    Dallas 
 
      
 
    Here I am at the Texas School Book Depository.  My short-term memory replays the last twenty minutes.  “Joe” is our inside contact.  He told me not to use his name when talking to him, then escorted me into the building.  I carried a clipboard walking up the stairs as he asked me — like an auditor or efficiency expert.  He apparently works here.  He introduced me to “Lee” — probably not his real name. 
 
         Joe was just a little jittery, eager for the whole situation to be over but still in control.  He briefed me, “I’m supposed to tell you there may be other shooters.  Don’t be distracted.  It’s somewhat like the old firing squad theory of many shooters — no sure blame.  If any shooter is caught, he won’t register positive under a lie detector test when asked, ‘Did you kill …?’ 
 
         “Okay, you both know what you’re supposed to do.  I’m stepping outside the door.  I’ll keep any would-be intruders from opening the door.  Lee, you have the alcohol and cloth?” 
 
         Nodding, Lee produced them from his side pockets. 
 
         “Good.  Lee, you will wipe fingerprints from the rifle.  Leave the rifle.  Then, you’ll open the door.  That will be my cue to start down the stairs.  Lee, you will follow me down the steps.  Give me a five-second lead time.”  He pointed at me, “You will follow Lee after ten seconds.  I will vouch for you two if necessary.  Any questions?” 
 
         Lee and I shook our heads — no questions. 
 
         Out of view from the window, Lee and I waited.  Lee would have been a terrible negotiator.  The short silence made him start talking as if it had some permanent link to his tongue that made him fill the void, “You know, I should be the one shooting.”  I sighed at his bloviating.  He continued, “I was an expert marksman in the Marines.  In fact, I was the best shooter in the history of the Corps.  They had even more important things for me …” 
 
         “Lee,” I interrupted, “looks like the first vehicle.”  I saw the lead Secret Service vehicle enter my line of sight around the southwest corner of the County Criminal Courts Building on Main Street. 
 
         Lee directed, “Step back!” as he dramatically aimed his open right palm in my direction.  “Let me check this out.”  He picked up the 6.5 mm Carcano rifle and ported it, stopping one foot from the window, looking at the presidential motorcade now on Houston Street.  It will turn to its left on Elm Street from Houston Street.” 
 
         I stepped to my right to see around Lee, who was eclipsing my view.  He was probably already seen at the window with the rifle in his hands.  I saw him in his delusional grandiosity looking through the rifle’s telescope as if to fire.  A rookie?  Did anyone prepare this guy? 
 
         This was no time for his dreams of glory.  I feared he would take a shot and blow the entire operation.  Or have I been set up as a patsy?  No, Glen wouldn’t let that happen.  I tried to stay calm.  “Lee, you need to step back from the window.  Now!” I commanded.  He didn’t know that Gunnar and I used to pretend fighting with mock blows to body pressure points.  He could have been in for a world of hurt. 
 
         Ignoring me and still trying to pretend he was in control, Lee said in a strained voice, “I see them.  Better get ready!”  He backed away from the window to get out of my way.  About time! 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    You remember my taking the rifle from him. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The nanosecond of recollection is over. 
 
         Now at the window, I size up the situation.  The procession will be moving left to right from my perspective.  Where flying the remote control model aircraft reminded me of firing a rifle, now firing the rifle reminded me of flying the RC airplane toward me: The motorcade’s left turn will become my right. 
 
         Nervous Lee paces behind me to release his tension.  That would agitate most shooters.  In contrast, I laugh at this man who is in way over his head.  I ignore my natural response and concentrate on the wind direction, the target, its speed, and distance the bullet will travel.  One shot only, Glen said.  I concentrate on what I can control.  My marksmanship is almost total instinct at this stage of my life.  The only thing I need to control is my breathing.  I slow my diaphragm, consciously moving more air in and out.  My navel moves far more than my chest.  I breathe deeply. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I get the best shot framed in my scope.  The target distance is unchallenging, inside of 100 meters.  I have done this over 10,000 times.  The feedback from my grip on the rifle recalls my first shot in Rifle Club back in Albuquerque — a bull’s-eye.  I feel an overall pleasant feeling in my body from hormone release.  I am in flow.  Edgy Lee and time do not exist — only my target.  I gently put pressure on the rifle’s trigger.  Boom!  The recoil energy of the 6.5 mm Carcano also surprises me in spite of its inevitability.  I’ve trained myself not to anticipate it and the boom.  The bullet exits the barrel at 625 meters per second — 1398 miles per hour, almost twice the speed of sound. 
 
         I really don’t even need to look, but I do.  It’s a head shot, right where I aimed.  I knew that when my index finger began to apply pressure on the trigger.  Sometimes I feel that the bullet hits its mark even before I pull the trigger.  That’s how connected the seamless event is to me. 
 
         You know I never miss.  With internal professional satisfaction but no outward display of emotion, I turn to hand the rifle to Lee.  Lee?  I realize we’re now off script.  Lee has bolted. 
 
         Through the open door I hear Joe mutter, “What the hell, Lee?”  Joe disappears, apparently following Lee down the stairs.  As Glen often quoted German military strategist Helmuth von Moltke, “No battle plan survives contact with the enemy.” 
 
         When I had asked Glen the details of the plan, he said, “Don’t worry; the Company will take care of it.  I fend off my neurotic demons that want me to dwell on that irony and paralyze appropriate action. 
 
         I improvise.  I police the empty cartridge from the shot.  I find a cleaning rag to wipe my fingerprints from the rifle.  If examined, I will flunk a paraffin test; thanks, Lee.  I pick up five new books from an open box and carry them downstairs with both hands.  I want to look like an employee going down the stairs.  I again don my non-magnifying, non-compensating eyeglasses in a large black frame.  I look very bookish — convincingly administrative. 
 
         Joe comes through the open door and directs in a hushed voice, “Let’s go, now!”  From a handkerchief, he tosses two empty cartridges to the floor.  He asks me, “Where’s your cartridge?  I’ll take that!”  He takes it with his handkerchief and throws it to the floor.” 
 
         “What’s up with that?” I ask Joe. 
 
         “Don’t worry; the Company will take care of it,” he answers. 
 
         I follow him at several paces, letting him outdistance me.  Halfway down, from the third floor, I see trouble.  On the second floor, a uniformed policeman is questioning Lee.  The officer catches me coming down the stairs out of the corner of his eye. 
 
         Many steps below me on the stairs, Joe thinks quickly.  He turns and points at me, authoritatively bellowing, “We need those books on the first floor right now!” 
 
         The policeman discounts me as I pass.  Soon to be a face in the crowd, I place the books on a vacant desk on the first floor and exit the building.  I exchange my clear eyeglasses for a pair of large-lens sunglasses from my small purse to hide my face.  I have done my job.  The chaos in the streets around me does not upset me.  Even if I had a desire to run, my three-inch heels would put a damper on that. 
 
         Throughout my life, boys have been attracted to me, whether I wanted their attention or not.  Today I went out of my way to look dowdy.  I wear an out-of-style, subdued work dress.  It is loose fitting.  I have a dishwater-blond wig on over my brunette hair.  I have very subdued lipstick — no mascara.  I want no extra attention. 
 
         As I blend into the throngs on the sidewalk, I am exceedingly pleased I decided not to drive the rental car to the airport and fly out as planned by my handlers.  Glen’s group had given me the rental under a false ID they provided and appropriate airline tickets to the West Coast.  Based on the way Lee performed, I think I’d rather trust myself than an unseen puppet master. 
 
         Threading through sidewalk traffic, several times I hear topical remarks, voices that keep bouncing around in my head: “How could anyone shoot Kennedy?,” “Why would anybody kill the president?”, “What reason could any person have to shoot JFK?”  I mentally respond every time to the recycling voices, “He killed my brother!”  An eye for an eye.  I am strong.  I am resourceful. 
 
         Four blocks away from Dealey Plaza, I catch a cab to the bus depot.  There I retrieve the small bag I had left in a rental locker.  I buy a ticket on a Greyhound bus under an identity I created.  I begin my trip to San Francisco.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dallas Plus One Day 
 
      
 
    The Greyhound trip is as good as it can be.  The bus is new and clean.  I pretend to sleep with a blanket covering most of my face.  I avoid eye-to-eye contact and conversation.  When we stop along the way, I let everyone else get off the bus first before I get out to stretch.  I buy quick takeout from a nearby cafe and am third in line to reboard the bus.  First in line is too memorable to the bus driver taking tickets.  Along the route, I pick up newspapers that indicate JFK has died, authorities have arrested Lee Oswald as the suspected assassin, and Lyndon Baines Johnson has been sworn in as president.  Oswald’s picture tells me he was the Lee in the Texas Book Depository with me.  Why would he be allowed to use his real name during the op? 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I read newspapers left on the bus.  For now, I bury my face in them.  Hot off the mission, I’m still leery of too much exposure if someone happens to snap a photo of me coming out of the book depository.  I read about the neutron bomb, designed to stop a presumed Soviet tank attack in its tracks — only human casualties.  For some reason the concept of a thermonuclear weapon emitting mostly neutrons echoes in my head, giving me a sense of deja vu.  Why does this concept seem so familiar?  The concept has an accompanying feeling.  Was it something I overheard in Dad’s discussions with Glen? 
 
         In the fuzzy meta-processing of the brain —-something inherited from our ancestors, I associate the feeling with that strange period of upheaval in Albuquerque.  Dad and Mom were still alive.  We were uprooted from our home to move on base.  A security detail took us to and from school.  Mom and Dad whispered to each other a lot.  Was this the project that split my family in half?  My brain demands answers to understand, to put it all together — as if this is the rosetta stone that will unlock all secrets to the past and heal all wounds.  That’s my personality type!  And I know Gunnar would have already worked it out and shouted, “QED,” the Latin abbreviation for which was to be proved. 
 
         I have a happy thought for a few seconds.  I remember Gunnar overusing QED every time he made a point.  That phase lasted at least six months after he learned the initials in advanced geometry at Alamogordo High. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Using cash, I get a hotel room in San Francisco under my new identity.  Lou Christies’ single hit, “Two Faces Have I,” flashes in my mind.  Then it becomes the proverbial broken record that sticks in my head and refuses to leave.  I really need to stretch out to recover from the feeling of being confined on the bus.  Before I fall into a deep sleep, I applaud myself for going with my own devices.  I also dwell on the events since the shooting.  Indeed, there had to be one or more other shooters.  Oswald is looking more like a patsy.  Do the Feds have a bead on anyone besides Oswald?  Could Oswald successfully keep it together when interrogated?  I have my doubts.  I must be careful. 
 
         How about that Glen as a talent scout?  I still have some distrust of the man, but he knew what he was doing selecting me and backing me to his handlers — me, a no-name amateur.  His choosing a female assassin — pure genius.  I wasn’t given a second look departing Dealey Plaza, unless some guy was checking out my legs or breasts.  It’s 1963; Rosie the Riveter has long since put down her gun and was a blip in the giant radar screen of time.  The list of male assassins in the United States history is a long one, indeed.  The list of female assassins, a short one.  Although Mary Suratt was hanged in 1865 as a conspirator in the Lincoln assassination, she did not fire a shot — or did she?  In 1958, Izzola Curry was judged unfit to be tried for her assault on Martin Luther King with a letter opener.  Was she unfit because she was female?  She was confined to a psychiatric facility for life.  I laugh: In Dallas, if I’d turned myself in and said I’d shot Kennedy, I can see some crusty old chauvinist detective scoffing, “No you didn’t, honey!  Now just run along now, sweetie.  Don’t waste my time.” 
 
         For sure, if there were a profile for a female assassin, I wouldn’t fit the bill.  I’m petite and, despite being a good athlete, I look very feminine — perhaps even delicate.  From grade school on, my parents were approached by professional photographers who wanted me as a model for commercials.  They commented on my natural beauty, perfect nose, and strong presence.  I’m not bragging because I didn’t earn those qualities.  I’m just reflecting on how I got here. 
 
         I am so tired.  I wish I could sleep.  I nod off finally into deep sleep only to be startled awake by the dream of one of my imperious instructor’s back in medical school quoting the Hippocratic Oath: “First do no harm!”  My pulse is racing, and I break into sweat.  My rationalizations for taking the shot in Dallas apparently have not convinced my subconscious I was totally righteous. 
 
         Eventually, I sleep.  When I awake in the morning, I’ll purchase tickets on Pan American from San Francisco International to Saigon, Vietnam.  I have identification papers as a free lance journalist and a letter from a United States senator vouching for me.  A generous donation, I guess, will buy just about anything.  Being on the other side of the world out of sight seems like a good idea right now.  My other thought is that I want to discover more about Gunnar’s death.  My press credentials should pave the way.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Saigon 
 
      
 
    Getting off the Boeing 707 in Saigon is a shock to my system.  Exiting the air-conditioned craft, I feel the steam-bath atmosphere of the Mekong Delta.  It’s easily 90 degrees Fahrenheit and muggy as I walk across the tarmac.  I have a distinct scent in my nostrils unlike I have ever experienced before.  It brings to mind what Gunnar had noted in his travels, “I swear, Alex, blindfold me, and I can tell you where I am by the smell of the unique molds and mildews around the world — if I’ve been there before.”  I pay a guide at the airport to get me to a good place to stay.  He takes my luggage to a taxi.  I check into the Caravelle Hotel, which my guide says has air conditioning and a private generator.  I like the Italian marble accents and bullet-proof glass.  It is also the site of the Australian Embassy. 
 
         When I go for a walk, I am struck at the bustle of Saigon.  The colorful ao dai dresses the women wear remind me I am 9000 miles from Alamogordo.  The petite Asian women look great in the form-fitting silk tunic with pants.  I am not sure a full-figured Occidental would appear as attractive, although I think I would look fine in one.  After dark, I notice hundreds of Vietnamese driving mopeds on the busy streets — often two on a bike.  I am told they drive with their lights off to save fuel.  I think the next time I’m pulled over for driving without my lights on in the States, I’ll tell the highway patrolman, “I’m saving gasoline.” 
 
         It is interesting to catch up with ‘other’ members of the press who are at the fine hotel.  The three major television networks of the United States have bureaus in the hotel.  I am concerned about my cover story coming apart as I talk with seasoned foreign correspondents.  But I also see having drinks with them at the bar as an opportunity to learn and practice my story.  As it turns out, this is a great idea.  As Dale Carnegie would guess, to a person, each reporter is so concerned with his own self that he barely notices me.  I learn a lot from them about what is happening, where to go, and how to get there. 
 
         The assassination of President Kennedy is on everyone’s mind.  There are all kinds of conspiracy theories being floated.  Several news people recount how news of Jack Ruby’s killing of Lee Harvey Oswald on Nov 24 struck them.  Now, the rumors of the assassination being an inside job hit a high.  However, most of the reporters I talk with are more worried that the assassination coverage is overshadowing the news they are covering in Vietnam.  I congratulate myself on hiding on the other side of the world. 
 
         Later, I struggle to fall asleep.  Is it the result of crossing so many time zones to get here?  Or is it that Lee Harvey may have given up his accomplices? 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The next day I walk confidently into MACV Headquarters, the military center of operations for Vietnam.  There is a lot of activity.  I try to match the tempo.  As I ask around, Catch 22 works for me.  “Do you have written authorization to be here?” the sergeant asks. 
 
         “Would you like to see it?” I reach for my satchel. 
 
         “That’s fine,” the sergeant says, holding up his hand telling me he doesn’t want to see it.  Presumably, if you have it, you don’t have to show it. 
 
         It appears the military has been well briefed on not telling too much to the press.  By the time that filters down to the corporals, it becomes, “Just don’t talk to newsmen at all.” 
 
         However, I find a way around that.  I quickly discover that I have an advantage my fellow newsmen do not have.  I have no deadline, so I am more laid back.  I am more sincerely interested in the people I am interviewing.  I just chat.  The information I seek flows like sap from a maple tree, 90 drips per minute.  When I run into a roadblock, the promise of a bottle of Jack Daniels has ten times its cost in value to the promisee.  And when I return later with the bottle and stealthily award it, I always get another favor — without charge. 
 
         Life goes on after JFK is interred. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The next morning I don my freshly-issued fatigues.  My military contacts even provide me a jeep ride to Tan Son Nhut Air Base.  On the way, the Army spec 4 driver tells me the occasional overwhelming putrid smell comes from nearing the legacy open-cover French sewers.  I see Vietnamese fishing in these canals.  I am repulsed by the idea of what they will eat for supper. 
 
         From the base, I catch a flight on an Air Force C-123 Provider aircraft.  The two-engine, propeller driven aircraft was designed as an assault glider, the pilot tells me.  Later, engines were hung on it.  The fuel tanks suspended below the engines are “pickleable” — jettisonable in case of fire.  Did I really need to hear that? 
 
         As a female, I am getting a lot of attention.  I take advantage of the situation.  The crew makes an unscheduled stop at a dirt landing strip for me.  There I try to persuade an Army Huey helicopter pilot to fly me to the hamlet where Gunnar died.  He shows me a map of the area.  Intelligence tells him the area is still controlled by the Viet Cong — the VC.  He says he will circle around it but will not directly overfly it.  I have to wait until the afternoon when he has a mission going near it. 
 
         After we skirt the outer perimeter of the hamlet, I ask, “How long until we retake this area?” 
 
         “My guess,” he replies, “weeks.  Then the VC will take it back from us, and so on ad infinitum.” 
 
         “Good words, Mr. McKay!  It all sounds so frustrating.” I reply to the warrant officer pilot. 
 
         “I was at Dartmouth.  Felt I needed some FTA — fun, travel, and adventure.  I enjoy the flying.  I ignore the big picture.  That will drive you insane.  We have a reluctant client in South Vietnam, and it feels like they’re using a ouija board back in DC to wage this war.  I can’t wait to get back to Dartmouth.” 
 
         As I look out of the Huey’s plexiglass windshield, I sense Gunnar’s spirit.  I do indeed feel closer to him.  I hold back my tears.  The muscles around my tear ducts start to ache.  I use another technique; I pinch my forearm.  No tears! 
 
         I don’t converse much more with him in the air because, even on headsets, the whop-whop-whop of the helicopter blade makes communication difficult.  I remain silent flying back to the remote airfield.  I am overwhelming sad. 
 
         I spend the night on a cot in a hootch shared with a “Donut Dolly” — a female Red Cross volunteer.  For a few moments, her friendliness lifts my mood.  Then, I struggle to sleep at night.  I don’t think it is the heat keeping me awake but my simmering anger at Gunnar’s death.  I had hoped to find some acceptable rationale for his death — perhaps a now-peaceful democratic village, progress in the new war, something positive.  I find none of that. 
 
         Without warning, a dark, black wave of depression sweeps over me.  If my frame of mind is a song title, it is “Blue on Blue.”  I had felt that same degree of despair one snowy winter day in the Lincoln National Forest surrounding Ruidoso, NM.  Then, the trigger was my dad’s birthday years after his “death.”  Now, the catalyst was being near where Gunnar had died — needlessly. 
 
         My unresolved anger pushes the despondency away.  After that, McKay’s report on the dismal conduct of the war echoes in my mind.  I  had hoped LBJ would recognize JFK’s mistake.  The continuing poor conduct of the war does not mitigate any guilt I have over firing that bullet.  It appears that I have not changed the policy here.  The authors of foreign intervention bear responsibility for their actions.  I seethe with anger over my loss. 
 
         The next morning the same C-123 crew lands and off-loads passengers, food, and ammunition.  They pick up five passengers, including me.  I ride back toward Tan Son Nhut sitting on side-facing ribbed-canvas seats.  On a pallet in front of me is a thick black plastic, zippered bodybag with the partial remains of an American soldier.  Sobering, gruesome, morbid, sad — all pertain.  JFK should have seen what I see. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Back at the Caravelle Hotel, I ponder my situation.  I still have most of a million left.  The other million was to be deposited in an off-shore account.  At this point, I am reluctant to access that account.  The elimination of Lee Harvey Oswald makes me wonder whether I will be next.  Just another loose end? 
 
         With my new identity papers, I can lie low in places I’ve always wanted to visit.  Hong Kong, Singapore, Bangkok, the country of New Zealand, and the continent of Australia — all come to mind.  I’m not really in a holiday mood.  Possibly a change of scenery can improve my mood?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Rest for the Wicked 
 
      
 
    I travel abroad for two months.  During that time I learn that President Lyndon Johnson is establishing the Warren Commission to investigate the assassination of the former president.  I think about whether I can safely seek Glen out for advice.  I know untoward contact with him can be dangerous for both of us.  He had, however, routinely contacted the family through the years.  Minimal contact should be expected.  No contact over a long period would actually be an outlier that could trigger alarm.  That was it.  I would seek Glen out.  Using good deception, I return to the United States. 
 
         I try to call Glen’s Georgetown townhouse from Dulles Airport .  There is no answer.  I rent a car.  I drive by his place and see no activity.  I take down neighboring addresses and head to the nearest library.  With a cross-referencing Cole’s Directory, I get names and phone numbers of neighbors.  After several calls from public pay phones, I reach a neighbor at home during the week. I claim to be Glen’s niece passing through town. 
 
         “I’m so sorry to have to tell you,” the neighbor consoles.  “Your uncle died three weeks ago.  It was such a tragic accident.  He accidentally shot himself cleaning a pistol,” the somber voice says. 
 
         I feel cold chills.  I have goosebumps on my arms.  Then I feel icy cold.  No way — no way did Glen accidentally shoot himself.  Besides being an expert on pistols and rifles, he was also very situationally aware.  I hear his voice from the grave, “They’re coming for you next!” 
 
         My reaction surprises me.  I have been so depressed over Gunnar’s death, I am shocked that I care so much about surviving.  Maybe biology trumps psychology. 
 
         The out-of-the-blue death of Lee Harvey Oswald, now the “accidental” death of Glen.  Do I need to draw a line through those data points for you to predict what is next for me?  The message is clear.  I am expendable.  I need a plan.  It’s funny.  Yesterday I was planning to get Glen’s help to get back into medical school and pondering which residency I should go after.  Surgical residency or surgical residency, a tough choice — my only humor for today.  Now I am trying to just stay alive.  I pat myself on the back for cautious behavior in the past: leaving Dallas under a new identity, disappearing into the vast overseas chasm, calling anonymously from public phones, and not knocking on Glen’s townhouse door. 
 
         Writing Aunt Cece at her work to let her know of my pending “vacation” was also pretty smart, thank you.  Oh yeah, if I’d tried to tap that overseas account for the second million dollars, I bet someone would have tapped me! 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I fly first class to Dallas under an alias.  Yes, I might be needing my money for more pressing things in the future, but I figure one of two options will prevail.  One, I’ll go back to medical school where I won’t have time or inclination to spend much money.  Two, I’ll be on the run with my head down — somewhere that offers no opportunity to enjoy the money.  Meanwhile, I luxuriate in first class.  I have a double scotch of American Airlines’ finest.  I toast Gunnar.  External pampering, internal churning. 
 
         I wonder whether Joe at the Texas Book Depository is still alive.  I want to make decision trees on the small airline napkins as I think of different courses of action if this or that happens.  I decide I should not write anything down that could betray me. 
 
         Rather, I keep my notes in my head.  If Joe is alive, that would be a good sign.  Maybe the cabal running the operation is not eliminating all the loose ends.  It is interesting that the human brain loves a possibility that requires minimal action or exertion — the law of least effort.  Maybe the participants were screened well enough to know we can keep a secret.  How long will that trust last? 
 
         If Joe is dead, that is very bad.  We will be way beyond the probability of death by natural causes.  The deaths of Lee Harvey and Glen are already a double alarm.  Joe’s death would mean I definitely need to vanish until the threat subsides.  That could be years. 
 
         Then it hits me.  I might be looking at only a leg of the elephant.  I didn’t know the length, width, or breadth of the elephant.  There clearly were other shooters.  I don’t know anything about them — who they were or who paid them.  I will have no insight into whether these expendables have been eliminated. 
 
         My window of opportunity to go back to my life as second-year medical school student Alex Olson seemed to be closing rapidly, and I haven’t even reached Dallas. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I check into my hotel room in Dallas in the early afternoon.  I conjure up all sorts of ways to investigate Joe at the depository.  I have already ruled out walking into the building.  That could go wrong in any number of ways. 
 
         I settle on calling from a pay phone blocks away from the hotel.  I stop chastising myself for flying here in the first place.  I need to be here.  Calling from a long-distance number sticks out in records; a local call does not.  What to say is the next challenge.  If I ask whether Joe has died right off the bat, that will be a trigger if the FBI is listening.  Asking for Joe could go a lot of different ways.  “Which Joe?”  “We don’t have anyone by that name?”  “Can we have him call you back?”  Or, “Joe is dead.” 
 
         I settle on an opening, “I’m returning Joe’s call.  I’m just back from vacation.  I’ve been out of the office for a lengthy stretch.  He left me a message — I’m looking for the message to get the date for our upcoming appointment.  Where is that sucker?”  I practice role playing several times with myself. 
 
         When I place the actual call, the reply leaves me in the twilight zone: “We haven’t had a Joe here for two years.  He retired.” 
 
         I head for a local restaurant.  I might not have much access to a combination platter of tacos, enchiladas, refried beans, rice, and tortillas in my future.  Enjoy it while I can.  Iced tea, lemon wedge, no sugar. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I spend the evening at a local library.  I study virtually all the obituaries in the Dallas area over the last several months.  I grow weary of looking at old pictures of young men and projecting their faces into the present.  I am about to quit when I find Donald Joseph MacKenzie, a recent decedent.  His face was vaguely familiar.  Yes, he had worked at the Texas Book Depository for a number of years.  Donald was “Joe.”  Cause of death: heart attack.  Age: 34.  My pulse rate leaps, and my brow dampens. 
 
         I need to leave the United States yesterday.  I start investigating where to go.  I use the “Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature” to find good articles on places to retire abroad, to live cheaply overseas, and to vacation around the world.  From the various magazine articles, I build a list of potential hideaway locations for myself.  I screen for no extradition treaty, favorable money and banking, and out of the mainstream.  I settle on Vanuatu, population around 71,000.  The many islands there will easily support my keeping a low profile. 
 
         My body and mind prematurely give me a cold, sickening sense of homesickness.  To take a lesson from Gunnar, that feeling is life.  I need to push against it.  It is a condition I am responsible for.  I have unwittingly chosen this path.  I need to learn to live with the consequences of my action.  Johnny Cash’s “Ring of Fire” comes to mind and haunts me.  I did fall “into a burnin’ ring of fire.” 
 
         Waves of regret persist despite my intellectualizations.  Why had I been so willing to give up a guaranteed future when I graduate from a preeminent medical school?  Why had I taken a course that cut off contact with my aunt and uncle?  I had hurt so much from the loss of my parents and Gunnar, I suppose, that I made a bad choice for myself.  I had experienced the loss of the three most important people in my life.  My soul had been trampled, pounded, and crushed.  I still blame Kennedy for the death of my brother.  In that respect, I have no regret for firing the shot. 
 
         More importantly, why do I periodically indulge in self-recrimination and rumination?  The self-talk stops when I name the thought.  It’s a neurosis that keeps me from moving ahead in life.  I can only change the here and now, so that’s what I will do. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In Los Angeles, I have some hypothetical discussions with a law firm.  An attorney here sends me to a private investigator who requires several days to give me what I need — credentials as a recent graduate of medical school.  I look too young to have completed a residency.  I also ask him for plausible details to support the story.  He is expensive, but I have no choice.  Frankly, I think I can pass as a doctor in a rural setting.  I have completed my basic sciences studies.  I have worked with chimpanzees.  I have worked around human emergency medicine.  And I’ve exposed myself to medical protocols for years. 
 
         The standard for practicing medicine is different in second and third-world settings.  Without all the modern equipment in a United States hospital, without all the latest medicines, doctors do a lot of improvising.  A lot of unconventional happens when it has to.  I know my dental hygienist is not allowed to pull teeth in Alamogordo, but she does so routinely when on a humanitarian mission in the jungles of South America. 
 
         I busy myself with enjoying Southern California in late winter while I wait for papers to meet my specifications.  Just walking on the beach is heavenly.  When I tire of that, I spend a day at Disneyland.  I tour Knot’s Berry Farm the next day.  And the day after that, I enjoy the quirkiness of Venice, California.  Finally, there’s a coded note waiting for me at the hotel that my papers are ready. 
 
         The next day, I meet the PI for breakfast at a secluded cafe where we can talk — when the waitress is not refilling our coffee.  Between bites he tells me,“You are going to be Joan Smith.  Not a joke.  This identity is backstopped — has a real address.  She is an orphan.  She finished her doctorate in osteopathy last May.  She volunteered to do unsponsored missionary work in New Guinea soon thereafter.  A tropical cyclone hit there three months ago — a lot of flooding and mud slides.  She hasn’t been seen since.  No one looking to declare her dead.  I can have the papers for you tonight, to include a passport that shows an itinerary to New Guinea and then Vanuatu.” 
 
         I am in business.  The next day I board a flight to Fiji, then Port Vila, Vanuatu.  I am grateful for the stopover at Fiji.  Life is already slowing down from the big city pace of LA.  While I have a two hour layover, I fear I might not get my second cup of coffee in time for the flight to Vanuatu.  That’s how slow people are moving here.  As I sip on the second cup of coffee, I survey the airport cafe for anyone suspicious following me.  Not a soul — but a good operative wouldn’t appear suspicious. 
 
         As I reflect on my mental state, I realize that my survival instincts and planning have pushed out my grieving thoughts for Gunnar.  Is the subconscious so powerful that it sets up other troubles to displace unbearable personal pain?  Someday a psychiatric residency?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Vanuatu 
 
      
 
    The aircraft’s descent into Efate, the third largest island of Vanuatu, is spectacular.  Each island in the group looks like an emerald, ringed by turquoise, set in a gigantic Yogo sapphire.  I can tell I will need to expand my interests in water sports.  Overriding all, where will I shoot?  I notice the neurotic thought helpfully intrudes to hide my impending feelings of desperation.  My real priorities should be to avoid being tracked and to adjust to my new home. 
 
         I find a room at a local hotel in Port Vila, and vow to stay on Efate until I can put down roots.  I sit in the hotel lobby and begin my letter to Aunt Cece: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear Aunt Cece, 
 
      
 
    I am sorry you have not heard from me for so long.  I am writing to you from Vanuatu, where I will be for the near future.  Vanuatu is an island nation in the South Pacific, about 1000 miles east of Australia.  We flew west from Fiji to get here.  I am planning on working in a small clinic away from the bigger towns. 
 
      
 
    I also apologize for being so secretive.  I had to leave medical school suddenly.  I made the mistake of being too helpful.  I was eating at an Italian restaurant when a man was shot.  I ran over to stop the bleeding.  The son of the wounded man saw that I knew what I was doing and thought I was a doctor.  I could not convince him otherwise, nor could I sell the idea of going to a hospital.   At gunpoint, I left with an entourage to a safe house.  There was a very credible threat that, if the dad died, so would I. 
 
      
 
    The power of the captor group was amazing.  Anything reasonable that I needed for medical care, I got within half an hour.  I managed to keep the man alive for several days by staying up and working without sleep.  I established a little rapport with one of my watchers who sent me outside to get some air.  I escaped and have not looked back since. 
 
      
 
    I did not go back to my apartment.  I got my papers and cash from my bank deposit box.  This is not fiction.  It is a real threat.  I would like to wish the situation away, but we cannot.  The man died.  I saw his obituary in a newspaper en route. 
 
      
 
    Let’s leave off return addresses from our mail to each other.  Vanuatu and Alamogordo stick out like sore thumbs.  I don’t want someone noticing either of those at the small postal facilities that serve us both.  I’ll write you and Uncle Walt at your Holloman AFB work address.  I won’t write too often.  If someone at work challenges personal mail coming to you at work, tell them you’ve told your mother several times to use your home address but that she’s forgetful.  I’ll let you know when I have an address. 
 
      
 
    I know discussing planning to see you again is premature, but I’m thinking we should meet in some place in Australia or New Zealand in the future to avoid connecting at an obvious location like Alamogordo or its vicinity.  Let me know your thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Have you seen anyone suspicious hanging around or following either you or Uncle Walt?  These people are very clever.  The gangsters themselves are not stereotypical — very sophisticated, though high-handed.  Remember you haven’t seen me or heard from me since August.  I think I am safe here.  I can’t wait to see you two again! 
 
      
 
    Love, 
 
    Alex 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I rise early the next morning to enjoy the cloudless night sky.  I still feel guilty about lying to Aunt Cece about why I’m on the run.  Opening the shades of my hotel window, that guilt is chased away by a magnificent sight.  I marvel at the bright stars piercing the darkness of space.  I realize it is a display unlike I have observed before.  For the first time, I see the Southern Cross.  It is a long way from Alamogordo. 
 
         After breakfast, I rent a car to drive around the island.  I need to get away from Port Vila, the biggest city on the island of Efate and in the nation of Vanuatu.  As I try to speak to some locals, I am befuddled by Bislama, a creole language.  Spoken very fast, the pidgin English defies my understanding, even though its composition is mostly of English origin with some French and other island languages thrown in.  If Efate is typical of Vanuatu, this is a third-world country with the few rich living in villas and an the many others living very close together in poverty.  Political and economic considerations aside, the raw beauty of the island is enchanting. 
 
         I find what I am looking for on the north side of the island.  The doctor in the clinic is French and in his 50s.  He speaks English, but he likes that I want to practice my French.  After Latin, I had taken two years of high school French and Italian.  He is eager to get a partner since his other one has returned to France.  My credentials are fine with him.  He has taught medicine at the Sorbonne in Paris.  He offers to teach me as an intern.  He also observes that I probably can teach him a lot, owing to my recent degree.  I let him know I am engaged to someone back in the United States.  Lie upon lie. 
 
         At supper that night with him and nurse Monique, Dr. Maurice Aurand gives me his first piece of advice, “Drink wine.  Do not drink the kava kava.  The variety served in Vanuatu is notoriously strong.  As you know, the drink contains psychoactive alkaloids.  Literally, the name of its plant source means intoxicating pepper.  Its taste is unpleasant.  Its effect can be to leave its drinker unconscious for up to two days.  Leave it for your patients to consume, not you.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It works out well for Dr. Aurand and me to spell each other occasionally.  He tells me we really get very few cases that I cannot handle without him.  Despite that, in my second week, Dr. Aurand has gone to town.  A seven-year-old girl needs an emergency appendectomy.  I have seen the procedure and know human anatomy intimately from studying Frank Netter’s unsurpassed drawings.  I am a tough critic: I grade myself A+ for precision.  I was a C- for speed.  I’m sure I can do each succeeding operation in half the time until I reach my personal limit.  Dr. Aurand’s nurse, Monique, tells him I am a better surgeon than he is.  She gets away with such because I think she’s sleeping with him.  I, however, depend more on his good graces, so I look to flatter him to offset her remarks.  My nurse, Viktoria, is not nearly so bold as Monique.  She is a native of Vanuatu and very proper. 
 
         In my daily scan of my on-the-lam life, I realize I might need a visa to stay in Vanuatu, though no one has mentioned it.  Dr. Aurand is reassuring. 
 
         “Joan, you do not have to worry.  One, you have a critically needed skill.  Two, I have friends here.  In the local culture, knowing someone counts many times more than what is written on paper, not that government can’t be bureaucratic, even here.  I will have a friend get you a visa.  Here’s to many renewals of that visa!”  He handed me a glass of some very good red wine. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In my third week at the clinic, I lay out a one-year plan to build my medical knowledge.  With questions to the staff and records, I plan out the critical 20% of diseases and injuries that constitute 80% of the visits at the clinic.  I study those first.  These are the horses my instructors told me about in medical school — the common occurrences.  I occasionally reward myself by studying the zebras — the uncommon cases — that can eat your professional lunch.  Leptospirosis fascinates me.  It is a zebra. 
 
         In my fourth week of work, I borrow Dr. Aurand’s Citroen, an odd-looking French car.  I set out to see more of Efate, my new island home.  My open car window lets in the fragrance of sandalwood.  The pleasant woodsy smell is refreshing and calming.  Further down the road, like a screaming siren in a quiet library, the island’s bright orange flame trees loudly call for my attention.  They virtually fluoresce from the deep green, lush backdrop.  I stop and stare at them for ten minutes.  As I drive on, I see a virtual floral shop of natural flowers, including the orchid, bird of paradise, ginger, anthurium, bougainvillea, gardenia, and hibiscus, to name a few.  I see only a smattering of birds, although Viktoria says there are 121 species — some very brightly colored. 
 
         Eventually, I decide I need some exercise.  I board a boat that takes me to the sheltered reefs of Mele Bay.  I go over the side of the boat to snorkel in the pristine salt water, beginning a meditation on nature.  The coral is spectacular.  The tropical fish are a rainbow of colors.  I even see giant live sea clams.  The shells remind me of the ones Dad’s Air Force friends brought back from the nuclear tests near Bikini Atoll.  Several dugong swim underneath me.  The dugongs are cousins of the manatee.  As I wade to shore, I encounter several sea turtles.  After two hours of aquatic wonder, I resume my terrestrial excursion. 
 
         The beauties of the rainforests and seascapes awe me.  More surprisingly, I notice a few cases of Melanesian children with blonde hair.  I would never have expected to see this.  It would shock me if rural islanders took the trouble to peroxide their children’s hair in the name of fashion.  I must ask Dr. Aurand about the incongruent hair. 
 
         Later, Dr. Aurand tells me that this phenomenon is also seen in the Melanesian children of the Solomon Islands, almost 1000 miles away.  He has heard from reliable sources that one in four children there sport the lighter hair.  Was there a mixing of races?  Is the blond hair a bleaching effect from living close to the equator?  Or is it a chance mutation that has propagated? 
 
         “We do not know, Joan.  It is a wonder to see, no?  C’est la vie, Joan,” Dr. Aurand responds.  “Usually we also see dark eyes to accompany the dark skin, despite the blonde hair.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In my third month, I have what I need.  I ask Dr. Aurand to order 7.5 x 54mm ammunition for his French FR F1 rifle through a local general store.  I want to downplay my interest in shooting for obvious reasons.  Dr. Aurand is happy to oblige: “Everyone here from the outside has some secret or is hiding from someone.  I will hold this secret as if it were my own.”  From his melancholy tone saying that, I can only guess why he left France.  It’s easy to look down on someone who goes into exile until that someone is you. 
 
         I find shooting during the work week — well into the jungle — helps keep my secret.  There is nothing like being very good at something and enjoying it.  I keep counting my blessings.  The FR F1 has a built-in bipod with adjustable legs.  It is a very stable platform to shoot from.  Firing that rifle connects me to Gunnar and my parents.  It is a welcome diversion from thoughts of my precarious situation in life.  Every night before I fall asleep, I relish reliving each shot of my last session: the sighting in, trigger pull, the boom, recoil, and bull’s-eye. 
 
         Dr. Aurand insists he and I must go shooting together sometime.  I act as if I want to, but know I will have to purposely miss sometimes while shooting with him to avoid becoming an object of discussion.  Over time, I realize it is just wishful thinking on his part.  Our community needs one of us available all the time.  We may not be “good people,” but we are good doctors.  It dawns on me that I now consider myself a full-fledged physician.  My opinion is what matters. 
 
         Before my next day off, Dr. Aurand gives me his rifle: “You are its natural owner.”  I love my FR F1.  Its a very precise sniper rifle.  Its range is up to 800 meters; its projectile velocity is 1745 miles per hour — both adequate.  I am so fortunate to have its scope, as well.  This “time baton” connects me to my past whenever I hold it in my room.  I wonder what it connects me with in the future. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    One slow day, Vanuatu’s Independence Day — July 30 — we leave Viktoria in charge of the clinic.  Most of our potential patients have gone to Port Vila to celebrate.  Dr. Aurand, Monique, and I go to a nearby beach for a picnic.  It is a balmy 80-degree day — a sunny blessing during the rainy season.  We enjoy my fried chicken, Monique’s tiramisu, and Dr. Armand’s red wine and bread.  Since not one of us wants to speak of the past, we break the unspoken ground rule about discussing work and patients.  Our self-awareness makes us all laugh at once.  Being in the present is not all bad. 
 
         “Joan, you are a truly great doctor and partner,” Dr. Aurand says after his second glass of wine.  “Frankly, I am very pleased that you have stayed.  Several of your predecessors could not handle our island life.  They start out explaining how the insular geography gives them a sense of claustrophobia.  After that, they cite a string of minor annoyances, and then they are gone.  That said, I must say again how grateful I am that you have stayed.  I have a gift for you when we get home.  I think you will like it.” 
 
         “I look forward to that,” I reply, wondering what is up. 
 
         When we get back to the clinic, Viktoria immediately accosts me.  “A child has severe neck trauma.  He fell on his bike’s handlebars.  I think you need to do a tracheotomy.” 
 
         While I have never done one, I have total confidence I can perform the procedure. 
 
         “Joan, let me take this one.  You go ahead and wash the sand off.  Monique will help me,” Dr. Aurand steps in. 
 
         “I have done several of these, but seeing a master at work would be my pleasure.”  I don’t know why I bluff, except that lying has become second nature to me.  “Let me assist.  I’ll scrub in,” I answer. 
 
         “Not a bad idea to have two doctors, considering our lunch beverage,” Dr. Aurand offers. 
 
         “You find my tiramisu that intoxicating, Maurice?” Monique jests. 
 
         “I do, my dear, but not as much as you.  Joan’s present will have to wait!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The surgery reinforces my confidence in knowing what to do.  I definitely could have done the surgery on my own, though not as proficiently. 
 
         Afterward, we go to the second garage that has been closed and locked since my arrival.  Inside is a white 1962 Citroen ID19.  Dr. Aurand smiles.  “This is now your car to drive.  I want you to enjoy it.  It is just like mine.  You won’t have to ask to borrow one anymore.  You have earned it.” 
 
         “I am so pleasantly surprised,” I sincerely reply.  Mentally, I tally another blessing.  Now I won’t have to go through the machinations of stealthily getting my rifle in and out of Dr. Aurand’s car when I go to shoot.  I can now keep the rifle in the trunk of my car.  I’m still not wild about anyone besides Dr. Aurand knowing I have a rifle, much less how often I like to fire.  For sure, no one should know how good a marksman I am. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    A week later, I return from my walk on the beach.  I am greeted with, “Happy Birthday!” 
 
         I am truly surprised.  It is not my November 22 one.  May 12 is Joan Smith’s birthday.  I am pleased that I acted surprised because I normally have a flat affect.  Good to make the party-throwers happy.  It is also a wake-up call that I am getting complacent about my situation. 
 
         I should have had my facts on Joan Smith’s life more current in my mind and on the tip of my tongue.  I can think of no reason to believe that a powerful cabal is not trying to hunt me down and eliminate me.  My self-corrective nature resolves to review Joan’s facts more often and to do a mental role play on my daily hour-long walks on the beach.  While my memory is very good, like everyone I know, recency of thought speeds my recall.  I do try to vary the timing of that walk and other routines so I can avoid being too predictable. 
 
         I still wonder whether there is some way to communicate to my pursuers that I am not a threat, that they don’t have to eliminate me.  Or, is there a way to tell them I have multiple letters to be released in event of my death, disclosing my role in the assassination with their names?  I don’t have their names, and I don’t have a method to tell only them what is necessary.  Clearly, without their identities, my posthumous declarations would sound like the rant of a maniac.  I try not to be to obsessed with what is out of my control.  I know that obsession would be the path to madness and self-destruction. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    While I was despondent before about my situation, I am beginning to delight in my new place in life.  Mine is a classic case of good-out-of-bad — serendipity.  I like my life on the island.  I love the slower pace of life.  No one has pursued me — so far..  I have honored and respected work.  I like my colleagues.  I like my walks along the beech.  I enjoy the colonial buildings, casinos, and open-air markets in the heart of Port Vila.  When I get “island fever,” I take a boat ride to the outer islands of Vanuatu.  I get to fire my rifle often.  What more could a girl want? 
 
         Don’t say a man.  A relationship, even a casual affair, would be fraught with unforeseen consequences.  Questions would arise.  Lies would be uncovered.  Aliases would be destroyed.  Should I bet my life? 
 
         I think having Dr. Aurand as a friend is a big part of my happiness.  He accepts me unconditionally.  Say what you will about the French not being willing to die for their country, I think Dr. Aurand would die for me.  Since the loss of Gunnar, I have not had that feeling of trust in another person.  Glen was close, but I will never know whether he valued me over his mission.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Australia 
 
      
 
    While I have carved out a new life for myself in Vanuatu, I miss seeing Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece.  I know that they miss our family connection, too, — perhaps more than I.  They agree to meet me in Sydney, Australia, in September.  When they get to Sydney, they board the next connecting flight to Perth, over 2000 miles away.  With seats near the door of the pending flight to Perth, they deplane just as the stewardess is starting to close the aircraft door. 
 
         On my instructions, Aunt Cece wipes tears from hers eyes as she departs her seat, “You!” she shouts at Uncle Walt.  “You cheat on me and think this makes up for it.  Not on your life, mister!”  She wipes her eyes with a hanky. 
 
         Uncle Walt runs after her, “Honey, it didn’t mean a thing!  Honest!”  As you might guess, scientist Uncle Walt is a good actor, but maybe not a great actor.  He will do. 
 
         The time-pressured stewardess authoritatively closes the aircraft door behind them, feeling sorry for the scorned wife. 
 
         Well inside the terminal with no one following them, they walk casually to the passenger services desk to pick up an envelope I have left for them.  The note says, ‘Welcome Down Under.  If you have been followed in the airport, Uncle Walt, put the beret on now.  If you have not, proceed to the parking area.  I will find you.  Love.” 
 
         I see Uncle Walt does not put on his beret.  I follow them to the parking area at a good distance, occasionally falling back to check for being followed. 
 
         I bring the loaner car around in front of them.  I am still trying to get used to driving on the right-hand side of the car.  I roll down the passenger window on left side.   “You folks looking for a ride?”  I inquire with a warm smile — warm for me, anyway.  You might have trouble telling, if you did not know me. 
 
         Neither recognizes me immediately.  I look very different in the black wig and subdued make-up.  “This a long way from the Red Rooster, mates!” I give them a clue.  “It’s good to see you!” 
 
         We have a quick, warm reunion in the car.  Both of them look the same.  Aunt Cece could not turn off the waterworks.  Uncle Walt pokes fun at himself, “You might have said the Chicken Place …” 
 
         I laugh.  I keep the wig on.  After all the hugs, I begin, “I really hated to waste the tickets to Perth, but we have to be careful.  I am reimbursing you for that.  No discussion!  I’m not getting rich in Vanuatu, but I have very few ways to spend my surplus, so there!  The airline policy is that your decoy luggage will be returned to Sydney.  It will be at the lost-and-found when you go to depart.  By the way, do you think you were being followed on the flight legs to here?” 
 
         Aunt Cece shocks me.  “I think we were.  A man flew with us on all the connecting flights from Alamogordo to Sydney.  I think he is the same man who made an appointment to come by after my work to check our house’s gas lines a few months ago — only this time he had no beard.  In my peripheral vision, I think I saw him try to get off the plane behind us here in the Sydney airport— unsuccessfully.  The stewardess was already miffed at accommodating us.  Way too many coincidences!” 
 
         I feel a cold chill run up my back to my scalp.  While I know there is a possibility I am still on a kill list, I realize I have indulged in magical thinking.  I have let my wishes shroud reality.  This redoubles my sense of caution.  I recover my composure and state, “Well, I guess it’s a good thing you mailed some of your clothes down here in advance — Down Under, you might say.  Your clothes are in the trunk.  I picked them up with this car at your friend’s house.  What conference did you meet at, Uncle Walt?” 
 
         “It was a conference on plasma —not the blood kind.  Turns out there’s a lot we don’t know about the behavior of superheated gases, like those discharged from a rocket nozzle.  My friend was glad to accept the packages.  I explained we have had such bad luck with airlines losing our luggage, and we save on airline baggage fees.”  Uncle Walt went on, “He offered up the loan of his second car without my asking.  So far, this James-Bond routine is kind of fun.”  He held out his hand, “But I also see how deadly serious it is.” 
 
         I answer, “Getting the car is a real boon.  Even if I were to switch out the license plates of rental cars, there would be a nexus of data leading back to the driver’s license of whoever rented the car.  There are only so many places to rent a car!  No, I’m so grateful your friend loaned us this car.  Let’s get out of Dodge and head off to Melbourne!” 
 
         Walt breathes a sigh of relief, “I’m glad we weren’t followed in the airport.  I think your letter said, if we were followed, we’d call my friend for a ride and explain this car had broken down.  I don’t want to test my friend’s hospitality further.” 
 
         “That’s right, Uncle Walt.  I would have called your friend later from a public booth to eventually meet up with you.  We’ll all get pretty good at playing James Bond.”  I am used to running the show, here or the operating room.  Spoken like the surgeon I will be. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Realizing how tired each of us was, we soon change today’s destination to Canberra.  It’s toward Melbourne, anyway.  The three-hour journey is packed with more catching up.  Uncle Walt has got more involved in radio-controlled airplanes, a path Gunnar put him on.  He shocks me when he tells me his other hobby is shooting, a path I led him on.  I am even more shocked that Aunt Cece has also purchased a rifle.  In turn, I think I surprise them with my acceptance of the hand fate has dealt me. 
 
         “You are different!” Aunt Cece declares.  “You seem so mellow — so much less driven.  I like it!” 
 
         “It is a shame, as civilized as we think we are, that gangsters can still intimidate us,” Uncle Walt interjects.  We think we’re at the pinnacle of Western Civilization, and we have to cower to thugs — barbarians.” 
 
         “Uncle Walt, I am at peace with it.  Gunnar used to explain how the river of life often takes you down a different channel from the one you intended.  I get it.  I can’t change the channel, but I can learn to live with it.”  I still maintain the fiction of my evading mobsters. 
 
         “Alex, on that score, my fellow scientists from Germany secretly laugh at Americans’ naivete about how the world functions.  When the Nazis took over their country, it was another form of evil power they had to live with.  ‘Evil is always here,’ they tell me.  ‘You just sometimes don’t recognize it until it is too late.’” 
 
         “I think we Americans may be too judgmental about their complicity with the Nazis.  Most professionals have their heads down focused on doing complex jobs.  The slowly tightened vice is hard to recognize until it is too late.  By the way, how is work going?” I ask. 
 
         Aunt Cece smiles, “We both got well-deserved promotions.  I can’t go into depth on what I’m working on for the military, but I hope it makes its way into commercial aviation in the near future.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In Canberra, Australia’s capital, we check into a large hotel using aliases and cash.  We spend the rest of the day recovering from jet lag.  The following day, the concierge recommends some must-sees to Uncle Walt.  We head to Lake Burley Griffen, at the center of the city.  We enjoy a casual walk in the cool breeze.  Their spring shouts out loudly with new flower blooms.  Willows lining the shores bow their limbs in waving unison to honor our vacation.  Sailboats and canoes on the lake take our minds away from our workaday cares.  Surrounding us is the greenery of farms and outback land reserves. 
 
         The next day we drive on to Melbourne.  Aunt Cece insists on finding an out-of-the-way bed and breakfast.  The couple who own it are the warmest hosts on this green planet.  They insist on helping us see the best sights: the Grand Ocean Road of the seascapes, Phillip Island for penguins, and Yarra Valley for its wineries, and the Melbourne Zoo for kangaroos and koalas.  We take their advice.  On the third day there we enjoy walking around downtown Melbourne, taking in the Victorian architecture of the second oldest city in Australia.  Sadly, we spend three more days there as Aunt Cece recovers from food poisoning.  As she jokes, “Next time I’ll have them hold the mayo.” 
 
         We drive on the next day through the Blue Mountains of New South Wales.  We see the wonder of the natural canopy composed of giant eucalyptus gum trees nearly one-hundred-fifty feet high.  We see koalas in those trees.  Canyons and waterfalls punctuate the spectacular bushland.  We eat away from the hotel to avoid attracting a lot of attention.  At the end of the day, we find a bed and breakfast that suitably helps diminish our profile.  Again, our hosts are wonderful. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Our family reunion is over too quickly for all three of us.  Despite our urgency to see everything in reach, each of us falls into a sense of timelessness that one seldom finds in the fast pace of modern life.  As an “orphan,” seeing my second parents again was particularly poignant, especially since I bond with only a few people.  I drop Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece off at the Sydney airport and return the loaner car.  I catch a taxi to an airport hotel to leave the next day in disguise. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    On September 27, 1964, findings of the President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy, the Warren Commission, are made public.  The 888-page report concludes that Lee Harvey Oswald was the one and only assassin.  I read the newspaper three times, then throw it to the floor.  I wonder whether this apparent conclusion of the investigation somehow lets me off the hook with my pursuers.  Magical thinking again, I counsel myself: That’s what I want, not what is.  If anything, this outcome only makes it more important for the masterminds of the conspiracy to suppress contradictory evidence, I conclude.  The danger to me and my family remains.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Vientiane, Laos 
 
      
 
    In October, a malnourished, darkly tanned figure in black silk pajamas approaches an American in civilian tourist attire he has been observing on the streets.  The haggard man greets the American and asks, “How did the Yankees do this season?” 
 
         The American smiles, “They’re playing the Cardinals in the World Series — now.  Do I know you?” 
 
         The gaunt figure recognizes the apparent tourist, and inquires, “How is the cow?” 
 
         “She walks, she talks, she’s full of chalk …” the American answers almost involuntarily. “What class?” 
 
         “Class of ’62 — Jim Reeves, you bastard!”  The thin man recognizes his classmate and laughs. 
 
         Not recognizing his emaciated classmate, the American repeats in astonishment, “What class?” 
 
         “Class of ’62.  Gunnar Olson, Jim.”  Gunnar struggles with word retrieval since it has been nearly a year since he has spoken English.  He surprises himself speaking his own name the first time in many months.  “‘Of all the gin joints, in all the towns, in all the world …” he quotes hesitantly from Casablanca. 
 
         Jim becomes pale and looks as if he’ll faint.  He tries to think of options as he overcomes his shock.  “Gunnar, you're dead.  You died nearly a year ago.”  The words show true surprise and are high pitched. 
 
         “Not so much, Jim.  Do you think we could go get me a shower and a shave?  I’d like to clean up a bit.”  Gunnar laughs at his understatement. 
 
         “Straightaway,” Jim speaks.  He surveys the situation all around him with a slow, natural turn of his head.  “Don’t walk beside me.  Follow at about twenty feet.  It’ll be circuitous.  Got it, Gunnar?” 
 
         Vientiane, a city of three million, has its share of Communists and foreign intrigue.  Gunnar’s classmate takes Gunnar to a safe house after stopping at several shops to check for being tailed.  He doubles back many times in necessary caution, having advised Gunnar to proceed straight ahead.  He finally enters a nondescript building.  He holds the door open for Gunnar. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In the safe house, Jim counsels Gunnar on eating and drinking slowly — and in small amounts.  He knows he is just reminding Gunnar of something they both learned in Ranger School.  A starved body craves lots of food but will react violently if satisfied.  To be fair, Jim isn’t at all sure how well malnourished Gunnar is remembering or processing. 
 
         “Gunnar, you are a walking miracle, you know that?  I get shivers just thinking about what has just happened.” 
 
         Gunnar sits awkwardly in a table chair and eats several small bites of rice.  He sips his tea.  “Been a while since I sat in a chair.  Got any of the good stuff, Jim?” 
 
         “After you eat some more and keep it down, I’ll get you a little lao-lao, a local rice whiskey.  And you really have to watch the quantity you consume.  It kicks like an Army mule, if you know what I mean. 
 
         “Gunnar, I’m making an assumption here that you’ve been wandering around — navigating the jungle avoiding the enemy since your ‘death.’  I’m assuming you’re not undercover on an op and that I should have you extracted as soon as possible.  Do I have that right?” 
 
         “Jim, in a nutshell, that’s it.  I think I’ll wash up if you don’t need anything else from me.” 
 
         “Gunnar, anything serious medical-wise?  For months in the jungle, you look remarkably good — a little worse than after Beast or Ranger School, though.”  Jim wants to make a joke, but the figure before him is less than pitiful. 
 
         Gunnar remarks, “I definitely need some rubbing alcohol to clean these mosquitos bites before I resume my modeling career.” 
 
         “I’ll get that out for you.  After your shower, I’ll head out to make some contacts to get you back home,” Jim says.  He wants to make sure Gunnar doesn’t collapse in the shower or faint getting up or down on his watch.  Look out for your classmate! 
 
         Fifteen minutes later, Gunnar emerges from the shower.  He wears a touristy tee shirt and shorts that are too big for him, as well as new thongs too big for his feet.  The safe house has only limited clothing for emergencies. 
 
         “Gunnar, we have a cot over there set up for you.  For now, let’s keep that beard.  I’ll trim it up a little before you leave the safe house.  Why don’t you catch up on your sleep?  Here’s a .45 to put under your pillow.  I have locals on the payroll watching the house, so I don’t think you’ll need it.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Gunnar, wake up!”  Jim shakes Gunnar’s shoulder for a full ten seconds.  Gunnar has not slept so deeply for nearly a year.  Jim apologizes for waking him after only four hours of sleep.  “Hey, buddy, we need to do a quick debriefing.  Higher headquarters, you understand.  Here’s a cup of joe to get you going.  Not the best coffee, but better than you’ve been having.”  He laughs at his own joke.  “Remember, take it slow.”  
 
         Gunnar is surprisingly quick to shift gears, considering his debilitated condition.  That ability is one reason he’s still alive.  “I’ll take another cup in half an hour.  I hope, anyway.”  He moves slowly to a chair.  “Let’s do it!” 
 
         Jim grabs a legal pad to take notes.  “Gunnar, start at the beginning when your position was being overrun.” 
 
         Gunnar begins, “The Skyraiders had strafed our perimeter, so the Viet Cong knew they were overhead.  Despite the cover, the enemy kept coming.  We fought for many hours.  When I knew it was over, I called the forward air controller in a Bird Dog aircraft to have napalm dropped on our coordinates.  We had no place to hide — no place to hunker down.  I ordered the two remaining South Vietnamese to scatter.  I hope the South Vietnamese company commander and his radioman made it.  I don’t know how I did.  Perhaps, a confused enemy, smoke, distraction by the Skyraiders.  Luck? 
 
         “At that time, I knew where I was on a map.  Subsequently, I lost track under the jungle canopy.  I took circuitous paths to avoid Viet Cong search teams, patrols, strongholds, etc.  I assumed every village was under enemy control.” 
 
         Gunnar ate a quarter of a spoonful of hot oatmeal at a time and sipped on his coffee.  “Jim, warm anything is such a treat!  I dared not give my position away with a fire.  Later, when I was captured, the Viet Cong did not want to give their position away with fires either. 
 
         “Makes me appreciate this hot food.  You probably know that fire was one of the great steps for mankind — a great leap forward.  Cooking food makes humans more efficient. With cooked food, our species needed to spend less time hunting, chewing, and digesting.  Needless to say, I have not been very efficient.” 
 
         Jim smiled to himself: Gunnar probably kept himself sane in the jungle recalling history.  He looked up from his pad, “How did you survive?” 
 
         “I lied, cheated, and stole!” Gunnar laughed as his referred to the antithesis of the venerated West Point Honor Code.  I lived off the land.  The rambutan fruit — the hairy lychee — and chuoi rung hoa do — jungle banana — only went so far.  You don’t find coconuts in the inland rainforest.  You find those mostly along the coastline, where I figured I’d get caught.  Whenever I could find a little cooked rice or fish, I was there.  With my minimal Vietnamese, I could sometimes get a child to steal some food for me.  That was chancy.  Several times I knocked out lone guards for their rations.  That always meant stepped up patrols or discipline for the ‘sleeping’ guard.”  Gunnar smiled at the image of the Viet Cong squad leaders thinking their guards were sleeping and lying about being knocked out. 
 
         “So you lived by the Honor Suggestions?”  Jim smiled at his own joke.  “More coffee, Gunnar?  Just take it slow.  Tell me about being captured.”  Jim poured the hot brew. 
 
         “Jim, I lost track of time for various reasons.  I’ll get back to that.  The capture — I vowed never to be captured.  Never say never.  I was so exhausted one night that I didn’t hear a patrol come upon me.  I woke up to a rifle butt in my back and bayonets and AK-47s in my face.  I was wearing the austere black silk Vietnamese pajamas that I had stolen.  I had to cobble together severals sets to cover me.  The Viet Cong thought they had quite a find.  They stripped me, threw a rope over a tree limb, tied my hands together behind my back, and were about to pull me up by the bound hands.  They threatened to skin me alive.  I picked up a little bit of Vietnamese as an advisor. 
 
         “Jim, you might say I was divinely inspired to do something.  I started speaking in the little Russian I knew.  I taught myself a little conversational Russian in high school during the summers.  I told my captors that I was a Russian advisor.  The Viet Cong squad leader did not speak Russian, but I could tell he knew how it sounded. 
 
         “In my sparse Vietnamese, I told him that I was a Russian advisor who had escaped after being captured.  That really set him back.  As he contemplated that, I reminded him that the Soviets were very unforgiving of those who harmed their troops.  Between gestures and words, I communicated that my bosses would not only kill them but also their entire bloodlines. 
 
         “Those words struck a chord.  The leader ordered the ropes cut and apologized to me.  Just when I thought I was home free, he had a second thought.  “Why don’t you have a tiger tattoo like other Russians?” 
 
         I had an answer: “I am a Jew.  We do not believe in desecrating our bodies.” 
 
         He looked at my circumcised penis.  “You tell the truth,” he replied. 
 
         “I then asked for an AK-47, equipment, and provisions.  He took those from his most junior member and gave them to me.  He shared the sacrifice of clothing me by taking clothes from several other soldiers.  He then sent his squad away, gave me some of his food, and apologized for the rough handling. 
 
         “The next day one of the Viet Cong squad on patrol smelled the smoke of an American cigarette and got back to the squad leader and me.  I went on a recon with him.  I verified what he found: a South Vietnamese patrol with an American advisor.  I prevailed on the squad leader not to attack.  First, I said, you’re outgunned and outnumbered.  Second, with those bad odds, the Russians would not forgive my getting captured.  He knew I, as a Russian advisor, had virtual veto authority.  He called off the attack. 
 
         “The day after that I slipped away from the Cong on a nature call.  I had hoped to join the force I saw on recon the previous day.  They had moved on.” 
 
         “I was even more careful than ever after that.  I figured there’d be a massive hunt for me, but there wasn’t.  The best theory I have is that the VC squad leader didn’t want to fess up to losing me — and by then he was probably wondering whether I was indeed Russian.  So he probably had to tell his troops the Russian had other orders, to save face. 
 
         “Keeping track of time, or not — I was going to explain that.  I started out with a short stick with a notch for each day.  Short stick for a short stint.  Then a long stick when I realized I was in a marathon.  I transferred the notches over and buried the short stick.  Fortunately, I lost the long stick crossing a flooded steam, or the Vietnamese squad would have caught me with it.  No one would believe a Russian was out that long with so many Viet Cong to surrender to.” 
 
         “How did you stay motivated, Gunnar?” 
 
         “I had two different affirmations.  I can do this forever was one.  The other was I will be picked up tomorrow.  Oh yes, there was a third: I wanted to get back to collect that $500 you owe me.” 
 
         “Nice try, pal.  We barely knew each other at school after Beast Barracks — different regiments.  Of course, everyone knew you as First Captain Olson.  Back on the two affirmations, they remind me of hearing our Beast leaders tell us we’re on our last hill of a forced march, when we knew it was most likely not true.  It helped us hang in there.” 
 
         “My turn, Jim, what the hell are you doing in Laos?” 
 
         “It’s a pretty good deal.  I’m still an Army lieutenant, but I’m working for the CIA.  Civilian clothes, extra pay, and a generous operating budget.  I like it.  They want me to stay on after my normal duty tour.  Offered me more pay.  I said no way, that I am engaged to be married.  They said they’d fly my wife in to be with me.  I knew that wouldn’t fly with her parents, not in a million years. 
 
         “Back to you, you sorry son-of-a-bitch, I’m glad you made it out.  Before I get all sentimental here and start singing ‘Benny Haven’s, Oh!’, are you going to be all right here by yourself?  I need to report back in.” 
 
         “How about some more lao-lao, Jim?” 
 
         “I’ll get you some more tea.  Take it slow, buddy.  I going out to check back in with Mother at HQ.  I should have more on your extraction.  I’m expecting you to go out on a CIA single-engine turboprop to Saigon.  Then, something like an Air Force C-130 will fly you on a top-secret air-evac mission to a hospital in the Philippines, Okinawa, or Japan for treatment.  You’ll be the sole passenger.  That’s how I would execute your extraction, anyway.  We’ll see what Mother says.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Air Evacuation 
 
      
 
      
 
    Classmate Jim drives Gunnar from the safe house to a short rural airfield in a Land Rover.  He briefs Gunnar, “You can tell anything relevant about your escape to your doctors.  Since this is top-secret, for everyone else, stick to the legend, the cover story, I gave you.”  He helps Gunnar out of the vehicle into a one-engined turboprop, a Pilatus PC-6 Porter.  The pilot works for Air America.  His uniform, or non-uniform, is a plain white short-sleeved shirt, dress trousers, and low quarters. 
 
         Gunnar thanks Jim, “Beat Navy!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    At Tan Son Nhut AB, near Saigon, an Air Force C-130 is waiting for Gunnar with engines running.  He is assisted onto a litter, then carried up the open ramp in the plane’s tail.  A female Air Force nurse in a flight suit calls him “Harry,” as he was briefed.  She takes his vital signs, cocoons him in a blanket, and crisply hooks him up to intravenous fluid.  She tells him he is being rehydrated with a saline solution.  She explains he is getting a piggyback of antibiotics.  He goes in and out of consciousness.  When he is awake, she offers him very small portions of rice and oatmeal.  The nurse frequently taps his shoulder gently to ask how he is doing. 
 
         In minutes, the C-130 begins a smooth acceleration to a fast taxi speed.  For the sake of the passenger, the aircraft does a graceful U-turn and ultra-smooth rolling takeoff.  Gunnar nods off.  Imperceptibly leveling off, the smooth flight lets Gunnar continue to doze. 
 
         Waking to a nurse checking on his IVs, Gunnar quizzes, “Does everyone get the red-carpet treatment like this?” 
 
         “It’s standard practice,” she says.  “Would you like champagne?”  She touches his shoulder again and winks. 
 
         “I can’t tell you where I’ve been, but the ouzo was terrible,” Gunnar jokes. 
 
         “I can imagine.  You were told we are going to Japan.  On headset, I just learned that the subtle turn to the right was a change of destination.  There’s a typhoon brewing off the coast of Japan that’s causing us to head to Clark AB in the Philippines.  It’s a good hospital.  They’ll take very good care of you.  I hear they have Dom Perignon.” 
 
         “In spite of the weather, this is sure a smooth flight.  If it weren’t for the revving of engines on takeoff, I’m not sure I’d know we ever took off,” Gunnar observes. 
 
         “You’re extremely fortunate.  The pilot is Major ‘Slick’ Dossier.  He gets his nickname for his smooth flying.  Just wait until we land; you won’t even feel the aircraft touchdown.  He’s known for ‘wheel rollers.’  He’s famous for betting a copilot he could land without toppling a quarter standing on its edge.  He won the bet.” 
 
         “Speaking of smooth, I didn’t even feel you sticking me for the IVs.  Thanks.” 
 
         The nurse acknowledges the compliment, “We aim to please!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Slick’s reputation is well deserved.  The C-130 undetectably touches down.  There is no use of reverse thrust, that would have slammed everyone forward.  Instead, the aircraft rolls out on the long runway with a delicate application of brakes to turn off mid-field to expedite getting to the parking spot where an ambulance awaits. 
 
         The pilot shuts down the four engines and leaves the auxiliary power unit on to power aircraft systems, including air conditioning.  Slick comes to the back of the aircraft near Gunnar’s litter.  “Everything okay, pal?  Did Ginger rough you up?”  Everyone shouts to be heard over the APU’s high-pitched whine. 
 
         Gunnar nods, “Nice flight.  Great landing!” 
 
         “I try,” the blustery pilot replies.  “Bud, stay away from the Fire Empire in Angeles City.” 
 
         Ginger shakes her head, “Don’t tell him that!  He’ll go there.  They always do.” 
 
         “So I guess I’m covered either way,” the major answers with a grin.  He gives Gunnar a business card: 
 
      
 
    Anthony “Slick” Dossier 
 
    World-Class Aviator 
 
    Leader of Men 
 
    Bon Vivant 
 
    “You call, we haul.” 
 
      
 
         The aircraft commander taps Gunnar’s blanketed ankle, “Pleasure doing business with you, pal.”  He heads toward his enlisted loadmaster ten feet away. 
 
         “Listen, Rob, nice job back here.  I see you made sure everyone back here was well taken care of.  That was the extra special care we were told to give this patient.  Hanging blankets and sheets around him to create a room effect — that was creative.  Dampened the engine noise, too.  I’ll be recommending you for Airman of the Year.” 
 
         The jaunty pilot pauses, then adds, “And remember, this mission never happened.  Completely secret.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Clark AB Hospital, Philippines 
 
      
 
    Gunnar misses the ambulance ride to the hospital at Clark AB.  He has fallen asleep again.  He wakes up in his hospital bed to the sight of an attractive nurse in green scrubs.  The walls of the hospital are institutional green.  And the metal night stand next to him is a matching green. 
 
         “Okay, Harry Winslow,” she starts.  “Welcome to Clark.  I’m Nurse Eileen Sanders.  We’re going to get you a bath in place and draw some blood for tests.  Then a doctor is going to give you a once-over.  It looks as if there were a lot of mosquitoes at sea where they picked you up.” 
 
         Gunnar doesn’t recount his whole legend to her: fisherman surviving weeks at sea after his boat went down with the rest of the crew.  He deflects, “I’ve got so used to the bites, I’ve stopped scratching.” 
 
         “Funny you should have so many mosquitoes out at sea,” the nurse observes with a questioning undertone. 
 
         Gunnar senses the probing, “I don’t know.  Being dehydrated, I didn’t have the greatest situational awareness.  I could have been off the coast of somewhere.  Who knows?” 
 
         Eileen changes the subject, “Harry, you’re lucky to be here.  In my quarters, the alarm didn’t go off due to a power outage.  We have back-up power in the hospital.  The electrical power everywhere in the Philippines seems to fail often.  I’ll have to buy an old-fashioned wind-up clock.” 
 
         Gunnar appreciates that she is trying to set him at ease with small talk.  He admires that.  Small talk was not something that occurred much in the scientific household he grew up in.  Even Alex was not given to chatter.  His engineering-major classmates in college certainly were not known for idle chit-chat either. 
 
         He does not distrust Eileen; but there is something about her — something mysterious, something under the surface, something unspoken. 
 
         “One, more thing, Harry,” Eileen adds, “I’m going to shave your beard.  I’ve been asked to leave a mustache.  Peggy will cut your hair this evening.  She gives a mean haircut.  She’s good!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Looks as if they’ve cleaned you up well, Harry,” the white-coated doctor begins his summary, alone in the room with Gunnar.  You’re still dehydrated and malnourished.  I want you to continue with small meals throughout the day.  Small bites are a good idea.  Eat small portions to see how they sit on your stomach.  You’ll find that when you pause after several small bites, you’re completely full.  Don’t overload your system with too much food, too fast. 
 
         “Your liver and kidney function tests are abnormal.  That’s to be expected.  Your body has been digesting itself.  Long ago, your system consumed excess body fat.  Then it went to work digesting muscle to keep you alive.  Breakdown of that protein is hard on the liver and kidneys.  Over time, the tests should return to normal. 
 
         “When the numbers are normal, I’m going to prescribe the addition of beer and bananas.  Beer and bananas are good for gaining weight back rapidly.  I don’t want you on any of the local beers.  They have traces of formaldehyde.  If nothing else, that will give you headaches. 
 
         “We’ll continue with antibiotics.  I suspect you may also have tapeworms.  You have significant sun damage from the sun.  You have several skin rashes.  You have fungus on your toenails.  You also have mouth sores. 
 
         “In short, you are in remarkable shape for what you’ve been through.  By the way, your mosquito bites are healing nicely.  You have scars from other bites that have healed.  By the necrosis, I suspect you were bitten by some venomous spiders and snakes in the jungle. 
 
         “The nurses will get you up periodically to walk around.  You have the whole empty ward to do that.  If you stay in bed, you’ll get weaker and very likely wind up with pneumonia. 
 
         “How are you sleeping?”  Before letting Gunnar answer, the doctor says, “I’ll prescribe something for that for the first two weeks.  Take it if you feel like it.  Any questions for me? 
 
         “If not,” the doctor continues, “I don’t have a magic lamp for you to make wishes, but we owe you an awful lot.  You’re used to austerity.  This is a great time to ask for anything you want.  I can’t tell you that you’ll get it.  The staff is under orders to try …” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    After the doctor leaves, Eileen enters the hospital room.  “So how is my favorite patient?  What can we do for you?” 
 
         “You know, Eileen, I like you.  I like the food — what little I can handle.  I like the night staff.  I appreciate the best seller books you gave me.  But, Eileen, this institutional green is getting old.  You know — the scrubs, the walls, the nightstand.  They’re all the same green …” 
 
         “Harry, I’ll see what I can do about that.” 
 
         “Eileen, I was pulling your chain.  Forget it.” 
 
         “No, you weren’t.  I get tired of the green, too.  Meanwhile, I need to draw some blood, Harry.” 
 
         “Who would guess?  This next draw will make you even with the mosquitoes,” Gunnar jabs.  “If you weren’t so attractive, I’d accuse you of being a vampire.” 
 
         Eileen ignores the comment with the dismissive smile of a professional who is going to do her duty, regardless of protestations. 
 
         After the blood draw and a long nap, Gunnar wakes to pink walls.  Pink construction paper is taped virtually everywhere but the ceiling.  Even the nightstand is covered with the pink paper. 
 
         Gunnar has a good laugh with Eileen over the prank.  “Thank you, Eileen!” 
 
         “Oh, I had a little help!” she corrects him.  “Thank the rest of the staff, too!” 
 
         It is time for a short walk around the hall.  At first, he notices occasional single sheets of pink construction paper taped randomly on the walls outside his room. 
 
         Eileen explains, “Sorry, we ran out of paper …” 
 
         Gunnar smiles, “Not bad!” …  “Could you do fuchsia tomorrow?  And, Eileen, that really is a joke!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    After breakfast the next morning, Gunnar slowly walks down the hall with an IV stanchion that hydrates him.  Eileen walks with him.  He enters an austere hospital room.  “Irving” greets him.  Irving offers coffee and doughnuts.  Eileen puts one maple donut on a small plate and cuts it into tenths.  She puts it to Gunnar’s right as he prepares to sit at the table in a green hospital gown.  Eileen puts a white towel on Gunnar’s chair seat so he won’t feel the shock of cold plastic through the open-back hospital gown. 
 
         Eileen leaves after a few words, “I’ll be back in an hour to pick Harry up.  That’s long enough for my patient until he gets his strength up.  Call me if Harry gets too tired.” 
 
         Irving shakes Gunnar’s hand across the gray, standard-issue government table.  “The mustache looks good.  It does a credible job of changing your appearance.  We don’t want anyone recognizing you for the time being.” 
 
         “Irving, I really need to let my aunt and uncle know I’m alive.  They raised me after both my parents died.  I would put my twin sister first, but ….” 
 
         “Harry, you’ve been through a lot.  I will get back to your primary concern after I lay the stage for where we are.  You have invaluable information on the enemy in South Vietnam — information that can save many American lives.  That’s why, for the short-term, we need to keep your existence above top secret and compartmentalized.  I promise you that we will honor your wishes by starting the ball rolling on notifying your aunt and uncle.  Please write down the business and home addresses for them.  While you are doing that, I notice you have your sister on file as next of kin for notification in event of death …” 
 
         “Irving, I did a lot of thinking about that while I wandered through the jungle.  That was a mistake on my part.  My sister can be a little temperamental.  I never should have had her as the primary contact for notification of my death.  I rolled around in the sty of regret and remorse for many hours thinking how badly that probably went.  Same old story, none of us really believe anything can happen to us … .  I should have given the matter more thought.” 
 
         “Profound personal insight, Harry.  So we will send our people to contact your aunt and uncle.  They will personally explain the necessary secrecy surrounding your survival.  Then, shall we let your aunt and uncle work out the logistics of telling your sister you’re alive?” 
 
         Gunnar paused and answered, “That’s probably the best way to go.  They know her temperament …” 
 
         “All right, Harry.  Excuse me a minute while I get the ball rolling on contacting your aunt and uncle.  We will also arrange for them to fly here as soon as possible.  We will cover everything.  Go ahead and sip on some coffee.  The donut looks good.  I’ll be right back.” 
 
         Fifteen minutes later, Irving was back.  “Harry, I got the ball rolling.  I have to tell you what an important thing we’re doing today.  I want to get into more detail on your experiences over your months evading the enemy in Vietnam.  You have the most significant HUMINT, human intelligence, to come out of this theater of operations to date.  I apologize for our need to push you in terms of debriefing you before you have had a chance to recover, but please understand that what you know is potentially very time-sensitive.  As I’ve said, you may be able to save many lives with what you know.  Spare no details.  Even what you and I consider unimportant may mean a lot to analysts who will be reviewing our tapes.  I’ll start the tape recorder now.  He punched the appropriate buttons on a 1964 Bell & Howell reel-to-reel machine. 
 
           “Harry, tell me about your capture by the Viet Cong …” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    On time, exactly sixty minutes from when she left, Eileen knocks on the door.  Irving asks whether the session can continue ten more minutes to finish the topic.  Eileen says her patient’s health comes first. 
 
         “In that case, Harry, I’ll look forward to tomorrow.”  Irving shifts gears only enough for Gunnar to notice.  “Being at sea that long takes its toll.  Good health, my man!” 
 
         Heading back to his room, Gunnar’s pace is slowed by the IV stanchion he and Eileen pull together. 
 
         “Harry, was the hour-long session too much?  I want to make sure we’re not tiring you out.” 
 
         “I’m good Eileen.  I’m not sure why he’s so interested in a fisherman’s survival experience, but the free room and board is okay with me.” 
 
         “Who does Irving work for?  Department of Navy?” Eileen inquires with a casual but noticeable transition. 
 
         Gunnar laughs as he rolls into bed, “He didn’t say.  I’ll have to ask him next time.  He was polite enough.” 
 
         “Anything else we can do to make life better for you? Eileen asks tapping his foot — doubtlessly something taught to nurses and doctors. 
 
         Gunnar conjures up mischief, “Yeah, can you get rid of the hospital odor.  What is it eau de alcohol and ammonia?” 
 
         “You surprise me.  I would think the jungle would have had all sorts of bad smells from decaying fauna and flora.  This should smell like the garden of Eden to you.” Eileen tests. 
 
         “No, the smell of the open ocean was better.  You must have me confused with another patient,” he corrects her. 
 
         Eileen does not react.  She taps his foot again, “I’ll be back to check on you.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Gunnar wakes to the sweet smell of plumerias.  He notices plumeria blossoms on his top sheet.  The beautiful flowers are sprinkled on his nightstand, the floor, and even his slippers.  The pink-yellow-white flower has a distinctly pleasing scent. 
 
         Gunnar speaks gleefully, “This is a pleasant surprise!  You know I really didn’t expect you to change the smell of the hospital.  That’s like telling a skunk not to stink — well, bad choice of words.  Anyway, it was the impossible, but you did it.  Thank you.  How did you do that?” 
 
         “Magic!,” Eileen teases. 
 
         “No, really,” Gunnar persists. 
 
         “I might have some nurse friends who fly the air evac flight in from Hawaii.” 
 
         “Well, I thank them as well as you.  I am honored.  It does smell like the Garden of Eden.  Some say the aroma is an aphrodisiac.” 
 
         Eileen’s smile shows how pleased she is with herself, maybe more.  “Well, I’ll let you eat your breakfast and get ready for your morning session down the hall.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Irving has already cut a chocolate donut in ten pieces and has coffee poured for Gunnar. 
 
         “Harry, what you told us yesterday has already got my people excited.  If you can tell us verbatim what you said to your captors in Vietnamese and Russian, that would be very helpful.  I know you can’t remember everything perfectly, of course, but as best you can.  Pinning down a discrete set of must-know words for future captives and evaders is essential. 
 
         “By the way, when the Viet Cong referred to a tiger tattoo on Russians, he pretty much met an outlier if he saw one.  That is a criminal tattoo meaning the wearer has killed at least one other man.  Common Soviet military tattoos vary as much as do American military tattoos, depending on combat experience and service units. 
 
         “So now let’s work on the dialogue you remember during your capture and captivity …” 
 
         The daily sessions continue. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Walt and Cece fly into Manila International.  They find a chauffeur holding up a sign: “Simmers.”  They are driven 50 miles to Clark AB in a black Mercedes.  They are struck by the large number of brightly colored, open-air jeepneys on the road.  The kitschy, crowded vehicles are a legacy of World War II.  As they enter the main gate, Walt notes, “In 1942, the Bataan Death March proceeded right behind where we just passed, heading northward.” 
 
         Clark AB’s large size awes them.  At the hospital, the facility commander greets them and ushers them to a briefing room on Gunnar’s fourth-floor ward.  The Air Force full colonel doctor introduces them to a civilian.  The civilian sits them in government standard gray metal chairs around a gray metal table.  He offers them coffee and Danish pastries.  The colonel excuses himself. 
 
         Irving, the civilian, provides a broad context to Gunnar’s situation, with scant details.  He explains that Gunnar is known in the hospital as Harry Winslow.  He concludes, “I have a non-disclosure agreement for you to sign before you see Harry.  I know you signed one back in New Mexico before we told you Harry is alive.  This is a reminder.  It says you can be legally prosecuted for disclosing his existence and details of his survival.  I know this sounds harsh, but trust me … lives depend on it.  The methods and means he used to survive can save the lives of our armed forces.  His very existence may compromise anyone who helped him survive.  We still do not know the complete details of his long ordeal.  These are only a few of the reasons we require you to sign the confidentiality agreement.” 
 
         Walt and Cece nodded.  “We’re are used to this where we work.  We understand completely.  How do we know what we should or should not ask him?” 
 
         “We’re sensitive to your family needing time together,” the man replied.  “Harry has been briefed on what he can tell you as well.  He is in remarkable condition — considering.  Keep in mind, he still could be emotionally fragile at this point.  Many survivors exhibit hypervigilance, an adaptation that has kept them alive under threat.  When the threat has passed, they remain overly alert.  His doctor says he’s improving physically.  The doctor also counsels to avoid tiring him out too much and to encourage him not to consume large amounts of food or beverage. 
 
         “We want you to have a pleasant reunion with Harry.  Please let us know if there is anything we can do to make that happen.  And on a personal note, thank you for your work as scientists.  I appreciate your family’s sacrifice of personal freedom for our country.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Cece hugs Gunnar for minutes and won’t let go.  Walt starts laughing with Gunnar at the scene.  Gunnar sees Walt’s frustration at not getting in his hug.  Eileen, who escorted Walt and Cece in, smiles as she leaves.  She closes the door. 
 
         After Walt finally gets in a bear hug, Gunnar asks, “So Uncle Walt, how’s the Chicken Place?”  That sets Walt off in laughter.  Walt and Gunnar are now laughing uncontrollably in reaction to the emotional reunion and the inside joke.  Cece follows in laughter. 
 
         “How you doin’, big guy?” Walt inquires. 
 
         By now both men feel the toll on their abdominal muscles.  Gunnar answers, “Good, except for the hernia operation.”  He guardedly covers his lower stomach area. 
 
         “My god,” Cece explodes, “did you have hernia surgery, too?”  That sets off another round of guy laughter. 
 
         As the uproar subsides, Gunnar offers, “Thank you so much for coming.  It is so great to see you! …  I’m betting Alex can’t get time off from medical school.  I totally get it.” 
 
         “Gunnar, I let her know you were alive.  Just know she would be here if she could.”  Cece vows to get a better feel for Gunnar’s emotional health before adding to his burden.  She knows Alex’s situation would set him off.” 
 
         Gunnar senses a subtext that he will pursue later. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Walt and Cece see Gunnar each morning an hour after his debriefing.  They visit an hour at a time.  They return in the afternoon and evening.  Eileen and two other shift nurses jealously guard their patient.  Gunnar’s favorite activity is to refer the pictures in Life magazines that span the period of history he missed.  Walt and Cece enjoy giving their commentary and recounting what they were doing when Gunnar asks about specific events. 
 
         The November 29, 1963, issue strikes Gunnar right off.  “Aunt Cece, what were you doing when you heard President Kennedy had been shot?” 
 
         “I was at a Friday staff meeting.  We could not believe our ears.  Being surrounded by the Air Force, it was very noticeable when the security level went up all over Holloman.  For minutes, no one spoke.  A big meeting was cancelled.  No one could concentrate.  Several officers speculated that we would soon be engaged in a nuclear war.  Others thought we were experiencing a coup.  I, personally, did not know what to think.  I called Walt after a few minutes to see what he thought.  Oh yes, I had to call five times because the phone lines were jammed up by the volume of calls like mine.” 
 
         Walt joined in, “Cece got me after I attempted to brief our commander on the status of my project.  That was cut short by the news.  I was in shock, terrified, and angry — at the same time.  I was furious that anyone would assassinate a sitting president of our country.  That does not happen in my country!  I asked myself whether we were becoming as lawless as the rest of the world.  Of course, you had no knowledge of JFK’s death, did you?” 
 
         “Not a clue,” Uncle Walt, “when Eileen gave me a stack of Life and Time magazines, I learned.  I’m pulling a sheet and blanket over me now because it literally leaves me cold — again — just to think about it.  I am astonished that anyone would kill our president.” 
 
         “A very sad day then,” Walt remarks. 
 
         “I am saddened every time I think about it,” Gunnar adds. 
 
         Cece piles on, “If I could have got a hold of that Oswald, well, I’d …” 
 
         “So Oswald was shot two days later, and the Warren Commission said he was the one and only assassin.  Is that right?” Gunnar asks. 
 
         “That’s what happened.  There’s still a lot of speculation about multiple shooters and conspiracies that involve Big Oil, the Mafia, Cuba, and the CIA,” Cece responds. 
 
         “I think Oswald got what he deserved,” Gunnar comments. 
 
         Walt: “It took a particularly despicable human being to fire the bullet that killed our president.” 
 
         Then Gunnar tries to elevate the mood, “Who’s going to the Super Bowl this year?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    After the third week of hospitalization, Gunnar gets to go with Walt, Cece,and Eileen to an afternoon movie on base.  A staff car takes them.  Gunnar is very excited about seeing James Bond in Goldfinger.  He had seen Dr. No in 1962.  As they are driven back to the hospital, Gunnar says he really enjoyed the movie.  Since Gunnar had missed From Russia With Love, Walt promises to buy the book for him.  During the movie, however, Cece can tell that the old Gunnar is not back completely.  Jungle survivor Gunnar jumps at the sound of gunfire in the movie and is edgy during the film’s torture scenes. No, she decides, she will not give Gunnar the details of where Alex is and why she is there. 
 
         Leaving Gunnar to rest, the three compare notes outside his hospital room.  Eileen notes, “It has been a long day for him: debriefing, visiting hours, and a long movie.  The movie was a trial.  We shouldn’t do that every day.  You two are a welcome elixir to speed his healing.” 
 
         Several days later, Walt and Cece leave to get back to their work stateside. 
 
         Eileen counters Gunnar’s sadness at their departure with a transistor radio she gives him.  He can’t get enough of Roy Orbison’s singing “Oh, Pretty Woman” or the Supreme’s belting out “Baby Love.” 
 
         “You know, Eileen, sometimes I miss the serenity of the open sea,” Gunnar remarks. 
 
         “Really?” Eileen asks in disbelief.  The unflappable nurse looks befuddled. 
 
         “No!” Gunnar laughs.  “Thanks again for the transistor!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    That evening Eileen comes into Gunnar’s room to check on him.  Gunnar looks up from his Time magazine, “Pulling a double shift?” 
 
         “I am, sort of.  Peggy wants to see Goldfinger, so I’m covering the first four hours of her shift.”  She touches Gunnar’s shoulder, “How would you like a back rub, or will that cut into your reading time?” 
 
         Gunnar puts down the magazine and matter-of-factly states, “Well, if you need the practice …”  Without waiting for a reaction, he rolls on his stomach. 
 
         Click.  Gunnar senses a shift in Eileen’s demeanor. 
 
         Eileen sends up a trial balloon, “You jet jocks normally demand a back rub.  You did eject over the ocean, didn’t you?”  Her behavior was normal except for the almost imperceptible shift in voice tone and equally small movement in her facial expression. 
 
         “Eileen, again, you must have me confused with someone on another floor.  I’m the fisherman who survived my ship sinking at sea.”  Gunnar grins with his head to one side, “And here I was thinking I was your favorite patient.” 
 
         Click.  Gunnar senses a shift back to normal Eileen. 
 
         Eileen tries to recover, “I guess you just have that cocky fighter-pilot look about you.  Is your head comfortable on its side?  Harry, I’m warming the lotion in my hands before I touch you.  I’ll start in a few seconds.” 
 
         Eileen unties the back of Gunnar’s hospital gown.  At first the symmetric movement of Eileen’s hands makes all of Gunnar’s senses heighten.  Eventually though, the rhythm of the deep-tissue massage becomes more and more soothing.  He feels as if his whole body is being hypnotized.  Soon, Gunnar is nearly asleep.  Eileen slowly stops the back rub.  “I’m going to put a warm, wet towel on your back now.” 
 
         Gunnar floats in a twilight between consciousness and sleep. 
 
         In time, Eileen removes the room-temperature towel.  “Okay, you can roll over.  How was that?   Anything you need?”  She moves her hand slowly to his cheek. 
 
         Gunnar sighs.  He holds her hand on his cheek.  They stare into each other’s eyes.  Neither changes expression.  Gunnar squeezes the hand on his cheek. 
 
         Eileen says, “I’ll be right back,” and leaves for a minute to jam the door with a chair.  She returns and sits down to take off her shoes.  Slowly she takes off her green scrubs and her bra.  She rises and wiggles out of her panties.  She pulls off Gunnar’s hospital gown and crawls into the hospital bed with Gunnar. 
 
         “One thing,” Gunnar protests, “I don’t want you to get in trouble.” 
 
         “It’s all right, Harry.  I told the guard to let absolutely no one in — and I’ve got the chair in place blocking the door.  You just relax.” 
 
         Eileen lays on top of him.  They kiss for half an hour.  “Shall I go?” she teases. 
 
         Gunnar answers with a soft lip-lock.  “This is almost as good as Goldfinger — almost,” he teases back. 
 
         “Sorry my breasts aren’t gold-coated,” she jests. 
 
         “I prefer the skin tones, myself, Miss Galore,” he kids.  “In fact, I would say yours are ideal.” 
 
         Lack of female contact has left Gunnar impatient.  He overcompensates by deliberately taking his time.  He slowly and gently touches Eileen’s breasts lightly with his fingertips.  Her nipples are erect.  He shares her enthusiasm.  He controls himself by concentrating on slowing his rapid breathing.  He rubs her back and her neck.  His fingers caress her lower abdomen. 
 
         Eileen shivers at his touch.  She is flushed and breathing hard.  She straddles him. 
 
         Gunnar reaches for a clear plastic cover from a bedside glass for protection.  She blocks him and produces a condom from underneath his pillow.  Her logistics are well thought out. 
 
         Gunnar is inside her.  They enjoy the moment in a long kiss with no other movement.  Slowly they dance atop the sheets.  Both relish the sense of timelessness and crashing of barriers.  The present is ageless and eternal.  Neither could be more aware.  They simultaneously climax, reaching peak satisfaction.  Eileen collapses into his shoulder and runs her fingers through his hair. 
 
         As Gunnar starts to doze off, Eileen reaches under the bed.  She pulls up an ice bucket and champagne.  Pow!  Gunnar pops the cork on the Korbel and hits the overhead fluorescent light fixture.  They laugh together.  They drink from hospital glass tumblers.  They toast Gunnar’s health, James Bond, Peggy, and life.  Everything is a reason for joy. 
 
         “The Korbel was wonderful.  I will repay you with the same at the Manila Hilton when I get out of the hospital,” Gunnar promises. 
 
         “Harry, that’s …  Wow!  Time got away from me.  Peggy will be here soon.”  She rolls back out bed.  Back into panties, bra, and scrubs.  Click.  “Did you have to kill anyone to escape?” 
 
         “Eileen, will you marry me?” Gunnar deflects in a teasing tone. 
 
         Click.  The regular Eileen is back.  She ignores his question as he ignored hers.  “Good news on your blood work.  Your liver and kidney functions are back to normal.  B & B for you tomorrow, kid.  Beer and bananas.” 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The debriefing sessions in the morning lengthen to two hours.  Just when Gunnar thinks he has nothing more to remember, Irving comes at his memory from another angle.  When there is a sticking point, Irving offers coffee.  With the longer session, Irving routinely has an attendant warm up lumpia for a snack at the one-hour point.  The Filipino delicacy is a tasty spring roll.  Lumpia is shredded pork, cabbage, and assorted chopped vegetables wrapped in a paper-thin pastry.  Gunnar favors the hot mustard dipping sauce.  Irving likes the sweet and sour. 
 
         Later in the day wearing gym clothes, Gunnar goes on extended walks on base with Eileen.  The temperature is usually a muggy 88 degrees Fahrenheit with no breeze.  Half of the time, they get soaked by short tropical showers.  A couple out for a stroll in the middle of the week is not out of place on the large military installation with a lot of shift work. 
 
         The walk becomes part of Gunnar’s and Eileen’s routine.  She regularly takes part of Peggy’s shift to give him a “back rub.”  Often they discuss current events, the weather, and the many flowers on the base.  Now and then, they parry.  Gunnar continually perceives the soundless pronounced click.  Eileen probes; Gunnar sticks to his legend; click, then real Eileen is back.  Gunnar elects not to confront her on this.  He keeps down the number of her probes by not asking too much about her past.  They live in the moment. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    One morning Eileen does not show up.  Instead, Peggy brings a breakfast of tacos, tomatoes, lettuce, and mango.  Irving bought this for you.  He apologizes for not having authentic salsa.” 
 
         “This is fantastic.  What a treat!  Tobasco is underrated, you know.  It will do just fine,” Gunnar is impressed to know Irving delivers even on small promises. 
 
         Peggy cheerfully changes the subject, “Gunnar, the doctor thinks you’re well!  Isn’t that good news?  I have some regular clothes and shoes for you.  At 0900, someone will be by to take you to a meeting.” 
 
         Showered and shaved — except for the mustache, Gunnar wonders what is up.  Irving takes him to their normal meeting room.  He shows Gunnar to a chair on one side of the table.  On the other side, are three chairs facing him.  Irving asks Gunnar about his overall experiences at the hospital.  Five minutes later, “Jack” comes into the room and introduces himself.  Jack sits to Gunnar’s left, and Irving sits to his right.  The small talk about “Harry’s” convalescence continues.  The center chair remains vacant. 
 
         “We’re waiting on the most important person, other than you, Harry,” Irving pleasantly explains. 
 
         At 0915, an attractive woman in a Navy blue business suit opens the door and enters.  She wears two-inch matching heels.  She has an air of authority.  Her hair is in an inverted ponytail.  At first, Gunnar does not recognize her, but she is familiar. 
 
         “Harry, I believe you have met Eileen,” Irving offers. 
 
         “Yes,” Eileen interrupts, “we have met.  Shall we get on with it?” 
 
         With efficiency, Eileen opens the meeting.  She looks at Gunnar as if he were a stranger.  “Harry, you probably wonder why you are here this morning.  Irving has told you how important your experience evading the enemy is.  I reiterate that.  Lessons from your experience will go a long way preparing our aviators and first-line ground combatants in Vietnam for survival, evasion, resistance, and escape.  Thank you for your cooperation and insights. 
 
         “As we observed you during your convalescence, you have proved yourself more than we could fondly hope.  You are far above normal in intelligence, resourcefulness, and situational awareness.  Subject to a routine initial polygraph, this committee extends you an offer to work for the Central Intelligence Agency.  We offer you a generous starting salary with the opportunity of advancement.  We believe you will find the work challenging and rewarding .” 
 
         At that point, Gunnar reaches in his back pocket.  He produces an index card, folded in half and stapled.  On the outside is printed: “Witnessed stapling closed, October 6.  Signed: Peggy Melrose, RN.” 
 
         With her meticulously manicured and now red-tone fingernails, Eileen pries open the staple.  She opens the folded index card.  She reads Gunnar’s printing: “Eileen works for intelligence, October 6.  Signed: Harry.” 
 
         Gunnar looks for a click.  Is she surprised he was onto her?  Is she pleased she made the correct assessment of his skills?  He cannot tell.  She does not react. 
 
         As if nothing has happened, Eileen goes on without skipping a beat, “Assuming you accept our offer, Jack will do the polygraph in this room after a short break.  Then we’ll begin processing your paperwork establishing a new identity and set you up with established credit and a current bank account.  You’ll work on your legend and disguises here.  Irving will role-play with you.  In several days, we’ll have you off to Australia for 30 days of rest and recreation before we put you to work.  Play hard; work hard, Harry. 
 
         “You certainly have a superb Army career ahead of you.  Based on our observations, over the long pull, we suspect it may not provide you enough stimulation.  You should also consider that, if your survival is announced, the Communist propaganda machine will invariably try to publicly mark you as a war criminal and allege all sorts of heinous acts on your part during survival in the jungle.  Anyone suspected of helping you survive will be brutally killed, including their extended family.  More importantly, what we do in the Company is highly levered, so you will be able to have an outsized impact on maintaining American interests. 
 
         “I think you’ll like the role you can play in developing the interests of the United States.  We have global interests and need to act accordingly.  You know the psyche of the country seems to turn inward after every major conflict.  The Company does not do that.  We realize the Nation has an empire, whether it likes it or not.  We are dedicated to national interests, as you were taught at the Academy.” 
 
         In microseconds Gunnar processes what he is hearing.  He knows from his Army training what the Communist propaganda can do.  He faces years of loud disturbing false allegations by the leftist media in America and the rest of the world.  He thinks he can handle the negativity.  But, he asks himself, how fair that is to his family.  He also has to admire how perceptive Irving and Eileen are.  He flashes to an extremely disturbing moment at an evening professional development lecture at West Point by an Army major on the very structured career path that then lay ahead of him. 
 
         He remembers that unforgettable moment as a yearling when he broke into a sweat in the cold auditorium.  He had never realized that his whole career was mapped out for him.  Attend graduate school here, Army Command and General Staff College there, the Army War College eventually, and don’t forget a Pentagon tour somewhere.  Having his life laid out in advance had upset him so much he still recalls how repulsive that reality was.  He feels a cold sweat coming on. 
 
         Now back in the present, Gunnar remembers what his dad taught him about buying cars.  One should not accept any offer too quickly.  “Who speaks first, loses,” he remembers his father’s exact words. 
 
         “So, Harry, I realize this offer may be a surprise to you.  You may need more time to consider it.  That’s fine.  What are your initial thoughts?” Eileen asks. 
 
         Gunnar holds his tongue.  Make them sell you, he tells himself. 
 
         Irving pours Gunnar a fresh cup of coffee and pats him on the shoulder.  “Harry, we need you,” he says. 
 
         Jack weighs in, “I haven’t said much, but, from your performance in the hospital and previous record, I have to say I would be proud to work with you in any capacity.  The Agency needs men like you.  I sincerely hope you will come aboard.” 
 
         “Thanks, Jack.”  Gunnar processes the offer.  “You know my family situation.  I will need 30 extra days off a year to make this work.  I won’t take them if I don’t need them, but I need that flexibility.  I definitely want to be accessible to my family.  I am the sole surviving male in the Olson line.” 
 
         Eileen does not blink.  “Harry, that can be arranged.  I will give you a copy of a notarized letter to that effect.  I’ll put it in your file and give you a copy.  Anything else?” 
 
         Gunnar is impressed that she has the authority to commit to his counteroffer so quickly.  “What career path do you have in mind for me?”  He has learned about his need for some free form in a career. 
 
         “Harry, after your R&R, we need to run you through the Farm for the basics of being a covert operator.  I don’t see you necessarily being in the field initially.  I anticipate you operating at a supervisory level of advisor and fixer in Southeast Asia as this theater’s needs build.  You have vast expertise here already.  For your information, very few people in the organization know of your existence at this point.  We keep operations and unique capabilities very compartmentalized.  You are familiar with the ‘need-to-know’ concept: One only learns about what he needs to know to get his job done. 
 
         “Your career path with the Company is flexible.  You won’t see the rigid career milestones with us that you would experience in the Army,” Eileen states and pauses.  No click. 
 
         Gunnar signals acceptance, “Well, let’s get on with the lie detector test.” 
 
         Eileen’s micro-expressions show she is pleased.  Only those familiar with her would know.  Gunnar knows.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    R&R 
 
      
 
    A very dark-skinned, mustachioed athletic man exits a first-class seat on a Boeing 707 jet flight from Manila to Darwin, Australia.  He has enjoyed the five-hour flight.  He declines a bar date with a pretty Australian stewardess tonight.  He carries a well-used, multiply-stamped fake passport.  He approaches the Immigration and Border Protection official with a small gym bag.  The official balks at the lack of luggage.  The tourist explains that the airline lost his bags flying from Hong Kong to Manila.  He hopes they catch up with him. 
 
         He rents an automatic-shift car.  Wearing aviator glasses, he drives slowly around the large airport rental parking lot.  He hasn’t driven for a long time.  Mentally, he chants, “Drive on left, careful.  Drive on the left, careful.  Drive on the left, careful.” 
 
         He heads into Darwin to buy suitcases and clothes.  Nothing like starting over, he muses.  Driving on the left side of the road, instead of the accustomed right, makes him uncomfortable.  The air conditioning in the car at least mediates the 90-degree heat outside.  Other than that, he has not been as carefree since his sixty days of graduation leave after West Point.  He now realizes his hypervigilance has tapered off after two months of living without real or imagined threats.  A little extra alertness just might be what the doctor would order for my driving Down Under, he thinks to himself. 
 
         With his new clothes, he checks into the Hilton.  Someone has left him a handwritten message inside a hotel envelope.  He recognizes the writing: “Room 124.”  He takes his baggage to his room, refreshes, and heads to room 124.  He knocks.  The figure who opens the door is familiar.  She is quizzical.  She does not immediately recognize the man with the mustache. 
 
         “Sis, may I come in?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I, Alex, am very careful when away from Vanuatu.  I smile in slow recognition of my twin brother.  I give Gunnar a long bear hug when he is inside my room.  He kisses my cheek.  I kiss his cheek. 
 
         “You look great, Alex!” he volunteers. 
 
         “You look like someone else, Gunnar.  And you’re too skinny!” 
 
         “It’s all that partying I’ve done for the last year or so,” he jokes. 
 
         I direct us more toward business, “As you know, Aunt Cece helped get me here.  She is a clever one.  We have to catch up, but first help me to understand some things.  Here’s what I understand.  You’re traveling under an alias.  Any chance you were followed?  I have to be careful.  I’ll explain.” 
 
         “Yes, Alex, I am traveling under an alias.  I trust you completely, so I have no issue telling you my survival is still officially a secret.  I’m still a little hypervigilant after my vacation in the rainforest.  I’m not the pie-in-the-sky nerd you knew in high school or the obedient engineering student you visited at West Point.  And, no, I didn’t notice anyone following me.” 
 
         “Gunnar, Aunt Cece and I correspond.  She set up a meeting in Honolulu for her and me.  I could only get a couple days off.  Same with her.  She wanted to tell me in person that you are alive.  She swore me to complete secrecy.  I have not and will not tell anyone else about you.” 
 
         “Alex, why Honolulu?” 
 
         “Gunnar, that’s a long story.  Before I get to that, let me get room service to bring us champagne on ice and strawberries.  Anything else you’d like?” 
 
         While we wait on refreshments, I think out loud: “So, basically no one knows about you.  You’ve been cocooned off for two months after you came out of the jungle.  I’m here under an alias, and no one followed me.”  I mentally flip coins over what to tell Gunnar about my situation: on the run from the mob or … 
 
         “Gunnar, when you came out of the hot, stifling jungle, you must have been shocked to learn we have a new president.  What were your thoughts?” 
 
         “I was in total disbelief, Alex.  Assassination of our president?  Not in my country, you don’t.  I couldn’t believe we have sunk so low as a civilization to have a crime like that perpetrated on our top leader.  Shooting that bullet was a despicable, cowardly act.  I think Oswald got what was coming to him, although prolonged torture before his death might have been more appropriate.  I stand against everything that senseless act represented.  May he burn in hell!” 
 
         A waiter knocks on the door with the Cristal and strawberries.  Gunnar jumps a little at the waiter’s pop of the cork.  The waiter pours a generous amount of champagne in each flute.  He wishes us well and firmly declines a tip. 
 
         “These strawberries are sensational!”  Gunnar clanks his glass against mine.  He initiates a series of toasts.  “To my wonderful, beautiful sister!” 
 
         I tear up.  “To the best brother in the world!  May he live long and prosper!” 
 
         Gunnar tears up, too.  “To Aunt Cece!  And may I say you have impeccable taste in brut champagne.” 
 
         I brighten, “You deserve it, war hero.  I would say big brother, but you are so thin.  I know, I said that already.  To Uncle Walt!” 
 
         Gunnar: “To Mom and Dad!” 
 
         I wilt a bit, “How could I forget?  It has been so long since I have thought of them.” 
 
         “Alex, they would not want us dwelling on the past.  Dad once told me that every time he witnessed an actual nuclear explosion, it convinced him more and more to live in the present.  Here’s to living in the present!” 
 
         “I’ll drink to that.  Here’s to brothers who help their sisters win science fairs!” 
 
         “Here’s to modest sisters who deservedly win!” Gunnar pronounces. 
 
         I do not need to flip the virtual coin anymore.  I call on my almost-photographic memory and recite what I told Aunt Cece, “Gunnar, I apologize for being so secretive.  I had to leave medical school suddenly.  I made the mistake of being too helpful.  I was eating at an Italian restaurant when a man was shot.  I ran over to stop the bleeding.  The son of the man saw that I knew what I was doing and thought I was a doctor.  I could not convince him otherwise, nor could I sell the idea of going to a hospital.   At gunpoint, I left with an entourage to a safe house.  There was a very credible threat that, if the dad died, so would I. 
 
         “The power of the group was amazing.  Anything reasonable that I needed for medical care, I got within half an hour.  I managed to keep the man alive for several days by staying up and working without sleep.  I established a little rapport with one of my watchers who sent me outside to get some air.  I escaped and have not looked back since. 
 
         “I did not go back to my apartment.  I got my papers and cash from my bank deposit box.  This is not fiction.  It is a real threat.  I would like to wish the situation away, but we cannot.  The man died.” 
 
         I omit the part where I told Aunt Cece about the obituary.  Gunnar would thresh that out.  He would prove the negative.  He was relentless in protecting family or investigating facts. 
 
         “I hide out in Vanuatu working as a doctor in a rural clinic under an alias.  Being pursued is just a fact of life I have learned to live with.  My pursuers, of course, know about Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece from public records.  Aunt Cece recognized one of them following her on the plane flight from Alamogordo to Sydney, where she and Uncle Walt met me.  I had told her in advance how to shake him. 
 
         “I have adjusted to my new life.  If nothing else, I got to begin my practice as a physician sooner than I expected,” I observe with sincerity.  I take another swallow of champagne.  At this momentous reunion, I could not risk the likely wrath of my brother over firing that bullet in Dallas.  I wonder whether the lie I told to Aunt Cece plus the same lie told to Gunnar add up to some kind of truth.  I am honest with myself: I am lying to Gunnar because I can’t handle the pain of losing my brother again. 
 
         “I am so happy to have you in my life, Alex.  I cannot tell you how much you mean to me.  When I lived moment to moment, trying to survive in that hostile jungle environment for months, I thought of you often.  This reunion with you is the peak event in my life.  Being lost was ,indeed, worth the coming home!” 
 
         I mentally pat myself on the back.  I did the right thing in not telling Gunnar about Dallas.  His heart for family is as big as ever, but his heart for country has grown, if that is possible. 
 
         Gunnar pumps his right fist in anger.  “Alex, I wish I’d been there for you — before you felt you had to leave medical school.  Hank and I would have gone in there at night and destroyed every member of that gang family …” 
 
         “I know you would have, Gunnar, but it’s okay.  As I’ve said, I’m in a good place — physically and mentally.” 
 
         Gunnar keeps the conversational ball up in the air by bringing up fond memories.  He wants to avoid discussing the months of survival.  I sense he still harbors some secret like a good soldier.  There is something he is not telling me.  Is he avoiding upsetting me?  I know he feels he has to handle me with kid gloves.  I will not force the issue. 
 
         We twins stare into each other’s eyes.  We communicate without words.  I know Gunnar can see the maturity in my eyes.  My beautiful, piercing gray eyes used to sparkle more.  Is that lost gleam a dimming of my spirit, a marker of aging, or both?  Gunnar’s similarly beautiful gray eyes — now slightly dimmed — reflect the stress of West Point, Airborne School, Ranger School, and his Vietnam experience. 
 
         “I think we need more champagne,” Gunnar bursts out.  “And I have a hankering for pizza, kind of a new dish to me back in New York my last year at the Point.  I bet we have to settle for fish and chips from the room service chef.” 
 
         “I could use a Baca’s taco now and a Lotaburger,” I erupt enthusiastically.  “Throw in a Creamland chocolate milk shake and some Lionel’s fries.” 
 
         “Good luck with that!  Now I am really nostalgic for Albuquerque, Alex.  You know every time I grip a rifle stock it connects me with you in Rifle Club back in the Duke City.  Do you still shoot?” 
 
         “Is the Pope Catholic?” I respond.  I hate trite expressions, especially from me. 
 
         Gunnar roars.  Even worn-out jokes are funny after a few glasses of bubbly.  “Let me call room service.”  He makes the call and listens to me. 
 
         “Seriously, I have a French rifle on the island.  I shoot regularly.  The rifle has the best feel since…”  I do not complete my thought.  Even buzzed on alcohol, I know where I cannot go. 
 
         Distracted while calling room service, Gunnar misses the uncompleted sentence.  He has all the food charges put against his room and completes the order.  He rises from his chair and walks to me.  He leans and gives me another hug.  I return it from my reclined position on the couch.  No words are necessary.  We hold the strained position until room service arrives again. 
 
         “I think the fish and chips are just what the doctor ordered, eh, Alex?” 
 
         I laugh out loud at his joke.  “Who would guess that champagne complements them?  I missed you, Gunnar.” 
 
         “Here’s what I don’t get, Alex.  I find it a wonder that we were ever close.  Competing with a genius like you never made me resentful.  I never felt any of that.  You were always a formidable competitor in everything we did.  Most of my friends resented their very talented siblings.  I never was angry at life that I didn’t have your fine motor skills either.” 
 
         “I feel the same way, Gunnar.  Right back at you.  I never was angry about your superior situational awareness and creativity.  Not to mention, people skills.  I think I would have resented you if you could outshoot me, though.”  Alex tries to be humorous with that insight on herself. 
 
         Gunnar knows that well may be the truth.  He doesn’t know whether to laugh.  He smiles.  He knows it is an empty smile. 
 
         She continues, “Gunnar, that we get along so well, I think, has to do with our parents.  They were remarkable.  And Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece were and are the greatest foster parents ever.”  I pause, then add, “Gunnar you should have …” 
 
         Laughing, Gunnar finishes my sentence, “been at my funeral!” 
 
         We both crack up. 
 
         “Yeah, who was that impersonating my bones, anyway?” he jokes, the emptiness gone. 
 
         “I think you just qualified for the olympics in gallows humor, Gunnar,” I try to stop laughing at our irreverent  jokes.  “If anything would make me jealous, it’s what I learned about you at your wake.” 
 
         “Damn, I missed that, too!” Gunnar roars.  He pours himself another glass of champagne. 
 
         “You were always something great, Gunnar.  You evolved so much in other respects as a cadet.  I was in awe of the respect various people had for you.  You helped so many people.  You did so many great things.  None of that was foreseeable in high school.  Even though I visited you frequently at West Point, I didn’t know the half of what you actually did.  And then you overcame all odds in Vietnam.  Do you know you were awarded the Silver Star?” 
 
         Gunnar was solemn.  “I did not know that!  I can’t even joke about receiving a posthumous award in person; it’s such an honor,” he says very gravely.  I sense memories bring horrific pictures to his mind.  Gunnar’s dark skin looks peaked. 
 
         “I’m sorry, Gunnar.”  I rise from the couch to hug Gunnar.  “I am so glad you survived.  You owe it to yourself now to enjoy life!” 
 
         Gunnar slowly returns the hug and regroups.  “Thanks, Alex.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We spend a week walking the streets of Darwin enjoying the architecture and gardens.  We both agree our time is best spent relating to each other and just enjoying being alive.  Gunnar insists he has many more weeks to see Australia but only a few days to see me.  Before I have to fly back to my medical practice, I insist on taking Gunnar on his choice of touristy things to do.  We wind up chartering a boat to go deep sea fishing.  Gunnar is pleased to land a 19-pound bluefish and 40-pound Barramundi.  My catches were far less impressive. 
 
         Over coffee our last morning together, Gunnar observes, “Alex, Australia is us: set apart, different.”  I know he refers to the very different way species have evolved here versus the rest of the world. 
 
         “I have to agree with you, brother.  Australia is also magnificent.  With some arrogance on my part, I say that also is us.”  I laugh, but I mean it. 
 
         Gunnar clanks his coffee cup into mine.  He smiles, and, with his best Aussie imitation, he says, “Fair bloody dinkum, mate, you’re chockers on judgement!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In our last night in Australia together, we decide to order in.  There has been an unspoken rule of not talking about the future — until now. 
 
         “Alex, I have a pearl for you: Australia is also us: boundless potential and bright future,” he says. 
 
         I let that soak in.  “Gunnar, you are so right.  I have one for you.  You know that river of life you talk about.  I’ve told you that getting out of the channel I had picked may have worked out for the best.  I don’t have all the awards I expected to get.  I don’t have the degree I wanted.  I’m not on course for a residency in surgery.  However, I am practicing as a doctor and surgeon much sooner than I expected.  I know I’ve told you that in other words the first night.  The point is that I am surprisingly at peace with where I am. 
 
         “I’ve always known I wanted to be a physician.  I never truly expected to feel so fulfilled helping people.  I knew other medical students expected that for themselves.  In fact, I had to make up stories about that being the case to tell to admission committees to get into medical school.  Nonetheless, I get a sincere inner reward healing my patients.  I know I help them a lot, but I get even more from it. 
 
         “The people I work with are helpful, nurturing.  They support me in every way.  I love my island home.  It’s so good I almost fear change of any sort.  How neurotic is that?” 
 
         “Sis, I can tell you are happy and content.  That makes me happy, too.  You’re less excitable than I remember.  You’re calmer.  Vanuatu suits you.” 
 
         I sense there is something he wants to tell me.  “What about you, Gunnar.  Graduate school, then back to West Point to teach?  Your resume for becoming a general officer couldn’t be stronger.” 
 
         “Alex, the river has taken me down a new channel.  It looks promising.  The Company wants me.  I can use everything I’ve ever learned and capitalize on my most recent experiences in Vietnam.  I have some basic training at the Farm coming up after R&R.  Then, who knows?  Very likely hopping around Southeast Asia making the world safe for democracy,” he elaborates and mocks himself.  “For the foreseeable future, there will be no Gunnar.” 
 
         I am taken aback.  I need to reset several algorithms in my brain.  “You mean you’ll be working for the CIA?”  I sound alarmed.  I feel a cold sweat.  I never knew exactly for whom Glen worked, only suspicions.  I think, at the very least, Glen had close links with the CIA.  I also suspect a CIA connection to the conspiracy to shoot JFK — and to the plan to eliminate loose ends like me. 
 
         “What’s going on, Alex?  You seem upset.”  Gunnar still can read me very well. 
 
         I ask, “Do you think there’s any way the CIA could be coopted by the mob?  Do you think your working for the CIA will put me in danger?”  I think my question is clever.  It maintains my cover story and asks for relevant information. 
 
         Gunnar is thoughtful.  “Sis, I don’t see any way you are in jeopardy.  For one thing, knowledge about me is going to be close-hold.  Very few people will know about me.  That information is compartmentalized.  You must have a need to know to be exposed to it.  And the CIA is a very big organization in which I have a very small footprint. 
 
         “Speaking of footprints,” he continues, “tell me the names of all your associates, in case I am ever privileged to meet them.”  The names go into that steel trap of a memory he has.  I know he will check out their backgrounds, including known associates.  Glen used to do that.  We could tell by the obscure facts he would raise that were way beyond common knowledge.  I know Gunnar is protecting me. 
 
         After I provide the names, I hug him.  “Gunnar, thanks for looking out for me — always.  I’d say I owe you one, but my pile of debts owed you is beyond my ability to count.”  I laugh.  “I’m glad you’re on my side.  I pity your enemies.” 
 
         Gunnar scoffs, “As twins, we are one.  There are no debts.” 
 
         I am mollified.  I resolve to work possibilities at another occasion.  It is time to enjoy my last few moments of this visit with Gunnar for a while longer.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Vanuatu 
 
      
 
    “Dr. Joan, Dr. Joan, I missed you,” a five-year-old Melanesian girl screams at me as I climb out of my Citroen returning to the clinic from Australia.  She has distinctive curly blond hair that contrasts with her dark skin.  As a scientist, I marvel at the phenomenon every time I see it.  The more I think about it, the more I tend to believe it’s a genetic mutation.  I’ve noticed that fewer Vanuatuan adults sport blond hair than youth.  That makes me think the hair tends to darken over time, at least in some. 
 
         “Dr. Joan, after you save my brother, will you sign my cast?” 
 
         I hug Ranya and follow her into the clinic.  I see her sedated eight-year-old brother on the operating table.  I recognize Pisiv from treating his strep throat several months ago. 
 
         Dr. Aurand greets me, “Bonjour, Dr. Joan.  Welcome back, Saint Joan!”  He likes his playful Joan-of-Arc reference. 
 
         I smile.  I know he isn’t being sarcastic.  “May I assist, Dr. Aurand?” 
 
         “You may take over, Dr. Joan, if you don’t mind.  Hit-and-run patient.  He was brought in at the end of an already long day for me.  Are you up to it?” 
 
         “This is my life, Dr. Aurand.  How are you holding up, Monique?” I ask. 
 
         “Bonjour, Dr. Joan, I am still going strong, not like the old man,” she jests. 
 
         Dr. Aurand’s lips give the hint of a smile at the old man reference to him. 
 
         While I am getting up to speed on my patient, “Dr. Aurand looks at me and asks, “So did you marry some lucky Australian … or what?” 
 
         “No, I just had a wonderful sight-seeing tour.  That’s all,” I answer with my attention divided.  Then, I give him a smile to acknowledge his compliment.  He accepts that my social graces are less than average, at best. 
 
         “I had to ask,” Dr. Aurand kids, “I just wanted to know if I had a chance …”  He and Monique love to torture each other.  I may never understand the complexities of romantic love. 
 
         As my hands skillfully close more wounds, I smile and speak through my surgical mask, “Dr. Aurand, you will never find a greater catch than Monique.” 
 
         Monique smiles back through her mask and turns her words to her partner, “And you may never catch me, Dr. Aurand.” 
 
         Viktoria, who is also scrubbed in, has the good sense to stay quiet. 
 
         Dr. Aurand removes his surgical mask, “I will adjourn to the waiting room, ladies.  Maybe I can find someone who still loves me.” 
 
         After he has left the room, Monique confides again, “You know he thinks of you as a daughter.  That’s better than a peer with him.  He has never liked a fellow doctor as much as you.” 
 
         “Well, Monique, I am honored.”  My cheerful acceptance of her kind words surprises me.  I usually discount words like these as sucking up and answer with a sharp rebuke.  I don’t.  I am genuinely touched. 
 
         After two hours of constant work, we have our patient ready for transport to the hospital in Port Vila.  The patient’s mother and father wait to thank me.  They bring me a large basket of local fruits: papayas, mangos, pineapples, watermelons, bananas, and star fruit, to name a few.  Of course, they each hug me five times to show their gratitude.  I sign Ranya’s cast.  I am home. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Holding my rifle stock as I am about to shoot connects me with different realities.  First, I remember fondly my recent reunion with Gunnar.  I am unsettled as to how his new job will shake up my universe.  As for him, he will do just fine.  He’s Gunnar!  No matter the problem, no matter the difficulty, Gunnar will emerge triumphant.  Second, I remember how good shooting makes me feel.  It is a joy I cannot express in words.  Third, I remember the danger flowing from that fatal shot in Dallas.  I retrace the primrose path that led me to pulling the trigger.  That distant event seems like yesterday.  I recall that, no matter how safe and content I feel, there are people who want to kill me because I am evidence in the crime of the century.  I am ever grateful for this warning that keeps me alive. 
 
         After shooting, I drive to a nearby beach and sit.  Next to the ocean, I feel insignificant to its vastness, its crushing waves, its constancy over time.  I wonder whether I will ever tell Gunnar about Dallas.  While I know why I did what I did, I’m not sure I can explain myself.  I’m not sure a super-patriot like Gunnar can possibly understand — or forgive what I did.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Langley, Virginia 
 
      
 
    At CIA headquarters, Deputy Director Randal Higgins tells his secretary to send an analyst into his office.  He omits pleasantries.  “David, how is Polly Gone going?” 
 
         Analyst David Preen has been the single point of contact on the highly secret project.  He has been directed to share minimal information with anyone, including operatives who see only a few pieces of the bigger puzzle.  Like other headquarters employees, he had seen the depression in Higgins when then-President Kennedy did not make him the director of Central Intelligence.  David notes Higgins’ grim mood whenever Polly Gone comes up.  Unfortunately, that operation is David’s principal focus. 
 
         “Director Higgins, nothing has come to light investigating the Simmers’ previous business trips.  The fact that the Simmers gave our operative the slip at Sydney’s airport may well have given us the lead we need.  They may have been on their way to meet up with Alex.  Now with the beta-test version of the IBM 360 computer, I have a way to make some faster progress.  I typed up thousands of computer cards with names, gender, dates, and locations.  For flights, I added connection location.  I’m looking for some kind of nexus.  I figured that to find Alex Olson, I needed to check everywhere her aunt and uncle stopped when away from Alamogordo.  I paid a private investigator to get copies of registrations from bigger hotels and alternatives in Australian cities they likely visited. 
 
         “We know when the Simmers arrived.  We know they departed ten days later to return homeTo narrow the set of possibilities, I ran all the cards two days prior to their arrival date through two days past their departure date.  The cards have names of relevant incoming air passengers, departing passengers, and names of people in hotel registers..  I found no Alex Olson, Walter Simmer, or Cecilia Simmer staying in a hotel or bed and breakfast in Sydney.  I then expanded the computer search to hotels and bed and breakfasts in Canberra,Melbourne, and Darwin on the next iteration …” 
 
         Higgins interrupts, “So you’re assuming they did not stay with friends or campout?” 
 
         “I am, Director.  Since you want no more assets than myself knowing the overall project, I’ve had to limit the search to more likely events.”  David wants to know why Alex Olson is a target.  He never asks.  He keeps in mind what is widely known at the Agency — Higgins’ rule: Ask too much, get fired.  What creates a double bind for him is the common knowledge that Higgins perversely likes initiative from his staff.  He likes his staff a little off-balance. 
 
         “Go on, David.” 
 
         “The IBM 360 gives us a pretty good indication that the Simmers were using an alias.  As you know, there are always people checking into hotels with aliases.  I confirmed that Down Under that occurs as well.  I think it’s very likely the Simmers paid cash under their aliases.  As long as Alex has been in the shadows, she may may have credit under an alias and be able to not use cash. 
 
         “I also ran the IBM 360 for departures of the Simmers out of major cities in Australia for the ten-day period following their arrival in Sydney.  I found nothing up to their return flight. 
 
         “Now it is a matter of shoe leather.  The aliases are most likely to be those who paid in cash.  I have one photo of each of the Simmers, one of Alex, and four artist depictions of Alex in possible disguises.  I need to fly to Sydney to show those to the hotel staffs and bed-and-breakfast owners where the promising aliases were used.  Then, I need to follow the bread crumbs. 
 
         “It has a been a long, intensive slog.  We’re going to get there, sir.” 
 
         Then Randal Higgins scratches his chin.  “David, pack your bags.  Stay Down Under as long as you need.  Don’t come back without knowing more about Alex.  If Sydney doesn’t pan out, of course, expand your scope of cities.  I don’t have to remind you this is very close-hold.  No one, I mean no one else, needs to know what you are doing.  Am I clear?” 
 
         “I’m eager to do it.  Terminate the target?” David adds.  He wants to show he is leaning forward, showing initiative.  He knows analysts don’t do wet works. 
 
         “Leave the sanction to a field operative, David.  I know you’re eager to get into the field, but I can’t afford to lose a top analyst right now.  Solve this, and you’ll get your chance to be a field operative.” 
 
         “I’ll get the job done, Director.”  David knows Higgins thinks himself the rightful director, not just the deputy director.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Australia 
 
      
 
    Despite feeling jet lagged, David begins showing pictures of Alex Olson around the potential locations in Sydney where cash was used.  He is smart.  He tamps down his normal bull-dogged, get-to-it manner.  He takes his time so that those he is asking about having seen her back in September, will also take their time trying to remember.  He watches their facial expressions as they answer.  He is delighted that Australians, in general, do not expect to be tipped for everything they do.  If they did, he would have already busted his budget. 
 
         With nothing solid found interviewing hotel staffs in Sydney, David begins his second week with cold calls on bed and breakfasts.  While bed and breakfasts don’t feel like a target-rich environment, a wily fugitive might well prefer them.  He tries not to get discouraged. 
 
         He moves on to Canberra hotels after three more days, again where the computer list takes him.  At one of the large hotels, he hits pay dirt.  A reliable concierge remembers all three from September.  The front desk verifies both parties paid in cash.  Eureka!  David insists on leaving a large tip despite many protests. 
 
         The alias used by Alex Olson, however, does not connect to any names arriving in Sydney.  He knows when the Simmers definitely did arrive in Sydney. 
 
         David is discouraged.  He felt so close to solving this case, then nothing.  He heads to a local pub.  He makes the mistake of drinking his supper.  Afterward, he aimlessly wanders the streets of Canberra hoping for the inspiration he could not find from a keg. 
 
          David wakes up in the middle of the night to urinate.  The beer was such a bad idea.  Then, it hits him.  He has been dealing with too large of a pool of aliases.  Seemingly, there is less of a likelihood of aliases on international flights.  Despite the revelation, thoroughness demands he continue to investigate where the three may have stayed.  He also concludes that, in deep cover, Alex probably had one or more sets of papers. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    After determining the three stayed at least two nights in Canberra, David moves on to Melbourne.  After four days there showing pictures, he gets a hit on where the three stayed, paying cash.  The targets are clever.  They do not repeat their aliases.  He learns the three spent six days there.  He goes through his computer printouts to see whether any of the aliases rented a car in Sydney.  No, they did not. 
 
         David decides he has eliminated a lot of names and has a few to work with.  He decides Darwin is not a good prospect.  He realizes he has done as much as he can in Australia.  He hates heading home without a solution, but he has made progress.  He needs to get back to Langley to the computer.  He will use the IBM 360 prototype to check aliases used by Alex Olson around the arrival date and departure date of the Simmers in Sydney. 
 
         Out over the middle of the Pacific in a Boeing 707, David has a Mai Tai.  Feeling a buzz, he is confident that he can locate Alex Olson.  He senses positive momentum, and that is a good feeling.  The dream of being a field agent propels him. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    David goes to work early in the morning just eight hours after arriving back at Dulles Airport.  He is charged with coffee.  He finds no use of Alex’s aliases arriving or departing Sydney in known timeframes.  After four hours he starts sorts of names of females arriving alone and departing on dates similar to the Simmers.  He spends the next six hours looking through the many sorts. 
 
         This night, he is restless.  Eventually he falls asleep.  When he awakens, he has one word echoing through the lobes of his brain: Vanuatu.  Out of the hundreds of names in his preliminary list, this connection stands out — a gift from his subconscious.  A mystical, exotic name.  If he were trying to hide, he’d either find a large city or a remote location.  A crowd, a large metropolitan location, would make sorting out aliases a major undertaking.  The remote location would be the other possibility, away from the madding crown.  Vanuatu was that kind of remote location.  No extradition treaty, either.  Inductive reasoning at its highest, he scoffs at himself.  It is a hunch, a good one. 
 
         He searches for other leads he will investigate if the hunch does not pan out.  He can’t afford to be seen as a lightweight or a boondoggler.  The other locations for suspects are in New Zealand and Hawaii.  He will eliminate all these on this next trip and reserve the ones remaining in the continental US for the following trip, if there will be one.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Vanuatu 
 
      
 
    David tries to be casual showing the laminated depictions of Alex Olson to airport personnel in Port Vila.  There are hints of recognition.  He calls it a solid maybe.  He rents a car and ventures into town.  After several more hours of asking around, he calls it a day.  His weary body needs rest.  The next morning he will start again, in spite of jet lag. 
 
         Next day at a casino, the croupier identifies the photo.  “This Dr. Joan.  She save my nephew.  Very good lady!” 
 
         “She has a large inheritance I need to tell her about,” David lies to make the croupier feel good about giving up information.  “Do you know where I can reach her?” 
 
         “She in family clinic — other side of island.  I draw you map picture.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    David goes to a small department store in Port Vila.  He buys a backpack, swim mask, snorkel, fins, flip-flops, beach towel, boots, a long-sleeved green shirt, and green canvas trousers.  He stops at a general store to purchase a sledge hammer, a hacksaw, an axe, and 4-mil black plastic bags. 
 
         He follows the map.  He carefully approaches the clinic where Alex works.  He sees Dr. Joan Smith listed second on a crude marquee.  Outside the clinic in a small parking lot, he casually eats a sandwich in the car with the windows down and radio playing “Come a Little Bit Closer.” 
 
         Sipping on a cold Coca-Cola, he accosts a family leaving the clinic.  “Is Dr. Joan in today?” 
 
         “Yes, sir.  She in,” the mother says.  “She very busy.” 
 
         “Thanks,” David says, “I need to get her to take some stitches out.  Guess I better get a magazine to read.  Have a good day!”  He heads back to his rental and fumbles for a non-existent magazine as the family drives off in an old rusted jeep. 
 
         David waits for good separation in time from the departing family.  He starts his vehicle and heads for a nearby picturesque beach he saw coming to the clinic.  There he changes into his swimsuit in the car and takes his gear to the beach.  He enjoys himself for a while snorkeling.  He is amazed at the palate of colorful tropical fish in the clear ocean.  He marvels at the beauty of the coral, the anemones, and cowrie shells.  He loses his sense of time.  Then he remembers his mission when his bare foot is scraped by sharp coral.  The cloud of blood in the crystal clear water surrounding his cut foot gives him an idea. 
 
         He exits the green-blue, salty ocean water, feeling surprisingly heavy without its buoyant effect.  On the beach he picks up a sharp finger of coral.  He does not dry off.  He sits on his towel, grits his teeth, and rakes the coral finger fast and deep across his knee, as he winces at making a self-inflicted wound.  He wraps the knee with a white handkerchief. 
 
         It is only a short drive to the clinic.  He limps in, still dripping ocean water and shedding sand from his lower torso.  He expects to wait to be seen when he checks in with the receptionist.  He notes a sign on the wall that Dr. Joan is on duty today — Dr. Aurand, tomorrow.  Viktoria comes out immediately, looks at his bleeding knee, and says, “You’re next.  The coughs and colds will wait.” 
 
         David expects to meet a cold, austere killer.  Instead, Dr. Joan is a warm, caring physician. 
 
         “How are you feeling, sir,” I ask with a fresh smile.  Though I have to consciously work at being sociable, ailing patients do not seem to notice.  They usually are focused most on their malady.  I carry on, “Are you a visitor to our friendly island?  I haven’t seen you in town.”  While I seem engaged in conversation, my eyes check out his pupils for drug use, his nails for personal hygiene, and skin tone for overall healthiness.  I feel like Sherlock Holmes sometimes, looking for clues to the truth about a patient. 
 
         For some reason, “Steven,” as he gave his name to the receptionist, is experiencing some shock.  He feels light-headed.  He exhibits a deep coral wound he suffered on the beach. 
 
         I catch him as he is about to fall over sideways.  “Steven, let’s lay you down for a bit.  Viktoria will get you a blanket to get warm.  I’ll suture up the wound after that.  We’ll get a health history on you when you’re up to it.  Looks like a nasty coral gash!” 
 
         When all the protocols are done, David is almost back at 100%.  He agrees to come back in three days or sooner, if need be, to check the wound.  I warn that coral often contains small capsules with ejectable stinging threads.  I also mention that the cut alone exposes the human body to the many pathogens in ocean water.  I add that such cuts often become red, swollen, tender, and itchy. 
 
         “If you see signs of spreading redness, it could be cellulitis, Steven.  In which case, you need to seek care immediately,” I pat his shoulder, as I have seen Dr. Aurand do.  I smile, “But I’ll bet you’ll heal nicely, and I’ll see you running on the beach in no time.”  I make my whole face beam as I look directly into his eyes.  “Wait at least ten days to have a clinic remove the stitches.  Cuts around the knee tend to pull apart.”  My bedside manner is improving with constant practice.  It’s on my list. 
 
         Outside, David drives away from the clinic.  He buys another Coca-Cola on his way to his hotel room in Port Vila.  He naps for an hour to recover his overall sense of balance.  A nice lady, a wonder doctor — what a shame, he thinks. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The following day, David has a hearty breakfast for an early start.  He loads up his car with a his swimming gear, backpack, and medium-sized case.  The case is slightly bigger than a briefcase.  He heads toward the clinic.  He parks on the main road near the entrance to the clinic and pretends to need to change a tire when cars come by.  He can see the clinic parking lot through a clearing.  He waits. 
 
         He knows Dr. Joan is not on the schedule for today.  He hopes she will drive somewhere so he can begin to establish her pattern.  He is lucky.  He sees her back her Citroen out of a garage.  Before she is at the main road, he ducks down to hide from her view.  She turns her car away from him.  He follows. 
 
         After a few miles, she turns off the main road onto a nearly overgrown dirt road through the jungle.  I have all the time in the world, he counsels himself.  He wants to offset his eagerness. 
 
    He parks in a near pull-over area along the main road.  He dons his green shirt, trousers, and boots.  He carefully follows the path of Dr. Joan’s Citroen with his weapon. 
 
         He hears a rifle firing.  As he nears, he recognizes Dr. Joan as the shooter.  She is firing at a distant target with her telescoped rifle.  He knows he is supposed to wait for an operative, but he feels a pressing need to finish the job.  Polly Gone has dragged on too long.  He senses she will somehow slip away from him, once found.  He feels his initiative will make him a hero — as an operator and as an analyst in the deputy director’s eyes.  He looks for a good clear shot.  He will have to circle to her front to achieve that. 
 
         In position, he is on a slight hill.  He has enough clearing to fire without standing out too much himself.  He backs deeper into the trees to assemble his portable rifle and mount its telescopic sight.  He takes a stick of Black Jack, his favorite chewing gum.  He returns to the optimum firing location with his rifle.  He loads the round.  He has never felt so heightened in awareness.  He has never felt so good.  His sense of jubilation crowds out any doubts. 
 
         His moment is at hand.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dr. Joan’s Firing Range 
 
      
 
    I enjoy a carefree day off from work at the clinic.  Even better, I am going to start the day with my favorite activity.  As I grip the rifle Dr. Aurand gave me, I am grateful to him.  I remember my youthful beginnings in Rifle Club.  My heart smiles at Dad’s pride in my shooting ability.  I think warmly of Glen and how I dazzled him time after time.  I connect with fun memories of competing with Gunnar in New Mexico.  One day the two of us will be able to fire together again. 
 
         As I am about to fire my forty-ninth shot of the day, I see a glint in the jungle at my 11 o’clock.  Nothing natural does that, my brain tells me.  My sharp vision pulls in the hint of a distant rifle aimed at me.  I instinctively fire at the gleam from the other rifle’s telescope.  I never miss. 
 
         With heightened situational awareness, I methodically reload and carry my rife at the port arms position Gunnar taught me as I move cautiously toward the source of the glint.  When I see no motion where I shot, I pick up the pace to a full run.  I come to a full stop and lay my rifle down.  I am cautious.  Is the fallen man playing possum?  I put my hunting knife blade up my left sleeve.  I tie the laces of the supine shooter together — just in case. 
 
         I morph to physician.  The downed man is breathing.  He is Steven, the coral wound.  The side of his head is flowing with fresh blood.  I take off my brown, long-sleeved shooting shirt and rend my white cotton camisole into strips.  I wrap the man’s head.  The full-metal jacket from my rifle went straight into Steven’s telescopic sight.  It rattled around the tube of the scope and emerged to strike the side of Steven’s head. 
 
         I put my shirt back on while I watch my patient.  I become more self-aware.  Knowledge of other people tells me I should feel anger or shock; I don’t.  For some reason, I feel as good or better than I have ever felt before.  I am positively euphoric.  It is a peak experience.  The moment is transcendent.  The danger I faced produced a surge of adrenaline.  The risk I took in shooting back gave me a boost of dopamine, which accentuated my considerable gun skills.  I already had a base of feel-good endorphins as I enjoyed my lifelong hobby of shooting.  Overall, my body created a cocktail of addictive hormones.  All of this need to understand the world, is a gift from my parents. 
 
         After five minutes, I decide Steven is stable enough to be left alone.  I drive my Citroen back to the clinic.  I interrupt Dr. Aurand to ask his help.  He is with a patient.  Monique takes over.  Without a single question of me, Dr. Aurand borrows the pickup of a patient in the waiting room.  I throw the patient litter in the bed of the pickup with Dr. Aurand’s medical bag. 
 
         On the way to our patient, I explain the incident, “He was going to kill me.  I had no choice.  He is part of the …” 
 
         “Joan, say no more.  I am your friend.  I understand.  Even though your shot was defensible, you don’t need scrutiny.  I understand.  We will do whatever it takes.”  Is he a surrogate for Gunnar? 
 
         We find Steven still breathing but unconscious.  The head wound has stopped bleeding.  We roll him onto the litter.  Dr. Aurand pulls the bolt back on the man’s rife, pulls out the unfired bullet, pockets it, and throws the man’s rifle ten feet away — to prevent the man from using the butt as a weapon. 
 
         “I have a friend who will return the man’s car when the rental office is closed,” Dr Aurand offers.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Clinic 
 
      
 
    At the clinic, I get out to open my garage door.  My Citroen is in the patient parking lot.  Dr. Aurand drives the litter patient in the back of the pickup into the garage.  I shut the big door.  Dr. Aurand and I exit through the garage’s side door.  I return to the garage with intravenous fluids and medical supplies.  I skillfully clean the wound and observe no fracture of the cranium.  I suture the three-inch gash in his head and dress it.  I medicate the man who tried to kill me to keep him unconscious. 
 
         In between patients, Dr. Aurand brings me coffee.  “Joan, how are you?  I have a friend who can make this body go away.  Let me know what you want me to do.” 
 
         “Dr. Aurand, thank you.  You have done more than enough.  I do not want to jeopardize you.  If we can keep the patient here for a few days, I know an expert on these things who will advise us ….” 
 
         “As long as you wish, Joan.  It is nothing.  I will spell you here.  Monique will also help.  You can trust her.  I will do anything for you, Joan …” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I drive to Port Vila to call from a phone booth.  I call a number in Bangkok — an emergency number Gunnar has given Uncle Walt, Aunt Cece, and me.  I leave a short message: “Barbarian at the gate.  Come to Lanai.”  Lanai means Vanuatu.  Gobi Desert would have meant Alamogordo. 
 
         Twelve hours later I call the US Consulate in Sydney to see whether there are any messages for a mythical Susan Goldberg.  Gunnar leaves word for me with a Marine guard that her “nephew” will arrive “Lanai” in thirty-six hours. 
 
         I return to the garage to spell Monique. 
 
         “Dr. Joan, our patient started to spike a fever.  These tropical wounds are the worst.  I suspect it is coming from his knee wound, which is angry.  Not too much redness or swelling around his head wound.  He is still asleep.” 
 
         “Thanks, Monique.  I treated him yesterday for the coral gash.  Yes, it looks like cellulitis.  I’ll start him on an antibiotic.  Please tell Dr. Aurand that help is on the way.  I cannot tell you how relieved I am.  We can trust this person coming completely.  He will know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Monique meets Gunnar at the Port Vila airport.  She recognizes the youthful athletic man with a mustache from Dr. Joan’s description. 
 
         “Monique, I am so pleased to meet you.  Dr. Joan has told me so much about you.” 
 
         “She speaks very glowingly of you as well, John.” 
 
         Monique, normally very relaxed, feels nervous talking to someone she knows is probably not who he says he is.  Conversely, Gunnar enjoys playing John.  It’s good practice to live a legend — with a net for a change.  Monique fills him in on the patient’s condition.  She tells him that Dr. Aurand is read in, too. 
 
         I can tell Monique is convinced at first that John and I are lovers by our heartfelt reunion.  We hold our hug for a full minute.  We both have tears of joy at seeing each other again.  No mouth kiss, so I’m sure she then reasons we are ex-partners. 
 
         Alone with Gunnar outside the garage, I relate how an assassin tried to kill me two days ago, how I fired first in self-defense, and how the patient is doing.  I sigh.  “There’s something else you need to know.”  I take a deep breath.  Time to come clean.  “I fired the bullet that killed Kennedy.  This is not a joke!  I see the disbelief on your face, but it’s true.  That’s why I dropped out of medical school and why I’m hiding out here.  No rescue of a mobster.  You need to know that, assuming you’re still willing to help me.  I’ll tell you more later.  I really need to explain myself.” 
 
         I can read the micro-expressions in Gunnar’s face.  Initially, he thinks I am joking.  After that, he can tell I am serious.  He pauses.  He hugs me and kisses my right cheek.  “I’m here to help.  I was going to wake the patient up and give him a lot of capiches: capiche this, capiche that.  My whole Italian vocabulary,” he laughs.  “I see that’s no longer necessary.  Let’s see this poor bastard who took you on.” 
 
         Once again, Gunnar is a marvel.  He processes the unbelievable as if it were the ABCs. 
 
         Inside the garage, I check the patient.  “He’s still stable.  I’ve kept him under.  I don’t think he suffered a permanent injury from my shot.  He developed a fever from a coral cut on his knee.  The coral cut was probably a ruse to do a positive ID on me.”  I pause, as Gunnar would before a punchline.  “I don’t think my suturing was so bad that he’d want to kill me for it.  Maybe it was the bill.” 
 
         Gunnar laughs.  He likes my sense of humor, a gift from growing up with him. 
 
         I am pleased Gunnar understands my homage to him.  I motion for Gunnar to follow me back  outside the garage.  There, I tell him, “As a physician, or person pretending to be one, I’m a believer that the unconscious may hear and remember things said around them, so I want to be careful about what we say in earshot.” 
 
         Gunnar nods, “Very wise, doctor.”  He is not condescending about the title.  “I know you want to talk, but right now I’d like to get you out of danger.  There’s a flight out here to Australia in ten hours, or you could go to one of Vanuatu’s northern islands.  In either case, getting you away from the clinic is a good idea, sooner rather than later.  We don’t know what he reported.  I’ll have this wrapped up in twelve hours.  Who do you think he’s working for?” 
 
         I drop the other shoe, “The CIA would be my best guess.  Glen recruited me for Dallas.  Could be rogue elements from other agencies, or both.  I’m sorry to involve you.  I hope you can do this without jeopardizing your job.” 
 
         I’m quick, but there’s no way I could keep my bearing with that capstone.  Gunnar is unshaken. 
 
         Gunnar seriously explains, “First, we don’t know it’s the CIA.  At this point, I’m not discounting the Mafia being after you.  It would be ironic if your mobster yarn turned out to be partly true.  Second, the CIA is a big organization.  Langley probably doesn’t know I exist.  By the way, I’m officially in Saigon on business now.”  He smiles.  “I’m going back in the garage to wake up our patient.” 
 
         “I have to be around at least while you’re doing that,” Alex states. 
 
         “In that case, before we go back in, could you send someone to get me some hydrofluoric acid, a saw, a hammer, a flat screwdriver, a pair of pliers, rope, duct tape, and an axe?”  Gunnar asks himself out loud, “What else do I need?  Bottled water and thick plastic to cover the floor.” 
 
         “He had a hacksaw, sledge hammer, and axe in his car,” I answer.  “We have those.  I think Dr. Aurand has a screwdriver, rope, duct tape, and pair of pliers in his garage.  There is a craftsman a mile away who etches.  He’ll have the acid.”  I show Gunnar I listen well, “And we have lots of cold bottled water.” 
 
         “Let’s check on our patient.  Then get those items for me, please.”  Gunnar adds, “When he wakes up, I want him to see all those items and start imagining what I will do with them.  I want you out of the room for a very good reason.  Tell me what I need to do to wake him up.” 
 
         I back off on my insistence of being in the room when the would-be killer awakes.  Gunnar knows what he is doing. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Steven groggily comes to.  It is evening.  Everyone, except Gunnar and me, is away from the clinic at a movie in town.  I am in my cottage near the clinic.  Steven is restrained in a kitchen chair.  He thinks he is alone.  He wonders where he is.  He has duct tape across his lips to prevent him from screaming.  He is stripped to his underwear.  The chair sits on plastic.  On a table in front of him are an axe, a sledge hammer, a hacksaw, screwdriver, rope, a pair of pliers, and a flask.  He recognizes the axe, sledge hammer, and hacksaw.  He senses karma.  He wishes he hadn’t taken the initiative to take out this target.  So much for being an operative.  The deputy director told him not to. 
 
         Gunnar is in the shadows behind Steven, who cannot see him.  “Who are you?” Gunnar asks. 
 
         Silence. 
 
         “Who are you?” Gunnar asks. 
 
         Steven tries to speak but is frustrated by the tape. 
 
         Gunnar wants the patient flustered. 
 
         “Who are you?” Gunnar asks again.  He reaches around Steven’s head and rips off the tape. 
 
         “I’m David Preen.  Who are you?” 
 
         Gunnar: “I’ll ask the questions.  You answer them.  You killed someone here in Hawaii a month ago.  You shot him.  You’ve been in a coma.  Why did you shoot him?”  Gunnar changes facts to disorient David. 
 
         David’s mind is reeling.  Nothing feels right.  Hawaii doesn’t jibe.  Him? 
 
         Gunnar: “Who sent you?  Why did you do that?” 
 
         Silence. 
 
         Gunnar pours ice cold water over the patient.  He does this again.  He turns on the Vornado fan.  It is five feet from David.  It runs at full speed.  David begins to shiver uncontrollably. 
 
         Gunnar lets David stew in the silence.  After a while, wearing a bandana on his head and one across his face, he walks around in front David.  He pulls up a chair in front of David.  He begins, “You know, David, you’ve heard it over and over.  You know it’s true: Everyone eventually talks. 
 
         “What price will you pay for your silence?  You’ll give up your fingernails and limbs, maybe eyeballs.  Your face will never be the same.  You’ll be a mangled mess.  No woman will ever want to be with you.  Children will turn away from you on the street.  For what?  For information that you finally give up anyway — because everyone always talks eventually.  Why put yourself through that?”  Gunnar’s voice is measured and convincing. 
 
         David face is visibly disturbed, as his teeth chatter. 
 
         Gunnar reaches back for the plastic flask of hydrofluoric acid on a table.  He holds the stem of a light bulb.  He carefully pours the acid over the glass.  The corrosive acid rapidly eats away the glass.  Ironically, the overflow acid spills harmlessly onto the plastic bags on the floor with little chemical interaction, unnoticed by David.  “Think about what this will do to your face.  It will give you third-degree burns, and no plastic surgeon can fix that kind of devastation.  You know resistance is an exercise in futility. …  Now, who sent you?” 
 
         Breathing rapidly, David spits out, “Deputy Director Higgins.” 
 
         Gunnar shuts off the fan.  He rewards David for talking.  He recognizes the CIA connection and demands, “Why?” 
 
         David: “He didn’t tell me.  He says it’s very close-hold.  For all I know it may be off-the-books.  I’m not allowed to read anyone in on what little I know.  Look, I don’t remember killing anybody.  I was told to find Alex Olson.  That’s all.” 
 
         “So you were supposed to kill her?” Gunnar inquires. 
 
         “Yes!” David lies.  He is coherent enough to know that he compounds his guilt if he tells of his initiative.  Anyway, Higgins was going to terminate her, he rationalizes.  He questions himself over why lying after attempting murder should matter to his superconscious mind.  Mysteries of the universe. 
 
         “Were any others involved in your operation — targets or operatives?” Gunnar asks. 
 
         “No other targets that I know about.  When we used operatives, they knew very little.  The guy who tried to follow the Simmers to Australia, for example, just had pictures and real names.  They didn’t know why.  They were to report progress in tailing.  That’s all.” 
 
         David is now sweating profusely. 
 
         The masked Gunnar patiently gives David sips of bottled water until it is gone, another reward.  “What is the name of the operation?” he demands. 
 
         For some reason, David balks. 
 
         “Come on, you’ve given up too much to hold back now!” Gunnar reminds him. 
 
         “Polly Gone,” David answers, “that’s the name of the operation.  Higgins likes to play cute with the names.  Two words.  Spelled like the girl’s name, then G-O-N-E.” 
 
         “More water, David?” 
 
         “No thanks.  I didn’t catch your name …” 
 
         “Nice try, David.  As I said, I will ask the questions.  Why did you target Dr. Joan?”  Gunnar doesn’t confirm the finding of Alex. 
 
         David explains how even the computer was no match for Alex.  “Her methods were very good tradecraft.  She switched aliases, used cash, and employed other means to elude us very effectively.  From lists of passenger paying for cash tickets into and out of Australia in the time around when the Simmers ditched our operative, I singled out Vanuatu more as a hunch than solid deduction.” 
 
         “What is Higgins’ personal office number?” Gunnar demands. 
 
         “I’m only supposed to use it for emergencies.  It’s …”  David says the number a second time at Gunnar’s request.  Then does the same for Higgins’ home phone. 
 
         “You need to keep your fluids up.  Have a sip of water.”  Gunnar has already given David a good dose of Valium from the previous bottle.  He is buying time until the drug kicks in.  David no longer fights the duct tape restraint on his members.  Gunnar asks the same questions again.  David gives the same answers.  Then David sits remarkably docile in his chair. 
 
         “David, here’s the plan.  You’re not going to be harmed.  We’re going to put you back under for a while.  After some time, we’ll drop you off at the hotel.  You will return to work back at Langley.  Your boss will strongly suspect you gave his name up.  You already have credible personal damage to show you resisted with your head wound and knee gash.  Do you want us to add to apparent evidence of torture with burns to your skin?  By that I mean topical acid burns to your chest, back, and legs — maybe cauterized marks on your skin.  We’d do that while you’re unconscious.” 
 
         David is slowed by the Valium and the many ramifications of the offer.  His captor seems to understand what David faces on return.  David nods, “Make it look like I suffered a lot.  Higgins may kill me otherwise.  He’s a vindictive son of a bitch.” 
 
         Gunnar has already calculated the merits of returning David or not.  “I need you to swear you won’t try to escape before we’re ready to release you.  Realize that if I wanted to kill you, I’d do it now.  Will you be compliant?”  Gunnar knows David’s promise may be hollow, but he’ll take what he can get from the captive.  He judges the man somewhat of a Boy Scout at heart. 
 
         David nods and, despite the Valium, answers quickly, “Yes!” 
 
         “One bit of advice, David.  Don’t put the hacksaw, sledge hammer, and axe on your expense report.  Thanks for the portable sniper rifle,” Gunnar jokes. 
 
         Drugged, David slowly responds with a muted half smile.  He fades off in restraints.  Gunnar puts tape back over David’s mouth. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Alex hears Gunnar at her door.  “That was fast, John.”  She is aware others may hear.  “Less than sixty minutes.” 
 
         “When you go back to check on David, wear a surgical mask — as well as whenever you’re with him.  The plan is for Dr. Aurand’s trusted friend to drop him back at his hotel.  That was a good idea to tell the hotel to keep his room reservation with the ‘camped out on the beach’ explanation.  He can wend his way back to work from there.” 
 
         Gunnar explains David’s concurrence to make him look more roughed up.  “He needs to appear to have been tortured.  It’s the humane thing to do, Joan.  Just add to his current maladies.  Maybe back off on the antibiotics as well.  That knee wound is a real beaut.” 
 
         “I can do that,” Alex answers.  “A few cryogenic skin burns will go away after a few days.  A couple of shallow cauterizations will look like electrodes were applied.” 
 
         Gunnar sees my newfound sympathy for my patient.  He counsels, “Joan, remember he did try to kill you.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Washington DC Area 
 
      
 
    Gunnar arrives at Dulles Airport.  He rents a car under an alias.  He goes for an extensive walk around his hotel collecting the numbers of various phone booths with their addresses.  Then he drives by Deputy Director Higgins’ house.  He locates phone booths near there.  He records their numbers and addresses. 
 
         Gunnar returns to a booth near his hotel.  He calls Higgins’ home phone in the evening.  “At the top of the next hour, be at the phone booth next to the front of your local post office.” 
 
         “Who is this?  Why should I do that?” Higgins demands. 
 
         “Operation Polly Gone.  I’ll call you at the top of the hour sharp.”  Gunnar hangs up. 
 
         On time, Gunnar calls from a toll booth five blocks from his hotel.  He recognizes Higgins’ voice.  Gunnar: “Go to the phone booth in front of the nearest hospital.  I will ring it in the time it takes for you to get there.”  Gunnar heads for a different phone booth six blocks from his hotel. 
 
         In fifteen minutes, Higgins picks up.  “Listen,” he starts in, “this is about …” 
 
         Gunnar cuts him off, “Shut up and listen.  Your operation is blown.  You’ve revealed yourself.  Now pay attention.  You are going to cancel Polly Gone.  You are not going to pursue the target on that list.  No contact, no harassment, no tricks.  Am I clear?” 
 
         Higgins knows he is not taping anyone and thinks the caller’s taping would be self-defeating.  “Why should any of this happen?” he asks, still careful. 
 
         “If you harm the target on your list, it will come out that you were involved in the November operation.  You’ll be ruined — in every way.  There are affidavits in multiple law offices to be unsealed in event of the target’s death.  Higgins, do we have a deal?” 
 
         Higgins sighs.  Reluctantly, he agrees.  He doesn’t really see any other choice. 
 
         “No slip ups, Higgins.  I know where your children and grandchildren live.  Do you read me?” Gunnar threatens. 
 
         In a surrendering tone, Higgins slowly says, “No slip ups.  I agree.” 
 
         Gunnar feels a sense of accomplishment.  He knows Higgins could lie, but he also knows Higgins will think three times about crossing him.  Gunnar has already arranged for the affidavits to be held at law offices as he advertised. 
 
         Gunnar heads to another phone booth.  He calls a hotel in Luganville on Espiritu Santo, an island north of Efate.  “Joan, it’s done.  You should be free to live your life now; but for the time being, be careful.  Your nemesis is neutralized.  Tell your friends in the south to free the bird.  I know you need time to think about what you’re going to do.  For the next few weeks, I wouldn’t make any major changes.  I’ve got to get back to the salt mines, unless you need me for anything.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Langley, VA 
 
      
 
    David reports to work at CIA headquarters straightaway after landing at Dulles.  He wants to appear before his cryogenic and cauterizing burns begin to heal.  He seeks to magnify how much he was tortured to give up information on Polly Gone. 
 
         His supervisor, who is not read in on the operation, sees David and tells him, “What the hell happened to you, slugger?”  Like others in the building, he is startled by the bandaged head wound and burns on David’s face, neck, and hands. 
 
         David summons a trite deflection, “You should see the other guy!” 
 
         “Get better, David.  Higgins wants to see you as soon as possible.” 
 
         Having checked with her boss, Higgins’ secretary sends David into the deputy director’s office. 
 
         Higgins does a brief scan of David’s bandaged head and burned skin.  “Where did you find her?” 
 
         “Vanuatu.  That’s …” David answers. 
 
         Higgins cuts in, “I know where it is.”  He no longer makes eye contact.  As he shuffles paper around on his desk, “David, we’re shelving Polly Gone.  Destroy any traces of it.  Don’t forget the tapes from the computer.  That’s it.” 
 
         The ensuring silence is awkward.  David’s feet don’t move.  His arms start to gesture.  He opens his mouth.  No words come out.  He thinks better of speaking.  David starts to leave without comment. 
 
         As David is about to exit the office door, the deputy director speaks almost distantly, “David, you’re being reassigned to Southeast Asia.  They need an analyst there.”  The atmosphere stays frigid. 
 
         David is surprised he is not being fired.  He can tell the stoic man wants no discussion.  He decides not to extend the conversation, if you could call it that.  Better quit while I’m ahead, he thinks.  “Good day, sir,” he softly utters.  He is secretly glad he won’t be getting orders to be a field operative. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Higgins fumes.  He bends his silver $750 Mont Blanc pen and throws it across the room.  He summons his secretary.  “Margaret, get me a list of newspaper reporters in Vanuatu and their numbers.”  He has recovered his composure.  No reason to put his anger out on her.  “A short list, I would expect.” 
 
         On her way out, his secretary picks up the bent pen without comment.  She knows her boss is angry and wants no reminder.  She palms it for the trash.  “Can I bring you some fresh coffee?,” she asks soothingly. 
 
         “Just the list, thanks, Margaret.” 
 
         In short order, his secretary is back with the list of three newspaper reporters.  He pockets the list for future reference.  The time zone difference must be fifteen or sixteen hours; I’ll need to call later to catch someone in the office in Vanuatu, he calculates.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Vanuatu 
 
      
 
    I feel newfound freedom as I contemplate the many possibilities that life has before me, now that I don’t have to hide.  I almost feel giddy.  Once again the world is my oyster.  I am taking Gunnar’s advice to make no sudden changes for several weeks.  Meanwhile, I bask in the opportunities before me.  The most appealing choice at this moment is to talk my way back into medical school.  The big obstacle there is that I will have to convince a committee of doctors that I have the character strength to be a doctor.  They will challenge my not bouncing back faster from my brother’s death.  The other obvious choice is to stay Dr. Joan Smith.  I love my life here.  I practice medicine, I am surrounded by caring friends, and I have a happiness I have not known before.  The less attractive choices to me stem from having a lot of money and the freedom to use it.  I have almost forgotten about the million dollars sitting in an offshore bank account.  I should now be able to access it without fear of being killed. 
 
         As I rollick in anticipation of my decision, I get a phone call from Tani, a newspaper reporter for the Vanuatu Island Sun.  She wants me to comment on an anonymous call that says I am an impostor and do not have credentials to practice medicine.  I come crashing down from my dream world of choices.  I tell her that the prank call should be dismissed and is not worthy of comment.  She is very deferential but persistent.  She settles for a face-to-face interview in three days. 
 
         I am angry and in a panic.  Out of habit, I still maintain security precautions.  After a few calls from a toll booth in Port Vila, I finally get in touch with Gunnar and explain what is happening. 
 
         I use his alias.  “John, I’ve looked everywhere for news about Dr. Smith.  Nothing on her emerging from New Guinea.  My patients in Vanuatu are pleased with me — every one of them.  There’s not a lot of professional jealousy here, either.  You don’t think David is causing blowback on me?” 
 
         Gunnar uses my alias.  “Joan, let me do some research at my end.  I have a lot of sources you don’t — contacts, files, databases.  All in all, I don’t think David is the problem.  The one running him might be.  David should be grateful to be alive.  Listen, I’ll call you at this number in six hours.  Okay?  Stay cool.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Approaching six hours later, I take a personal inventory.  My blood pressure is up, my pulse is up, and I am edgy.  I thought I had it made, more than made.  Then this.  As Glen used to say, my life is now a “soup sandwich.”  One obvious option in my future looks in danger.  My remaining here as Dr. Joan looks less and less viable. 
 
         I am at the phone booth as scheduled.  The phone rings.  “Joan, I’m sorry you’re going through this.  I’ve gone through every source I can.  Nothing.  Of course, it’s hard to prove a negative.  I’m inclined to think it was, indeed, the guy running David.  What are your thoughts?” 
 
         “John, I am at wit’s end.  I think we’ve covered everything and don’t like what we’ve found.  It’s unpleasant.  I think I still have robust options, but they’re not here.  If my cover here unravels, it will be catastrophic for me and damaging to my friends.  I can’t have that.  Much as I love my life here, I have to disappear.  Out of respect, reporter Tani will probably drop her investigation.  I need some time to think.” 
 
         “Joan, keep in mind that you can’t disappear without leaving a hole.” 
 
         That sounds a little banal, but when it comes from Gunnar, I listen.  I take time to think.  It will be very hard to undo Joan’s disappearance.  I reply, “You make a good point. …  So, the deputy director is probably the evildoer?” 
 
         “That’s my best guess.  He knows we’ll expose him if …”  Gunnar catches himself.  He stops short of reminding me that I’m in mortal danger.  He recovers, then does another about-face, “Exposing him after he kills you doesn’t do you a whole lot of good.  He knows that.  Sadly, if he does take this small-minded revenge, we can’t expose him because that will wind up exposing you.  Follow?” 
 
         I acknowledge, “So he feels a little better making my life difficult, knowing there’s nothing I can do?” 
 
         “You could come work for me!”  Gunnar jokes. 
 
         “I just might do that.  I would love my boss,” I kid back.  He always makes me feel better.” 
 
         “Joan, I know that was inappropriate to joke around.  This can’t be easy for you.  I do feel your pain and anguish.  If there is anything I can do, let me know.  That damn, son-of-a-bitch Higgins!  Let me know what you decide.” 
 
         After our talk, I am mollified by Gunnar’s advice.  I no longer feel as scattered in my thoughts.  I focus on what I can do rather than on what is being done to me and by whom. 
 
         That night I take Dr. Aurand, Monique, and Viktoria out to the best restaurant in town.  We have lap lap, the national dish of the country.  Viktoria chooses for us.  She picks beef as the meat to be cooked with pounded yam roots and coconut cream, wrapped in taro leaves.  Monique adds poi to the order.  Dr Aurand orders the best wine on the island.  I tell them how much they mean to me.  We tell stories and laugh until midnight.  I kiss each on the cheek as we are about to head back to our rooms by the clinic.  Dr. Aurand has a sad, knowing look in his eyes as he kisses me on the cheek going out the door of the restaurant. 
 
         The next day I go for a swim near the airport.  In disguise, I fly out of Vanuatu for the Caribbean.  Reporter Tani covers the sad loss of life of Dr. Joan Smith: “an island treasure who brought healing and love to hundreds.”  My hundreds of satisfied patients would have run her off the island if she sullied my reputation.  Smart lady.  Joan’s clothes, shoes, and beach towel are found near an abandoned 1962 Citroen with the keys under the driver seat.  Another swimming accident, no doubt.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Phnom Penh, Cambodia 
 
      
 
    Gunnar wakes up the following day with an inspiration.  News lady Tani probably was tipped by an anonymous someone.  That someone was likely a man.  Why don’t I call Tani and retract the tip? 
 
         Gunnar places a call to Tani’s newspaper.  He hears, “This is Tani.  How may I help you?” 
 
         Gunnar speaks through a wax paper cup with the end cut out of it to disguise his voice, “Tani, I called you several days ago,” he pauses.  “It was about Joan Smith.” 
 
         “You wanted me to investigate her.  You said she was a fraud.  I have an appointment to see her,” Tani fills in. 
 
         “That’s what I am afraid of …” Gunnar answers. 
 
         Tani speaks, “You don’t sound the same.” 
 
         “These overseas circuits!  You must be used to the frequent distortions you get with long distance calls, that tunnel sound …” Gunnar tries to help himself out. 
 
         “You get used to it …” Tani replies. 
 
         “Well, Tani, I have to apologize for wasting your time.  If I could take back that call to you about Joan, I would.  It was wrong.  I was wrong.  I told my priest at confession what I had done.  He told me make amends as soon as possible.  You see, Joan got into to medical school from our college’s pre-med program.  I did not.  She also rejected me.  I’ve been bitter ever since.  I am still jealous.  This was the first time I acted on my jealousy.  I should not have.  She’s a good person.  I am not.  I am small and petty.  I hope you can forgive me.” 
 
         “Thank you for telling me.  I can’t be a party to a false accusation.  You are right to tell me.  In the end, you did the right thing.  I hope you feel good about that.” 
 
         “Tani, thank you for your kind words.  I can tell you are a wonderful person.  I was really way off-track.  I’m glad you and my priest prevented me from injuring a fine doctor.” 
 
         Gunnar hangs up.  He gets a cup of coffee and thinks about what has just happened.  It sounds as if Alex’s problem is solved.  She can be Dr. Joan Smith for the time being, maybe as long as she wants.  He feels very good about what he has done. 
 
         He calls Dr. Joan from a public phone.  He is informed that Joan is missing and presumed drowned.  Gunnar does not believe that strong-swimmer Alex has drowned.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Life After Joan 
 
      
 
    The million dollars I cared little about before, suddenly has a new meaning to me.  I calculate that I have a high probability of accessing it without danger.  Thinking like Gunnar, I can increase that likelihood of getting to the money without being killed by reordering my priorities.  Instead of going to the Caymans next, I fly to Miami.  I purchase supplies and gear.  I rent a car and drive to the Washington, DC, area. 
 
        I follow my target for several days.  Saturday afternoon, the target heads into the Roxy theater.  The feature is A Shot in the Dark, with Peter Sellers and Elke Sommer.  I get a hotel room across the street with the usual precautions.  I have one medium-sized, black suitcase — one of those with an extendable handle and rollers.  The room has a nice view of the street. 
 
         I head back across the street and purchase a ticket to the matinee.  I sit in back.  I notice that the audience is totally rapt with the feature.  The ushers have come in from the foyer to watch the movie.  No one is about to leave the movie early.  I depart fifteen minutes before the movie is scheduled to end.  No one watches me exit the theater.  The lobby is completely empty.  I purposely drop my open tote bag outside the closed doors..  I kneel to pick up its contents.  I put tear gas grenades next to each of the two front doors.  I have pulled the grenade pins, leaving the safe levers in place. 
 
         I casually walk back to my hotel room across the street.  There I prepare.  I am ready at the open window.  I sense a deja vu.  The theater doors start to swing open.  Some of the first departees jostle the tear gas grenades.  The safety levers on the grenades release.  The crowd presses forward behind the initial departees who want to turn back away from the noxious gas.  Deputy Director Higgins follows shortly.  The two guards in his protective detail are knocked off their game by the gas. 
 
         Higgins is disconcerted.  He turns to find the detail with tearing eyes.  The back of his head is centered in my telescopic sight 200 yards away. 
 
         My mind and body have entered the zone.  Nothing else exists but the aim point in my crosshairs.  The moment is timeless.  My impatient nature changes to infinite patience.  I know that I am breathing, but it feels like one breath per minute.  The grip of the rifle seems like a handshake from my childhood — familiar, connected, right.  My finger is on the trigger, but my mind will squeeze off two very precise rounds to the backside of the deputy director’s cranium. 
 
         Pop — pop, my portable automatic .22 rifle fires.  I feel almost no recoil at all.  The suppressor quiets an already weak sound — a sound partially drowned out by passing cars.  The echoes of the pops in the canyon of buildings mask its origin.  My room is darkened.  I have fired standing on a chair, away from the window to avoid detection.  I remove the plastic raincoat, shower cap, and rubber gloves that shielded me from the traces of spent gunpowder.  I use alcohol wipes on my face and neck.  I disassemble the rifle and store it in the airport carry-on with the raincoat, shower cap, gloves, and alcohol wipes.  I glance quickly in the mirror.  I don’t recognize myself with the wig and different makeup. 
 
         Higgins, meanwhile, is down.  I never miss.  The two slugs ricochet around in his head carving up his intelligence in each nanometer of progress.  At only 978 miles per hour, the projectiles’ velocities are still enough to do the job.  He slumps to the sidewalk with no control panel for his neural pathways.  He stops breathing; his heart stops pumping; he dies. 
 
         His guards see the two small holes in the back of his head.  They immediately conclude a professional hit with a silenced .22 pistol — the proverbial double tap.  Each takes down a suspicious perpetrator to what was Higgins’ rear.  The two persons of interest are handcuffed.  One guard calls for an ambulance.  Both guards search futilely in the tear gas for a silenced .22 pistol. 
 
         I am feeling good.  My face has no affect, but I feel elated.  Euphoria is too weak a word.  Performing like a virtuoso with the danger of being caught or shot, makes my spirit soar.  Not only have I connected with my roots, I feel I have also connected with my destiny.  And I feel righteous.  Higgins played in the gladiator arena.  He was big boy.  He wanted to kill me for the same crime he perpetrated.  Besides, he was a weasel who agreed to leave me alone.  He had a choice.  He chose to ruin my happiness, my perfect spot in the world, my dreams.  He killed my life, my second life.  He was a victim of himself. 
 
         Within a minute, I am catching the elevator to the first floor of the hotel.  I do a quick scan of the lobby.  There is a couple checking out late, at the front desk.  Both have luggage carry-ons identical to mine.  When neither is looking, I cooly snap the name tag from the female’s bag and retie it to mine.  I put my carry-on next to hers.  I hear the couple say they are going to Dulles.  They depart with “their” bags.  I ask the check-out clerk how to get to Dulles.  He tells me I might be able to share a limo with the couple who just walked away. 
 
         Two policemen enter the hotel looking for suspicious people  The same couple, ahead of me, is stopped briefly.  The police ask the man several questions.  The policemen send them on their way with my bag.  I am next for questions. 
 
         The senior patrolman puts his arm up to bar the progress of his junior, “What are you thinking, John?  She’s probably never fired a handgun, have you, sweetie?” 
 
         I flash an embarrassed smile, “Why no, should I?”  My slight build and miniskirt make me an unlikely evildoer.  I walk on to catch up with the couple to share a ride to Dulles.  I rip the name tag from “my” luggage as the driver loads the couple’s bags.  At Dulles Airport, my real carry-on will be on top — the one with the least wear on its wheels.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Caribbean 
 
      
 
    I walk the streets in the Cayman Islands looking for someone approximating my build and age.  I casually speak with qualifiers.  I choose the third one.  We talk briefly.  She’s in. 
 
         She enters the bank ahead of me.  She indicates her business to a teller who summons the president of the bank.  She follows him upstairs and is asked to sit in a plush chair.  A secretary brings her fresh champagne and chocolate.  She produces an account number and asks for a withdrawal.  He nods that he will take care of it.  I note he does not pull out any list of persons he is watching for.  He walks over to check the account against a register in a safe.  He does not exit the room to contact anyone. 
 
         I am watching this from a chair in the lobby, “waiting for my husband,” if anyone asks.  I can see their transaction through the large glass walls of the bank president’s office.  The bank president returns to my double.  I read his lips: “I am so sorry.  I checked twice.  I cannot match your account number against those in my files.  Would you be so kind as to double check the digits?” 
 
         If he had summoned anyone or tried to detain my double, I would have pulled the fire alarm switch.  Then, she and I would have bolted.  But we don’t have to do that. 
 
         I walk up the very open, wall-less spiral stairs to intervene, “Excuse me, this is my personal assistant.  I sent her to get the process going.  I must have given her the wrong account number.  Try this one.”  By the bank president’s lack of surprise, I surmise others have employed this gambit before. 
 
         The bank president says my account checks out.  He doesn’t try to call anyone.  He offers to keep the money in the bank for me.  Failing that, he offers a cashier’s check.  I get five separate checks to diversify my risk. 
 
         After we exit that bank, we go to five others.  I keep my double with me for each of the deposits.  She carries a knife I gave her.  It is in her purse for assurance.  After the fifth deposit, I pay her $500 for her trouble. 
 
         I am now more independent than before.  How much more?  $1,000,000!  Or $999,500, to be precise. 
 
         The independence money buys, also frees the mind.  Suddenly I realize an option I had not considered before.  I have a warm thought of a Gunnarism, “The further you get from a problem, the closer you are to a solution.”  Given my new love of practicing medicine, I could get a new identity backed up with a young doctor’s real credentials.  I did that before.  Some distant location away from the continental United States would be smart, say Kodiak Island, Alaska, or Palau.  My fondness for tropical islands inclines me to consider an island like Palau.  805 miles northeast of Guam, Palau would be closer to Gunnar’s area of operations.  It’s worth considering.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Medical School 
 
      
 
    I have missed a year plus of medical school, but I think I can lift up the needle on the record player of life and put it in the vinyl groove where I left off, to use a record player analogy.  I wear women’s business attire: white blouse under a knee-length Navy blue skirt with matching jacket.  My two-inch heels match my outfit.  My lipstick is a subdued red.  My hair is a professional-looking bun.  I look serious. 
 
         I mentally review my personal reasons for wanting to pursue my MD degree again.  Largely, I miss that familiar feeling of forward momentum I have experienced in pursuing a worthwhile challenging, long-term goal.  This is almost the opposite of my contentment in just being, the feeling I enjoyed in Vanuatu.  As I seriously consider the pursuit of a surgical residency, I can almost feel a hormonal shift in my system.  I sense some of my obsessive-compulsive tendencies mysteriously returning.  That I favor one way of life, then the other, makes me feel like a whimsical ball on the ping-pong table of life. 
 
         My self-reflection is interrupted when a secretary tells me I’m up.  She escorts me into small, austere white room.  The three-member panel of faculty doctors sit side-by-side at two tables pulled together.  An identical, perpendicular third table forms a shortened T.  The narrow end of that table has a chair for me to sit, interrogation-style facing my judges. 
 
         “Sit, Ms. Olson,” curtly begins the chairman in the center.  No smiles, no handshakes.  Compassion is reserved for patients, not would-be doctors.  I guess a hug or kiss on the cheek is out of the question.  “We’ve been reviewing your history.  Top marks, undergraduate.  Remarkable MCATs.  First year academics here, outstanding.  Then, you dropped out.  Care to elaborate on that?”  He looks up from his notes and stares at me like a prosecuting attorney. 
 
         I hate formalities, but when in Rome …  “Thank you for the opportunity today to be heard.  I appreciate the time and attention this board is giving me to show that I should be readmitted to this elite institution’s medical program.”  I take a breath for effect and continue, “The sudden death of my twin brother Gunnar in combat in Vietnam was a major shock to me.  He was the only family I have other than my aunt and uncle who raised us.  Gunnar and I moved in with them following the accidental death of my mother and father before our entering high school.  My twin and I were always exceptionally close, so I took his death extremely hard …”  Sometimes a sob story plays. 
 
         And sometimes it doesn’t.  The doctor on my right interrupts, “We are not unsympathetic to your loss, Ms. Olson.  Although it is belated, you have our sincerest condolences.  Our purpose here today is evaluate whether you should be readmitted, keeping in mind that students need to have very strong persistence and character to get through this very rigorous program.  The standards here are the highest in the world.  I should add that the pressures of being a doctor are equally challenging.  I also remind you that your departure wasted a valuable slot in the program another student could have filled with success.  Please explain how we can expect that some other unforeseen setback will not cause you to drop out again.” 
 
         “Thank you, doctor,” I answer as I rehearsed.  “To be very frank, I have not needed to drop out of any program before, and I swear to you that I absolutely will not drop out again.  I am totally dedicated to excelling in this program here and becoming a doctor who is a credit to this preeminent institution.  I cannot foresee any circumstance that could possibly give me …” 
 
         The chairman in the center interrupts, “What my colleague is trying to ask is whether you can handle the pressure.” 
 
         My mind answers, I shot a sitting president of the United States and evaded being caught — successfully.  How’s that for handling pressure?  My mouth answers, “I think my record speaks for itself in that regard …” 
 
         The doctor on my left intervenes, “God forbid, but what if your aunt or uncle unexpectedly dies?  You said it yourself, your life has had an unusually high incidence of serious emotional trauma.  We know, as physicians and students of medicine, that stress is cumulative.  Couldn’t the next blow in life be too much, forcing you to once again give up?  What about a setback like mononucleosis?  Ms. Olson, are you resourceful enough to handle the unexpected?”  It felt as if each panel member was trying to out-hypothetical the other. 
 
         My brain scoffs, I eluded the greatest spy agency in the world.  My words: “Going back in time to running businesses in high school …” 
 
         “That is in your record,” the impatient chairman cuts me off.  “This board is concerned about your response to the vagaries of life.  How will you handle them?” 
 
         How about performing emergency life-saving surgery on the spot without ever having done the procedure, I mentally argue.  I can’t bring up my practicing medicine without a license under an assumed name.  “I can assure each of you that I am up to any challenge,” I actually say. 
 
         “But didn’t your long absence show a lack of will or desire?  Didn’t you just quit, Ms. Olson?” the doctor on my right argues. 
 
         Objectively, the committee is badgering me.  I feel they had their minds made up before we even met.  This is a kangaroo court, but Olsons don’t quit.  They fight on. 
 
         “With respect, doctor, I didn’t just give up,” I say with anger in my voice.  I could mentally hear Gunnar telling me to take it down a notch.  Acknowledging that voice, I go on more calmly, “While I was not here in school, I did volunteer work in a rural clinic under the tutelage of a doctor.  I spent off hours studying journals and procedures.”  I am pleased my voice is no longer so high-pitched.  It is as if I can leave my body and this Alex person can go on defending herself.  I feel that I am watching this melodrama from the ceiling of the room.  Are the walls moving in on me, making the room feel like a telephone booth? 
 
         The chairman of the board moderates, “We, of course, will need proof of what you say — some sort of documentation.  I want to be very clear that a decision to not admit you, if that be the case, is not anything personal against you.  We need to be fair and impartial …”  His voice trails off, or maybe I am no longer listening. 
 
         I know I can get strong support from Dr. Aurand.  Of course, that will mean telling him I was not ever really a doctor.  And I cannot have the medical board knowing I worked under an alias.  I can also tell the board is leaning strongly against readmitting me.  The big shocker is that I am relieved.  Somewhere in me, I know this is not the channel the river of life is taking me, nor where I want it to take me — for now.  I question why I even showed up today — except that humans are very complex and sometime contradictory.  I hope that the claustrophobia I felt in the boardroom is not driving me away from the real goal of getting my MD. 
 
         I also sense the contrariness in my disposition rising.  I want to argue with these board members just because they challenge me.  I flash to the New Mexico state debate tournament, “What do you mean we can’t win with a counterplan?”  I want to push back.  I want to beat them.  If they had been adamant about admitting me, I would have felt the urge to argue with that.  I even feel vengeful, but I decide to back-burner that for the time being. 
 
         The chairman of the medical board is speaking in more platitudes, I think.  I am tuning him out.  I might be able to get into a state medical school.  Many of them would have an additional issue against me — the rejection of my appeal to my original medical school.  That direction does not have an immediate appeal to me.  I think my long-term issue with authority is festering.  I never liked to be told what to do.  I crave autonomy.  I do not have Gunnar’s flexibility of tolerating the insufferable, even for a short period of time. 
 
         At the same time, I am aware of just how good I feel firing a rifle under pressure.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ruidoso, NM 
 
      
 
    I really don’t know how to deal with my newfound freedom.  Out of habit, I keep using aliases and communicate with Gunnar and Aunt Cece as anonymously as possible.  Maybe, security procedures are still required.  Maybe, not.  I am concerned enough to let the dust settle after my operation against Deputy Director Higgins before I really relax. 
 
         I’m not sure what happened with the reporting of Higgins’ demise.  His death made the news as a stroke.  I suspect the CIA launched a cover-up.  It may have been because the Agency could not handle the international publicity that it was lax on security.  It also may have been that he had so many enemies within the Agency that each feared being investigated for having a very strong motive to erase him.  Whatever the case, the tear gas at the theater allowed morphing of the story.  Indeed, newspapers reported another man being shot in the back of the head near the theater.  The identity of that body is still under investigation. 
 
         I call Aunt Cece at work with an alias.  She okays my use of the cabin at Ruidoso.  I need some time to think about what to do next.  Events have been driving me.  Now, maybe I can get back in the driver’s seat.  Do I pursue a medical career?  When do I see Gunnar again?  And, oh yes, when do I tell Gunnar about Dad and Mom? 
 
         I fly to El Paso International and and rent a car to drive 135 miles to Ruidoso.  I take I-54 N through Alamogordo, NM.  At Tularosa, NM, I turn right toward my destination.  The austere desert scenery feathers to lush alpine greenery.  Going through the shadows of Dark Canyon near Mescalero, I see the welcome sight of Sierra Blanca in my twelve o’clock.  Passing through this picturesque canyon, I immediately get a cascade of pleasant memories from my teenage years.  Internally, I feel rejuvenated — indeed a teenager again.  Dean Martin is singing “Memories Are Made of This” in my ear. 
 
         At the cabin, Aunt Cece has appetizers and champagne waiting for me in the refrigerator.  I warm up a couple of jalapeño chile rellenos from the oven and enjoy them with a glass of pinot noir — room temperature, of course.  Then, I savor Aunt Cece’s legendary con queso and guacamole dips with tortilla chips.  I sit out on the deck.  I listen to the wind whistling through the evergreen trees and enjoy the clean pine scent.  I spot several blue jays.  The air is fresh and cool — the right temperature for thinking. 
 
         You might be hoping that I have a revelation that leads me to repentance and redemption.  It occurs to me that, as a great vegetarian sailor once said, “I am what I am.”  I can try to deny myself.  I can become self-loathing.  That sounds like an exercise in futility.  I think I must honor what I am. 
 
         I think about my whole life.  I recall how much I loved my Mom and Dad.  I remember all of the happy times with Gunnar.  Especially, I remember how he would bail me out of hopeless situations that would have spiraled out of control without his intervention.  I think about my commitment to becoming a surgeon — for mastery.  I recount how happy I was hiding out in Vanuatu with Dr. Aurand and Monique, helping my patients.  I am also aware I’m growing pleasantly accustomed to the approval of patients and their families — the “loving tentacles of good deeds,” as Dr. Aurand terms it.  What I can’t shake is the tremendously complex, exquisite feeling I get shooting a rifle and hitting the mark where few others can. 
 
         Once a day I revisit the places in Ruidoso Gunnar and I used to haunt.  I love the walk along the highway to the edge of the Mescalero Indian Reservation.  I climb on Big Rock, always surprised that it is as big as I remembered it as a child.  I still wonder whether some of the deep, smooth half-spherical indentations on its surface are from water dripping from trees or Native Americans grinding corn.  My money is on the latter, but it could be both.  Or some from rain, some from grinding, as my quantum twin would theorize.  I hear Gunnar’s word’s in the gurgling waters of the river.  A gust of air whistling through the pines ends my wistfulness. 
 
         Fortunately, I have access to Uncle Walt’s telescopic .30-30 rifle.  Once a day, I find a remote location where I can fire without disturbing anyone.  Every time I shoot, I remember Dad, Rifle Club, Gunnar, and all the pleasant times of practice.  I connect again to my euphoria at Vanuatu when I fired at David.  I almost felt that way with the Higgins hit.  I suppose its vividness was dampened by the muted .22 pops and lack of recoil.  Just thinking about those events almost takes me to that feeling, but the feeling is diminished by time.  I conclude I will do almost anything to feel that euphoria again. 
 
         After three weeks of relaxing, shooting, meditating, and soul-searching, it is time to catch my flight to Guam.  I have been coordinating the trip for days.  Gunnar has warned me that until 1962 travel to Guam had been restricted to US personnel with a security clearance.  He says to expect few travel options even now.  I can understand why the government has not wanted high traffic through the remote island, with its vast nuclear arsenal and strategic importance.  I plan to travel under an alias.  Guam is over 9300 nautical miles from San Francisco, on the periphery of Gunnar’s vast area of operations.  In fact, I will go the ends of the earth to see Gunnar.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Guam 
 
      
 
    Because of the limited commercial flights to Guam, I use my press-pass letter to hop a military flight from Hickam AFB, Hawaii, to Guam.  The Air Force public affairs officer falls all over himself helping me at Hickam.  I think he was more impressed with my calves than with the Senator’s letter — the same one I used in Vietnam.  I happen to stretch while he tries to look at the letter.  He likes the view. 
 
         Within twelve hours, I board a jet for Guam.  The four-engine Air Force C-141 approaches its descent point east of the Micronesian island in the Marianas group.  I am sitting in the jump seat in the cockpit.  I am behind the center console and between the pilot and copilot.  Normally, I am told, the scanner sits here.  The flight engineer is behind me, facing to the right toward his panel of gauges of performance and fluid status.  The quirky navigator is also behind me, facing to the left at his radar, loran, and computer displays. 
 
         The crew have been telling me interesting tidbits about the small island destination below and its culture.  Occupied by the Japanese in World War II, there are still stories about Japanese soldiers being in the jungle, holding out on orders to never surrender.  The locals are Chamarros, the indigenous people of the Mariana Islands.  The beaches are world-class, pretty much untouched by the low level of tourism.  Don’t venture into the “boondocks,” as the jungle is called, because of unexploded ordnance from the War.  Shake your shoes out in the morning to avoid squashing a cockroach or shrew.  And the humidity is so bad that many homes have a “hot closet,” a small room where an incandescent bulb burns around the clock to keep clothes from mildewing. 
 
         Wearing a crew headset, I listen to the loadmaster start to sing a little ditty he heard on an old 45 rpm record: “I’m balmy over Guamy.  Love the ocean.  Love the shore.  Love the padded cell I have in the psycho ward.”  The crew roar and demand an encore. 
 
         The aircraft commander in the left pilot seat is a 1959 graduate of the Air Force Academy.  He reminds the crew, “Okay, guys, noise discipline.  We’re about to descend.  Descent checklist!”  After that, it is very quiet as the pilot reduces thrust by pulling back on the throttles.  There are only crisp calls to air traffic control, checklist queries with responses, and altitude reminders from the copilot. 
 
         The massive turbojet does a graceful arc around the northern tip of Guam.  The island looks like a peanut from the air — roughly thirty miles long and ten miles wide.  I never tire of seeing emerald-like islands poking up through the Navy blue waters of the vast Pacific Ocean.  After Vanuatu, you’d think I would have had my fill.  Not so.  A native of mostly arid New Mexico, I love the water I grew up without — as well as the greenery I seldom saw.  My mood is further elevated by the expectation of seeing Gunnar once again.  I can’t wait. 
 
         The runway at Andersen AFB appears to run off a 600-foot cliff.  We get radar vectors to an ILS (instrument landing system) approach to land on runway 06R.  The pilot handles the dip in the first one-third of the landing runway with ease.  The copilot genuinely compliments him.  Apparently, the idea of landing on sloping runways throws many pilots. 
 
         Before getting off the plane, I get five separate offers from the crew to show me the island.  I thank each of them for a very professional flight.  I politely decline the invitations due to my previous engagements.  These guys definitely are not the jerks I’d fended off in college and medical school.  I liked the flyboys from Norton AFB. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The mustache does not fool me.  I would know Gunnar anywhere.  He is wearing a white short-sleeved Panamanian wedding shirt, chinos, brown belt, and brown sandals.  Our joyful greeting of each other prompts an aside from an air terminal onlooker: “Isn’t love grand?” 
 
         Get over it, people, I answer mentally.  He’s just my brother.  Well, not just — long lost, once-dead brother, Silver Star hero, and twin.  Having lost him once, I know I love him more.  I really know what he means to me. 
 
         “You’re looking well, John,” I say with sincerity. 
 
         “Thank you, Karen.  I see you’re sharp as ever,” Gunnar answers.  He knows my alias for the trip.  “After we get your bags, I’ll take you to billeting.  We’re both in the visiting officers’ quarters  Rooms are clean, nice, and, above all, cool.  The concrete walls and wind wafting through the louvers work wonders.  After New Mexico, every tropical place feels too humid for human beings.  Even my vacation in the jungle didn’t totally acclimate me.” 
 
         The air is not quite as muggy as Vanuatu, but close.  We have to lower the windows of the rental car to let the air conditioner catch up with the tropical heat.  Waiting in line at billeting, I hear speculations on what un-uniformed Gunnar is doing on base: “He’s too young for a retiree.”  “His hair is too long for active duty.”  “He must be OSI (Office of Special Investigations)”.  Those made Gunnar chuckle to himself. 
 
         Gunnar carries my suitcases to my room.  “After you freshen up, let’s hit the beach!  Put on a bathing suit underneath a skirt and blouse,” he suggests.  “I’ve got some zoris — thongs — in the car for your feet.  I’ve got cocoa butter, zine oxide, a blanket, and a cooler of drinks.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Tarague Beach is on the base’s northern shore.  The drive down from the heights of the Andersen AFB is singularly spectacular.  Today is clear enough for me to see Rota, a sister island about 40 miles away.  There are very few people at the beach today.  Gunnar jokes that there are more lifeguards than swimmers. 
 
         “Do you think sharks ate the other swimmers?” I jest. 
 
         Gunnar recognizes his warmed-over humor.  “Touche!  Let’s hope not!  Good one, sis.”  He puts his arm around my shoulders.  “Actually, the reef serves us well in keeping the sharks away.” 
 
         We spread a camouflaged polyester poncho liner out over the sand under a coconut tree.  Gunnar explains, “I picked this spot because this tree has shed all its coconuts, which can be a real hazard to those below.  Gee, it’s great to be here in paradise with my favorite sister.  It’s so peaceful here now with the ocean breeze.  Hard to believe so many Americans died taking this island in World War II.  You’d never know that now.” 
 
         He opens an ice-cold Coca Cola for me and one for himself.  “Alex, here we are out of shot of anyone or listening devices.”  He smiles, “Except for that gigantic pink coconut crab!  Are you sure we’re not in Bikini.  That crab looks like a mutation from some of Dad’s nukes.” 
 
         “Brother, that crab is big, but the color is fuchsia.  I remember you memorizing the color blindness tests for the Air Force Academy.” 
 
         With mock indignation, Gunnar stiffens his spine and announces, “I will not be humiliated over my inability to distinguish nuanced hues.  From now on, I will refer to colors only as red, green, and blue — like a quality color television.” 
 
         I laugh, “So why put yourself out there?  Just say white, and you’ll have all the colors of the spectrum,” I kid. 
 
         Gunnar grins, “I came all the way from Bangkok to be upstaged by my genius sister?”  He pauses and shoots back, “I do like the idea of simplifying my color discrimination problem with white, though.”  He chuckles.  “Anyway, I’m sorry I did not get word to you in time.  I think I got Tani to call off her investigation.  I reasoned that she got a tip from off-shore from Vanuatu by a man, so I pretended to be that source having second thoughts.  By the time I phoned you, you had done your vanishing act.  I don’t want you to concern yourself about what you can’t change.  You might have been able to remain in Vanuatu as Joan — or maybe not.  Mysteriously surviving your disappearance on the beach might well pique Tani’s interest again in meeting you.  Who knows?” 
 
         “Gunnar, I think you’re right.  She impresses me as polite but doggedly persistent.  She  would have noticed the hole I left with my disappearance.  I had Shangri-la in Vanuatu for a while anyway.  I was very happy.” 
 
         I can read Gunnar.  He is relieved I am taking my change in circumstances well.  In high school or college, I would have chewed on this bone for days.  I might have blamed Tani or myself for destroying my dream — for weeks or more.  A lot more. 
 
         As I start to grow wistful, Gunnar decides to lift me out of my introspection.  “Sorry, I didn’t make your funeral.”  He has a mischievous grin. 
 
         “I didn’t have time to get out the invites, Mustache Man,” I fire back and smile.  “I will not dwell on the fact that I attended yours!”  Gunnar will recognize my adoption of his wit. 
 
         He shifts to sincerity, “I’ll bet you had half the island in attendance,” he offers. 
 
         “Thanks.”  I nod at him.  “Now, Gunnar, I have to be honest with you about something I did.”  I pause in trepidation.  I hope my face is not frowny with dread.  “I took out Deputy Director Higgins …” 
 
         “You’re kidding, right?” Gunnar utters in disbelief.  “Every report said he died of a massive stroke.  Don’t be pulling my leg.” 
 
         “Nope.  I used a silenced .22 rifle to stage an apparent pistol hit.  I agreed with you he had to be the vengeful weasel in getting back at me by contacting Tani.  He knew I couldn’t say anything about Dallas without exposing myself, too, but he could take a cheap shot for revenge.  I’m sure he thought I couldn’t respond.” 
 
         Gunnar’s eyes study me.  “You took a big chance that the .22 would be effective at any safe-for-you distance, which I’m guessing was 100 to 300 yards.” 
 
         “200 yards.  It worked.  His protective detail looked around for a pistol shooter — amidst the tear-gassed crowd.  I also figured I needed to remove Higgins before I could safely tap the million in cash, the rest of the payment owed me for Dallas,” I explain. 
 
         Gunnar sighs and reflects.  “Alex, wow, we’ve sure had some experiences in the few years since high school.  We’re a long way from Alamogordo, Toto.” 
 
         Gunnar inhales expansively and hugs me.  He kisses my forehead.  Every girl deserves a brother like him. 
 
         I have tears for the first time since his funeral.  “Thanks, Gunnar.  I was afraid my checkered life might cause me to lose you.” 
 
         “I’m always here for you, Alex, once and forever,” Gunnar says.  He squeezes my hand. 
 
         Embarrassed by all the sentimentality, Gunnar sidesteps, “I think I can explain what happened.  Higgins had a lot of enemies at the Agency; I mean a lot.  The rumors were that he was only still around because he knew where all the bodies were buried, figuratively — maybe literally, too.  He supposedly had files that could embarrass many influential people a la J. Edgar Hoover at the FBI. 
 
         “Given that, a clean-up crew probably swapped out his body with a corpse that also got a .22 double tap.  The detail got forced into non-disclosure agreements — even if they hated Higgins.   The tear gas erased any good eyewitness accounts.  Yep, it could be done.” 
 
         I nodded.  “Gunnar, that’s pretty much what I think happened in Dallas.  Two or more shooter teams.  Compartmentalized information all the way.  Forced non-disclosure agreements here and there.  Intimidation of witnesses with credible threats.  Elimination of any loose ends.  Finally, spinning of the story.  Frankly, I was somewhat shocked to actually find the second half of my Dallas money in the off-shore account.” 
 
         A concerned Gunnar counsels, “You know how risky the assassination business is.  It’s a roulette wheel that can catch up with you no matter how good you are.” 
 
         I am getting a mild, but well-meaning lecture.  I can see he doesn’t like my ventures into being a hired gun.  “Roger that, brother.”  I picked up some military lingo on my flights.  “I know: I need to be careful.  I’ve been very lucky.  I know I can’t always count on unforeseeable government cover-ups to protect me,” I reply with forced laughter.  “I know you care.  I just feel my options have narrowed.” 
 
         “Be careful, sis.”  There is a long pause.  “How about another Coca Cola?” 
 
         “I’ll take one,” I say more cheerily than I feel right now.  “How’s your love life — as if that’s any of my business?”  Where did that come from, I ask myself as I’m saying it. 
 
         “Hah, you’re the only one I’d take that from, Alex.”  He shakes his head.  “I’ve been seeing Eileen, a nurse I met at Clark AB.  She’s Agency, too.  She’s working in Southeast Asia.  She’s got a couple of years on me.” 
 
         “You have good taste, Gunnar.  I bet she’s beautiful, smart, and poised.”  I decide to tease him, “But already I can tell she’s not good enough for you.  Get a prenup!” 
 
         “She’s actually very unique — and very different from Emily.  I picked up on her being Agency when she tried stealthy probes on my cover story.  I knew she was more than my nurse.  What do you think it is: genetics or our early exposure to the world of secrets that gives us that sixth sense?  Maybe we’re both destined to live a covert life.” 
 
         “Gunnar, I’ll go with both — nature and nurture.” 
 
         Gunnar laughs, “And I thought you and I  would, once and for all time, answer the nature or nurture question.  Eileen hasn’t asked me to marry her — yet.”  More Gunnar humor.  He clearly wants to end discussion of this topic,  “And how’s your love life?  It must be pretty difficult to have any relationships on the run.” 
 
         I, too, would have balked at that, but I opened the door and it was Gunnar asking.  “I really haven’t wanted much male company since an incident three weeks before I heard you were dead …”  I just said more than I wanted to.  I have become too relaxed. 
 
         “What happened?” Gunnar demands. 
 
         I hesitate to answer at first, but this is Gunnar asking.  “Well, it was 2 AM in the hospital.  I went into the medical closet.  Michael, a fellow student, entered behind me and closed the door.  I turned to see who it was.  The 6-foot-three, 220 pound athlete pinned my arms behind me.  I did what you taught me.  I raked my two-inch heel down his shin.  He had pretty good reactions, so I missed his ankle but got his toes.  I kneed him in the groin, also as you taught me.  He released my wrists.  I boxed his ears and then shoved my right palm into his nose.  Slowed by the pain, he swung his right fist at my face.  I ducked under him and delivered a swift side kick to his left knee.  I fled,” I spoke with detachment. 
 
         “Damn, that’s horrible.  I wish I’d been there.  Were you hurt — physically?”  Gunnar was visibly upset.  He gently touched my shoulder. 
 
         “I had bruises on my forearms the next day.  I insisted on pictures being taken of them in case we ever caught Michael.  After the attack, I brought my attending and another student back with me to the medical closet.  Security guards followed.  Michael had fled.  There was blood on the wall and all over the floor of the room.  He apparently punched into several boxes of scalpels when he aimed for me and missed.  We followed the trail of blood.  It appeared Michael needed a wheelchair to escape — all that loss of blood.” 
 
         “When did they catch him?” Gunnar asks. 
 
         “They didn’t.  He comes from money, so he had the means to evade capture  His dad is a plastic surgeon.  Michael wanted to follow in daddy’s footsteps.  I’d say that’s unlikely now.  The attending, who had a low opinion of Michael anyway, remarked that the punch had likely done irreparable damage to nerves and tendons in the bastard’s cutting hand.  I’m sure he’s hiding out somewhere.  I didn’t do anything to provoke him …” 
 
         “I’m sure you didn’t, sis,” Gunnar reassures. 
 
         “Anyway, I needed to talk to someone.  I called Glen.  I didn’t want Uncle Walt and Aunt Cece worrying.  In minutes after I hung up, I had a guard at my door as Glen promised.  By mid-morning the next day, Glen was with me.  He flew in on the first available flight.  He stayed in my apartment .  Whenever I slept, he sat up awake on the couch with a 12 gauge Remington shotgun.  He walked me to and from the hospital for a week.  He was called back to Washington on urgent business.  After that, he had a guard following me to class all the time, including on the floor of the hospital up until the Dallas operation.” 
 
         “Good ole Glen.  He always said he’d be there for us,” Gunnar adds. 
 
         “It was good of him,” I say.  “This will be a shock, but Glen is dead.  He recruited me for the Dallas operation.  I went to check on him days later.  My theory is that he was one of those loose ends that had to be eliminated.” 
 
         “Alex, just for my information, what were you doing at the hospital?  I thought second year was still medical studies.” 
 
         “It was, Gunnar, but we had a pilot program giving us periodic clinical experience to connect us with what we were studying.” 
 
         “Wow, Alex, any more surprises you have for me?” Gunnar shakes his head. 
 
         “Yes!” I reply and pause to let Gunnar prepare himself. 
 
         “Please, I’m braced,” Gunnar sighs. 
 
         “Well, there hasn’t been a good time to tell you before this.  Dad and Mom are alive.  At least they were at the time Glen recruited me for Dallas …”  I didn’t get to finish my words. 
 
         “What the …” Gunnar begins.  The blood drains from my normally unshakable brother’s face. 
 
         I hold up my hand.  “Let me explain.  Dad was working on some super-secret project that put us all in danger.  Foreign governments were targeting our family.  Remember when we moved on base in Albuquerque.  That apparently was the beginning.  The decision was made that the only way to protect Dad and his knowledge was to fake the death off Mom and him.  You can guess the details. 
 
         “Remember Dad working in the phrase, Things aren’t always what they seem, before he and Mom ‘died?’  I distinctly remember those words on many occasions.  Maybe his subconscious was trying to tell us something. 
 
         “So Dad was in the equivalent of witness protection.  He told Glen he could push me over the edge for agreeing to shoot Kennedy if I initially resisted Glen’s proposal.  Actually, Dad wanted to let us know he and Mom were alive.  When I resisted shooting the president, Glen produced Dad.  Out of Glen’s earshot, Dad told me not to have any part in the assassination.  I was consumed with rage.  Foremost, I was angry at Kennedy for getting you killed in Vietnam.  On reflection in the solitude of the beaches of Efate, I realized that I was actually angrier at myself for letting my loyalties be drawn in by Kennedy’s campaign rhetoric.  My disillusionment returned the boomerang of hollow promises with fiery vengeance.  On top of that I was irate at Dad for faking his own death, so Glen got my services.  I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you sooner.” 
 
         Gunnar is speechless.  He leans his head back to take a large swig of coke.  He silently rises.  He takes in a deep breath.  He stretches and rolls his head around his neck.  He sits back down. 
 
         I take the opening to go on a rant.  “Tell me about law and justice.  Whose law?  Whose justice?  Might makes right, doesn’t it?  An eye for an eye.  You kill my twin, I kill you.  I know the American public thinks I should feel bad about shooting the king of Camelot.  I don’t.  Thou shall not kill, my eye!  Kings and presidents order assassinations every other day.  They aren’t accountable for those or the millions they kill with their selfish ambitions played out in ‘justifiable’ wars.  Contrast that with the slave morality I’m supposed to be held to ….” 
 
         Gunnar is the wise old man, not yet in his late twenties.  “I appreciate you trying to balance the stresses in my life by not telling me about you meeting Dad.  That’s sincere.  I’m not sure I can change anything about our situation with Mom and Dad, much as I’d like to.  I now have all kinds of connections for getting information, but I have great doubts I can find out more than you know, and much less, contact our parents.  I am relieved that they’re alive.  It’s hard to process.” 
 
         In spite of all the shocking news he had just experienced, my old debate partner manages, “And I’m sure your being assaulted three weeks before your decision to help Glen played into that.  You have dealt with a lot!”  Always ready to defend me, he was. 
 
         The man has survived an air strike on his position, months in the jungle alone, and captivity.  Clearly, I do not know what it would take to really shake him.  Maybe telling him I shot JFK or the deputy director of the CIA?  Humor I have learned from Gunnar keeps me sane. 
 
         Gunnar goes analytical again, “One of my roommates at West Point was an Air Force general’s son.  He and I put two and two together to get five.  We concluded our dad’s were working on the neutron bomb.  I think that was the ultra-secret project.  Even though it’s been officially cancelled, that doesn’t mean it was.  And even if it was, it becomes a matter of the government wanting to keep its methods classified.  It doesn’t want our enemies to know how we mislead them or when.  Further, it doesn’t want the same enemies now starting their own programs by kidnapping Dad.  Not much we can do to see our parents.” 
 
         I breathe the ultimate sigh of relief.  Gunnar has not rejected me.  That was my fear.  My twin’s unconditional love still accepts me after I have killed the president of the United States, lied to him, and withheld the truth about our parents being alive.  I value that love more than my gun euphorias or being the world’s best surgeon. 
 
         Gunnar takes a deep breath, he changes the subject, “Alex, I’m worried about you,” Gunnar says in a very measured fashion.  “This attack in the hospital — have you seen a counselor about it.  There’s no shame in that.  I know you’re tough, but you’ve been through a lot.” 
 
         “Gunnar, there really hasn’t been a good time.  I guess that, in itself, is a good joke.  It would have to be compartmentalized in therapy.  I couldn’t possibly trust the privacy of several of my secrets to anyone but you.” 
 
         “So your argument is that, without full disclosure, there cannot be total healing.  That may be valid.  Just discussion about that incident might be helpful, no?”  Gunnar is in full persuasive mode, where he is deadly. 
 
         “Don’t forget I was your old debate partner.  I know your tricks of argumentation,” I remind him with a small smile.  He involuntarily returns it for an instant. 
 
         Ignoring my protest, he pleads, “Think about it, Alex, please.  You’ve helped me realize what a ball of traumas I’m carrying around.  I have lots of nightmares.  Everyone thinks I’m some kind of tough guy.  I want to be, but my recurring episodes of hypervigilance show I’m still somewhat fragile.  I hate it, but that’s the way it is.  If I can’t talk away the damage to my psyche, I’ll get counseling.  If talking with you and Eileen is not enough, I’m going to see one of the Agency shrinks.  My compadres won’t do that.  I can.  If my employer declares me unfit, I’m young enough to start some other career.  Actually, the Company hired me knowing those issues.” 
 
         Friendly persuasion.  Gunnar at his best.  He goes on, “I’m sure you thought of this.  That attack may be your ticket back into medical school.  Did you use that with the readmission committee?  After all, it occurred on their campus.  Compounded with losing your brother, I think you’ve got a compelling case.” 
 
         “I guess I’d blocked that out.  I didn’t bring it up.  And, Mr. Persuader, I get it that you have just shown a prima facie case for seeking counseling!” 
 
         “I wasn’t going to mention that …”  His voice trailed off. 
 
         The hell you weren’t, I think.  I may be able to beat Gunnar on an IQ test, but he’s the total package.  He is one formidable dude.  He is right.  The trauma hid behind a blindspot that protected me from too much immediate stress. 
 
         “Alex, you and I were brought up to be self-reliant, but sometimes I think it’s good to call in the great intimidators — lawyers.  If you decide to get back into your med school, which I’m sure you can, I’ll get you the name of a first-class law firm.  I suspect there’s a large cash sum the school will gladly put up, as well.  You were attacked on its property.  You were wrongly denied readmission.  And the school will want to protect its name.” 
 
         This is where I normally take out a mental scalpel and go after myself for not thinking of this obvious angle that my twin has pointed so eloquently out.  My head is spinning with the strong possibility of getting back on track with my dream of being a surgeon.  The direction and outcome of the conversation today shock me.  I rethink my life’s purpose.  Every time I think I have lost my tie to becoming a surgeon, the well-worn dream comes back.  Even though now I could have a very comfortable life without doing anything, there is a longing to complete that dream.  Part of that pull, I remind myself, is the comfort of momentum.  I had grown up with the expectation of those around me that one should always be moving toward a larger goal.  Of course, that leaves unanswered what one does when she gets there, other than setting another distant, challenging goal. 
 
         Gunnar seals his rapport with me, “For what it’s worth, last night I dreamed I had studied the wrong material for a school test.”  That was one of my old nightmares.  He remembers.  Of course, he does. 
 
         “So, we really are twins, eh, brother?” I reply.  He chuckles. 
 
         As the sun sets, Gunnar and I pack up our gear.  “Gunnar, I’m emotionally worn out from the day.  What’s next?” 
 
         “Alex, I need to take you to the cafeteria at the air terminal.  The Guam Bomb is on the menu.  It’s two hamburger patties end-to-end on a large hoagie roll, then topped with chili.  The name is better than the taste.  It’s a rite of passage: You’ve got try one when you’re here.  After that, we can turn in early.  I’d like to cook breakfast for you at dawn tomorrow on some exotic beach on a remote island.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We rise at 4:00 AM to drive back down to Tarague Beach.  On the way our car runs over numerous giant cane toads in the road.  You see them in the headlights, but too late to swerve to miss them.  Pop!  Pop!  Pop!  They explode like leather balloons.  We see two small Philippine deer on the side of the road.  “At least there aren’t any snakes!” Gunnar declares.  Then softly he says, “No snakes … except the brown tree snake that hitchhiked in on military aircraft.’ 
 
         We drive past the turnoff to Tarague Beach and head north about a mile on a dirt road that the jungle is trying to reclaim.  There are no other headlights visible on the road.  We stop at the  Boy Scout camp for Andersen AFB.  An intelligence officer from the base has arranged for us to use the area.  He emerges from his jeep drinking thermos coffee.  He has set up a fire on the beach.  He brought cooking utensils, a frying pan, and an ice cooler.  The cooler contains fresh eggs, butter, fruit, doughnuts, serrano peppers, fruit, and cold drinks.  He hands Gunnar a full thermos of hot coffee with two mugs and politely declines to join us. 
 
         I hear rustling in the nearby jungle and ask the man about it. 
 
         “There are wild boars that come out at night and maybe some large iguanas.  I’ll leave you with my 9 mm pistol, a machete, and an entrenching tool, just in case.  Good to stay on the beach,” he advises.  “You can easily get lost in the boonies or step on unexploded ordnance from World War II.” 
 
         Gunnar and I enjoy a good breakfast.  The only remnants of the fire are the bright orange coals.  The sound of the waves crashing on the reef several hundred feet out from the beach is hypnotic.  The small waves that make it over the reef and lap on the beach luminesce in the fading darkness.  Then we enjoy the sunrise.  It is a dramatic as the Japanese flag depicts, with distinct rays emanating from the fiery rising orb.  We exchange mutual smiles, in spite of what we have been through. 
 
         Gunnar and I exchange stories and jokes while taking turns hacking at stubborn ripe coconuts.  “It’s a long way from …” 
 
         “Alamogordo!”  I finish Gunnar’s refrain and laugh.”  We always could complete each other’s thoughts.  “Gunnar, whats’s with your friendly contacts in the Air Force?” 
 
         “Technically beyond the scope of my job.  I have decided to cultivate relationships with as many intelligence officers in this area of operations as I can.  I expected long-term results, but the dividends have been immediate.  Everybody knows more of what is going on.  Everyone gets benefits  It is a lot of fun,” Gunnar explains. 
 
         I had always worried that the Army would not fully use Gunnar’s gifts.  So many government jobs wind up being bureaucratic.  I knew Gunnar’s talents exceeded being a cog in the wheel, a paper shuffler.  He needed real challenges and accomplishments; otherwise, he would at some point know he was wasting his life.  I was especially concerned about the CIA not being able to provide those.  I was wrong.  His creativity, intelligence, and charisma always shine through. 
 
         “I suppose the guy we just met is naming his first-born after you?” I joke. 
 
         Gunnar laughs at my comment, “As a matter of fact, that’s true.  It’s doubly funny to you and me because the baby will be John.” 
 
         “Gunnar, you’re a living legend!” I exclaim.  Again, he makes me laugh.  Can you be surprised by someone who always does the unexpected? 
 
         In the early morning sunlight, Gunnar takes me on a hike along a path into the jungle.  After about ten minutes we come to a cave.  The moss-covered rocks at the opening to the cave continue down to a roaring underground river that flows to the ocean.  The massive flow of water is visible only with a flashlight.  We hang back from entering the slippery cave of no return.  Green flora clings to the rock floor of the entrance, creating a slimy surface that gives all the traction of ice. 
 
         Another ten minutes away we come to the source of water for the base — Tarague Wells.  We walk down three flights of steel-grid ladders in the center of the cavern.  The crystal clear water below reflects eerie blue hues from the floodlights that illuminate the stalactites and stalagmites in the water at the base of the cavern surrounding us. 
 
         “I would never expect this on a tropical island!” I tell Gunnar. 
 
         “The wells are actually sinkholes.  The groundwater phenomenon is known as the Northern Guam Lens.  Rainfall percolates through the subsurface limestone made of fossilized coral and algae.  The filtered fresh water floats on top of any saltwater below creating the ‘lens’ at sea level.  This area provides water for half the island’s population.” 
 
         “I am amazed,” I gush.  “Still Mr. Wizard?”  I know he remembers his TV mentor. 
 
         “Wait until I show you something back on the beach,” Gunnar promises. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Back on the beach at the Boy Scout camp, Gunnar uses the entrenching tool to dig a hole in the sand.  Fresh water quickly fills up the 12-inch crater.  “This is what I wanted to show you.  Up to 110 inches of rain each year has to go somewhere.” he teaches.  “A large portion flows to the ocean.” 
 
         “Amazing,” I am filled with wonder.  “I must try this on the beaches of Efate, if I ever return.  Port Vila gets slightly more rain per year than Guam.  What’s next Jacques Cousteau?” 
 
         “Grab a snorkel and a mask.  Keep your tennis shoes on.  They’ll protect you from the tar-like sea slugs and razor-sharp coral.  You will not believe how much you can see inside the reef here.  The fish colors span the whole visible spectrum of light.  Their brightness is mind-boggling.  Fluorescent, iridescent — you name it, best to not touch anything.  There are very large moray eels that peek their heads through holes in the coral.  They are ferocious.  Some of the beautiful live sea shells are deadly poisonous.  Cone shells are notorious for that.  Some shoot poisonous harpoons at their prey.  You don’t want to be their target.  I’ll show you pictures of some of the shells the base safety office warns personnel about, including several textile shells.” 
 
         “Gunnar, I appreciate the warning.  You know I snorkeled in Vanuatu?  Sea shells are even one of its main exports.” I remind him.  “There I would warn you about sea snakes.” 
 
         “Sorry, Alex, I know you were there and know the ocean’s hazards.  Anyway, I just want you to be safe in this hostile environment.  Consider that a friendly reminder.  It looks like paradise, but touch the Indo-Pacific man o’ war or box jellyfish — you’ll think differently.  By the way, there are sea snakes here, too.” 
 
         I am mesmerized by the beauty I see as we snorkel, even though Vanuatu was similar.  I could spend hours here.  I want to see more.  I want to go out beyond the reef.  Gunnar is emphatic that we get out of the water. 
 
         “First,” Gunnar begins, “it’s a good time to get out.  The tide is coming in.  You can tell by the cool feeling of the incoming water.  Second, you need to stay away from the reefs on Guam, which are particularly treacherous.  Sometimes there’s a thin crust of coral over a big cavern.  People have been known to fall in and never get out.  I don’t have to tell you about the countless coral cuts you’d experience if you did fall into a cavern.  Beyond the reef, airmen from Andersen have been sucked out to sea.  And equally bad, the ocean has been known to pummel some, crashing them into bloody messes on the reef.” 
 
         “I’m not going to argue with a war hero, especially when he’s my big brother,” I give in.  “I want a milkshake.”  On the way up the steep road back to the base, I crane my neck to look back in awe of the beautiful panorama. 
 
         Gunnar takes me to a stand-alone hamburger shack on base.  He orders two medium pineapple shakes.  Pineapple?  I have my doubts.  It is the best shake I have ever had in my life.  It’s frostiness takes the edge off a hot, humid, windless day.  The flavor is fantastic! 
 
         “We could do this again,” I smile.  “The Guam Bomb, not so much.  I always wonder when I stumble into something as good as that shake whether it’s a fluke, a one-time mistake on their part.  Yes, we’ll have to come back here, in the interest of science!  We’ll see whether they can duplicate the recipe.” 
 
         Gunnar wants to take me for a hike to Talofofo Falls.  First, he has to check his room for messages.  He returns to the car, “Something has come up.  I’m meeting with one of our guys in an hour where we had the pineapple milkshakes.  Let’s go back there and chat over coffee until then.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, I enjoy another small pineapple shake while Gunnar sits at a corner picnic table with one of his people.  I am the only other person around and fully thirty-five feet away.  His counterpart rises, orders a large pineapple shake, and departs.  Gunnar joins me at my table.  We are alone.  “I know I’ve discouraged you from being a professional assassin.  I’m kicking myself for asking this.  Do you want to take out a bad guy tonight for $100,000?” 
 
         I laugh.  “Brother, this is not funny.  Are you serious?” 
 
         “I am.  Part of me says I hope you turn me down.  The other part says I need an expert to do a hit for us tonight.  The shooter who was supposed to be here got sick on the flight out of Hawaii.  He can’t do it.  Everything has come together tonight except him.  The payment is our standard for the level of danger and support.” 
 
         “If you need something done, I’m in,” I say.  I would never turn down a request from my brother.  He knows I never miss. 
 
         Gunnar looks relieved and befuddled at the same time.  “Okay then, let’s each get in a good nap back in our cool rooms.”  He wipes sweat from his brow with a handkerchief.  “I’m telling you more than you’d normally get because I trust you.  The target is a Communist cell leader in Agana.  He manages to monitor specific military flights out of Andersen AFB.  We have a Blackbird, a supersonic spy place, that is taking off in the wee hours on a special mission.  We know the public phone the target will use to report the takeoff to his contact off the island.  In this case, you’ll take him out before he places the call.  We’ll frame his right-hand man for the hit.  That ambitious bastard!,” Gunnar laughs.  “Taking him out of the game paves the way for one of our people to step into leadership of the cell.  Another benefit is the surprise overflight of North Vietnam, not to mention testing whether we have a mole.  It’s a nice little chess move all the way around.” 
 
         “I’m glad I can help.  The phone booth area is illuminated?” I inquire. 
 
         “It is.  There are not usually witnesses around at that hour.  We’ve got a proper rifle with a telescope.  You’ll be with the agent I just met.  I can’t be anywhere near for various reasons.”  Gunnar sounds like a military briefer.  He reminds me of a West Point cadet at this moment.  I see him as a plebe with a pointer explaining on the blackboard how he proved a calculus theorem. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    At 2 AM on the dot, the SR-71 launches from Andersen AFB.  We can see the red-orange cones from the two nozzles of its afterburners.  An earth-shaking roar follows.  Four miles from the base near a bar in Yigo, the roar is a loud rumble.  The classified time of takeoff had been set for 4 AM to sniff out any intel leaks. 
 
         Ten minutes after the takeoff, the target shows at the phone booth, as predicted.  One of Gunnar’s people has given a local $200 to buy drinks for all around in the adjacent bar.  I watch three hundred yards away behind a huge banyan tree.  No one emerges from the bar.  The target arrives alone.  By the way, when I ask about clean up, the guy with me advises, “Don’t worry; the Company will take care of it.” 
 
         I experience my usual comfort and remembrance taking up the rifle.  I connect with my world.  I am one with the universe.  I am in flow.  I am relaxed and focused.  I feel totally in control.  Gunnar’s man gives me a positive ID on the target.  I fire.  I feel an overpowering rush.  I never miss. 
 
         My contact congratulates me.  He takes the silenced rifle from my grip and escorts me to a van.  Someone else takes the rifle from him and drives away in a sedan.  We head to the 24-hour air terminal on Andersen AFB.  My mood is so high that I don’t even notice the giant toads exploding under our tires at 45 mph, max speed on the island, on our 4 mile drive.  My contact drops me off. 
 
         I enter the cafeteria.  Gunnar is drinking coffee alone.  He sees me, smiles, and rises to get a coffee for me. 
 
         “Piece of cake — ala mode — cherry on top,” I report. 
 
         “That’s too bad,” Gunnar smiles.  “I was hoping for a pineapple shake.  You have made me look good.  Everyone thought we had missed a perfect confluence of events, a golden opportunity.  Thanks to you, we didn’t.  I don’t have to tell you that Dad would have approved — totally.  And Glen would have been in awe.  Me?  I think you did pretty well.”  Despite his studied flat affect, he gives a glimmer of a grin at his understatement.  He laughs.  “I knew the job was done when you accepted!” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The next day we do our car tour of the island.  We begin a clockwise drive.  At 45 mph, we expect to take all day.  I am enthralled with my beloved flame trees.  Their fluorescent orange blooms remind me of my idyllic times in Vanuatu.  The joy the color gives me is a hint of how I feel when I shoot.  Some sort of synesthesia, I suppose.  The crossing of sensory paths has interested me since Gunnar very seriously told our parents about his ability to smell colors. 
 
         Near the southeast tip of the island, we follow the signs to the trailhead of Talofofo Falls.  We park and traipse along the jungle trail in tropical mugginess.  “Hey, Gunnar, deja vu?,” I quip. 
 
         “You got that right, sis!”  He laughs.  “I love the smell of decaying flora and fauna in the morning.  Reminds me of the day I escaped from the Viet Cong squad.  Sweet, sweet the memories!” 
 
         “Have I told you lately, you’re the best brother in the world?” I ask him. 
 
         Gunnar puts his arm around my shoulders and squeezes me hard.  His eyes are misted over.  “You’ll do,” he manages to say.  “You know, there’s one thing worse than being hot in the jungle of Vietnam.  That’s being cold.  I can’t tell you how miserably cold I was some nights, especially in the rain — without fire.  So I chide myself when I grouse about the heat.” 
 
         “I can imagine how terrible it was to be that cold for so long.  I once cancelled my in-progress campout on the beach in Efate because I hadn’t brought enough clothes or blankets.  The temperature dropped just a few degrees.  I was shivering uncontrollably that night.  No wonder you choose to work in the tropics!”  Any temperate climate would often feel too cold.  I cannot sympathize enough. 
 
         As we make our way on the muddy trail, we slip and slide on the red-staining mud after a tropical shower.  “When was the last time you saw Hank,” Gunnar asks off-handedly. 
 
         “That would be at your funeral.  He stood beside me the entire time.  He also helped explain some of the stories people told about you at your wake.  A great best friend!” 
 
         “Of you or me?” Gunnar jokes. 
 
         “That would be of you.  Too bad you can’t let him know you’re alive,” I reply. 
 
         “I don’t know … .  Yes, he is my best friend.  I don’t know whether he ever told you.  The guy is madly in love with you.” 
 
         “No, he didn’t tell me.  We got along all right …”  I am taken aback.  I replay hundreds of conversations with Hank in microseconds.  Was Gunnar right? 
 
         “Alex, I think one reason he hung out around me was to see you on weekends.  Wild-man, tiger Hank became a kitten around you.  He was totally taken with you.  He told me once you were too perfect.  That probably intimidated him from telling you.  You are too attractive, too smart, and too accomplished for most guys,” Gunnar states.  “That, by the way, is a compliment.” 
 
         “So that’s how guys see it?” I question. 
 
         “If you’re worried about it, you could always play dumb,” Gunnar jests.  He gives me a sly look out of the corner of his eyes.”  With a smile, he adds, “I’d buy tickets to see that!” 
 
         “Brother, you can still make me laugh!  Thanks for that, you distracted me from how hot and sweaty I feel.  I guess a lady should say perspiry.” 
 
         “Don’t change the subject, sis.  You should know that you are the love of Hank’s life.  Whether you act on it is up to you.” 
 
         I get a wry smile, “Sounds like one of us should marry him!” 
 
         He smiles back, looking at me beside him, “You always could end a conversation.  Always! — the word of arguing siblings and spouses,” he summarizes. 
 
         “You, you make me keep talking, so I will.  I think you are the love of Emily’s life, but that does not mean that LIFE in big capitals will let that happen,” I argue. 
 
         “True,” Gunnar returns.  “Buy you a pineapple shake when we get back to Andersen?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    When we reach the falls, I am a little disappointed.  It’s not Niagara Falls, but it is the best Guam has.  The headwaters are muddy, but the water below the falls is clear.  Gunnar wants to go into the pool below the falls.  I warn him of the dangers of leptospirosis, a spirochete that can wreak havoc on the human body — sometimes with just skin exposure, symptoms appearing after as long as two weeks.  Usually a tropical disease, it is often misdiagnosed.  “I haven’t seen any cases in Vanuatu, but you never know,” I warn. 
 
         “Are you getting back at me for my many cautionary remarks at Tarague Beach?”  Gunnar has a wry grin. 
 
         “Turnabout is fair play, I’d say,” I reply with a playful smile that morphs to seriousness.  “After your jungle survival in Vietnam, you may be immune to everything.  As you forgot my Vanuatu experiences, so I sometimes forget your Vietnam excursion.  Like hell!” 
 
         “Now you’re talkin’!  Thanks for throwing me a bone, doc.  I’ll forego my swim in these pristine waters.  Let’s call it me-taking-your-advice, and you spot me one for my next faux pas.  It does look inviting, though, doesn’t it?” 
 
         “You get your chit, Gunnar.  By the way, in the unlikely event you and I ever get to Efate again, I need to show you the Mele Cascade.  About 7 miles from Port Vila, the waterfall is over 100 feet in height.  Spectacular!” 
 
         “You’re not knocking my Talofofo Falls, are you?”  He laughs. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    We drive south and stop at the Inarajan Pools along the coast.  Coral creates shallow pools that allow viewing the tropical sea life without getting wet.  It has to be the world’s greatest outdoor aquarium.  My absolute favorite species is a stunning little turquoise fish.  I have never seen this one before. 
 
         Gunnar puts his arm on my shoulder and counsels me, “We’re a long way from Alamogordo!”  The expression is so true.  It encapsulates the arc of half of our lives, and, with Gunnar’s inimitable timing, it’s funny. 
 
         “Gee, Gunnar, I’ve never heard that one before,” I kid him. 
 
         “You know us engineers: long on thought, short on dialogue.”  His smile is even more beguiling with the mustache. 
 
         We continue driving around the periphery of Guam to the southwestern town of Umatac.  The bay is where Magellan, the Portuguese explorer, landed in 1521 as he sailed around the world.  Eventually, the Spanish claimed and colonized the island.  We see old Spanish forts that serve as a reminder of that process.  On the shore by Umatac, we see the rusted remains of a Japanese two-man submarine that beached there during World War II. 
 
         We stop at more spectacular beaches heading north.  Like a child, I am fascinated by the name of the beach: Gab Gab.  We grab sandwiches in the capital of Agana.  We eat them while watching a Chamorro fisherman cast his circular net standing shin-deep in Agana Bay.  I have seen this many times in Vanuatu and never tire of it. 
 
         As we stop at Tumon Beach, Gunnar offers, “Don’t you just get sick of these beautiful beaches?” 
 
         “No,” I laugh at his humor.  “Each is so wonderful in its own way.  And yet there is a connecting sameness.  I think I just spoke gibberish, but the emotion prevails.” 
 
         On the road back, Gunnar calls out a sign for a place called Agafa Gumas.  “Hey, sis, I like that almost as much as Gab Gag Beach.” 
 
         “We’re almost back at Andersen.  Want to hit Tarague Beach again?”  I’m half-kidding. 
 
         “I’d like to, but I’ve got to check in,”  Gunnar explains, knowing I understand.  “Remember the large pineapple shake I owe you?” 
 
         “I’m not about to forget that!” 
 
         “You come to paradise, and the high point is a pineapple shake!” Gunnar notes ironically. 
 
         “In Vanuatu, Dr. Aurand warned me about overdosing on kava kava.  He would never comprehend overdosing on pineapple shakes in Guam,” I note with my attempt at humor.  Gunnar laughs. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    At the air terminal cafeteria, Gunnar meets with his contact in a far corner table.  I eat a veggie-cheese omelet while I wait.  I look at the rice in the salt shaker aimed at keeping the spice from clumping in the extreme humidity.  Despite the rice gambit, I still can only get a trace of salt on my food. 
 
         Knowing there are only three of us in the waiting area, Gunnar’s contact gives me a friendly minimal wave with only his left hand moving four inches in a normal stride.  He doesn’t look or smile or speak.  After he leaves, Gunnar is all smiles. 
 
         “Let me begin on this cold Guam Bomb.”  He lifts the top of the bun and squirts mustard and catsup over the chili and burgers.  “Everything fell into place.  I mean everything.”  He takes a small bite.  When he finishes chewing, he goes on, “ The local police picked up the cell’s second-in-command for the murder of Telephone Man.  With no telephonic warning, the North Vietnamese were late turning on their radar for the SR-71 fly-over.  And, very important to me, we apparently don’t have a mole in our chain.  I would call the whole operation a catenation of miracles, maybe a mile of miracles.” 
 
         I laugh at Gunnar’s enthusiasm and flourish.  “I would call that a series of miracles.” 
 
         “Whatever, Alex, let’s celebrate at the Officers’ Club.  You’re buying, rich lady.” 
 
         “I’m in, after you show me how to connect with big money wanting professional hits.  I bought the three magazines you suggested.  They’re all current issues.” 
 
         Gunnar proceeds to show me the latest method for a mercenary to find work.  He shows me the key to unscramble the cipher, a stylized movement between three magazines.  At the end of the process is a phone number to initiate a contact.  He counsels that the cipher methodology will change over time for obvious reasons.  Each magazine must be no more than fourteen days from publication.  A resulting series of all zeroes indicates no current target.  I should call him about any glitch referring to “enigma.”  He concludes, “I have no doubt you can be the best hitman in the world.  I also think you’d be an even better surgeon.  I love you, Alex.” 
 
         I squeeze his hand, “I know, brother.  I love you, too.  Now, let’s go celebrate!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mainland, USA 
 
      
 
    I rent a luxury cabin on the outskirts of Taos, NM.  I love the semi-arid climate of the almost 7000-foot-high area.  I originally wanted to hang out in high-altitude Cloudcroft, NM, nearer Alamogordo.  I am sure I would have run into too many classmates from Alamogordo High, not that I was popular there.  I was well-known.  I still am guarded about my identity. 
 
         I keep proficient using the stylized key to decipher a contact number for a hit, as Gunnar taught me.  I do not make the call.  As I consider several possibilities for my future, I let the thought of being a professional hitman percolate.  I realize that it’s not like signing up for a thirty-year career with General Motors.  I can quit whenever I want.  For that matter, I can start whenever I want.  I don’t want to think about the severance package. 
 
         In the interim, I stew over the prospect — very pleasantly reading novels, hiking, and, of course, shooting.  When my vacation becomes a routine, I finally decide to apply the key to the three magazines, each in print under fourteen days.  I run the algorithm three times, producing the same resulting phone number.  I use a public phone to make contact.  I am told to pick up an envelope at a Hilton in San Francisco. 
 
         I fly to San Francisco.  I hire a private investigator to make the pick up.  I do not see him get followed.  In turn, the contents of the envelope direct me to a baggage locker at the airport.  I have a partner of the investigator do that pick-up.  We meet up after he has shaken someone trying to follow him. 
 
         I check the cash immediately.  One million — not half now, half later.  I have a sick feeling in my gut.  It seems too good.  Almost every sane person senses danger when something is too good.  I am no different.  I open the sealed envelope to check the target.  My misgivings are justified.  I have two weeks to complete the mission.  Two weeks or what?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Vanuatu 
 
      
 
    I am back in my old stomping grounds, in disguise, of course.  I arrange a meeting this night.  Meanwhile, I enjoy driving around the island thinking about what could have been.  I visit my old haunts without drawing attention.  I have an urge to visit Tani.  I don’t; only Gunnar could pull that off. 
 
         After nightfall, I arrive at my old clinic.  I knock lightly on a backdoor.  I am glad I called in advance. 
 
         Dr. Aurand hugs me, “Joan, I am so glad you are alive!”  Monique follows. 
 
         I start to explain that I had to disappear.  Dr. Aurand cuts me off, “Joan, no need to explain.  I could read it in your eyes the day before you had to leave.  I told Monique.  As I said before, we all have secrets here.” 
 
         We spend half an hour catching up.  I deflect their questions about me back to them and the clinic.  I am definitely missed here. 
 
         Then I begin, “I apologize for jumping to business so quickly, but I must.  Dr. Aurand, someone has put out a hit on you.  I don’t know who it is or why.  That’s why I am here: to warn you and find out who.” 
 
         Dr. Aurand quickly asks, “How could you possibly know this?”  It is more rhetorical than probative. 
 
         I answer, “You both know from the treatment of the secret patient in the garage that I have contacts who know such things.” 
 
         Monique interjects, “I know who would put out a hit.  My husband Philippe Boutin.  He is a moody psychopath.  I came to recognize that and his illegal operations after our whirlwind romance and wedding.  Dr. Aurand treated me for some of Philippe’s physical abuse — several times.  Maurice and I ran away together and figured we were safe here.  Philippe probably had some time to think and brood over imagined wrongs.  He concentrates on work most of the time, running arms and drugs.  When he relaxes, he thinks of revenge.  I think it is Philippe.” 
 
         “To be safe, I think it would be wise for both of you to disappear for a while, leaving no tracks.  You both deserve a good vacation anyway.  I just need to know how to contact you.  I’ll help you with that.  Meanwhile, Monique, do you know where I can find Philippe?” 
 
         Monique is on edge.  She answers, “He has a villa in Sicily where he spends most of his time.  He is seldom home in France.  I will draw you a map and give you an address.  What are you going to do?” 
 
         “I am going to see whether my friends can eliminate the problem — if he is the problem.  Do either of you object to that?”  I know they understand what I mean, and I see no revulsion in their faces. 
 
         Monique explodes in anger, “I should have killed him myself!  He is pure evil.” 
 
         Dr. Aurand puts his arm around her.  “Some men need to be shot,” he says matter-of-factly. 
 
         “Well, then, let’s talk about how and where you’ll hide out,” I start. 
 
         Dr. Aurand interrupts, looking in Monique’s eyes.  “I think Dr. Tarivuti from the hospital will spell me at the clinic.  He owes me for covering for him while Joan was here.”  Talking details is soothing to a spirit troubled by bigger issues. 
 
         “And his wife-nurse Angela,” Monique nods. 
 
         “So,” I continue, “it looks as if we’re beginning a solid plan.  I’ll check my sources to see whether Philippe ordered the hit.  I think we should proceed in an orderly fashion, but get you out of here as soon as possible …” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I love the French.  We spend 30 minutes talking strategy, break out the wine, and reminisce for two more hours.  I stop at a phone booth on the way to the hotel.  I leave a message for Gunnar to call me at a phone booth number at 8 AM my time tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    When Gunnar calls, he is very receptive to investigating the situation.  He says it would normally take hours to answer the question; but with a bad actor like Philippe, he thinks he’ll have an answer in an hour. 
 
         I savor some great espresso in Port Vila, luxuriate in reading the newspaper, and head back to the phone booth.  Gunnar calls right on time.  I know in advance that neither of us will waste time on small talk.  Our closeness will be unspoken. 
 
         As I expect, Gunnar is all business, “This Philippe needs to go.  He placed the hit.  The world will be a better place without him.  INTERPOL and the Agency want him gone.  He’s into gun running, white slavery, drug dealing — you name it.  He is in Sicily now …”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Italy 
 
      
 
    I outfit my green and white Volkswagen van in Naples with all I will need.  My rifle case is stowed in the floorboard.  I take a ferry to Palermo, Sicily.  I remember Gunnar’s advice to enjoy the journey.  He knows I tend to get target fixation, pardon the circular pun. 
 
         I find a nice bed and breakfast in Palermo that allows me easy coming and going from a stand-alone cottage.  I love the climate and scenery. 
 
         From my visit to a library in Naples, I know the location of Philippe’s villa near Trapani.  I drive there in the afternoon.  I park well away from the compound and scout out the periphery of Philippe’s property.  The setup looks ideal for a kill.  I observe a tall, stocky man who is always in photos of Philippe.  I conclude he is Philippe’s right-hand man.  He exits a French door in the rear of the house several times to smoke cigarettes.  I smell the Turkish tobacco 500 yards away.  I need binoculars for my eyes to see distant details, but unaided my nostrils reel at a few pungent molecules of far-away cigarette smoke. 
 
         I hear Gunnar’s voice in my head, “If life gives you lemons, make lemonade.  If life gives you lemonade, think twice before you swallow.”  Everything is too easy.  I can get a perfect shot off from my position.  I can see Philippe in his office.  I can escape before anyone can catch me.  The lemonade gives me pause. 
 
         I return to my tucked-away van and exchange my binoculars for a gun case that looks like a guitar carrier.  I return to my previous perch.  Everything is a go, but … 
 
         What am I missing, I ask myself as I set up to shoot.  I smile at Gunnar’s brotherly advice.  The lemonade is too sweet.  If I shoot now, the setting sun will give off a glint of light that will expose me ala David in Vanuatu.  I will never get the shot, and I will be caught.  I learned from flying the remote control aircraft as a kid: Visualize from on high, not from the ground. 
 
         I am amped for the shoot, so I have to pull tautly on my system’s reins to control my desire to get the job done.  I fight that compulsion with the promise to reward my discretion with self-applause and a great bottle of wine tonight.  Another Gunnarism: You have to reward yourself for doing the right thing, especially when it goes against your nature.  Nevertheless, the undone task haunts me.  To leave something undone goes against every fiber of an Olson. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The next day I eat an early breakfast and counsel myself to act like a tourist.  I once again don a wig and wear a dress one size too large to achieve a frumpy look.  I mix in with crowds in Trapani.  I drive by Philippe’s villa.  I enjoy panoramic views of the Trapani Coast.  I smile to myself, I am doing this on Philippe’s dime.  I love my job! 
 
         I use some of my high school Italian to schmooze with the locals.  That my dialect is bad and my cadence is off, the locals find endearing.  I learn tidbits about Philippe’s villa, his business, and his staff.  I learn where Philippe eats, gets a haircut, sees a tailor, drives his Lamborghini, and where he drinks. 
 
         At a sidewalk cafe in Trapani in early afternoon, I scout the barbershop Philippe uses.  I scope out adjacent and opposing buildings.  From across the street, at an obtuse angle from the barbershop, I can possibly eke out a kill shot.  I walk the street and then sit to drink coffee as I survey the setting.  I pretend to take photos when I am actually doing intense reconnaissance.  I study back streets and alleys.  I know how to get to a good perch with my “guitar” and how to exit. 
 
         I have a light lunch at a sidewalk cafe and run details through my mind.  I realize I’ve never been this thorough before.  Minutes later when I am in place at the perch, I kick myself over the obtuse shot angle.  One advantage it does give is no bad reflection through the barber shop’s window glass. 
 
         On schedule, the new black Mercedes sedan arrives.  Philippe’s right-hand man chauffeurs him in the German limousine.  I dub him Turk, for the cigarettes he smokes.  Turk parks in front of the barbershop.  A bodyguard in the shotgun seat of the vehicle opens the rear curbside door for Philippe.  Turk opens the barbershop door for Philippe.  Turk turns and excuses the guard to get an espresso.  Turk is packing. 
 
         My breathing is faster than normal.  I realize that I feel I’m forcing the shot.  The angle is not right, and I have two additional targets.  I know I can do this.  The words, Don’t worry; the Company will take care of it, mock me; I am my only support here.  I hear Gunnar’s wisdom again: Reward yourself for doing the right thing.  It’s a great night for another bottle of red.  I put my “guitar” away. 
 
         When the “guitar” is back in the VW, I walk along the street and view Philippe in the barber chair, thoroughly relaxed with a hot towel over his face.  Out of view, I use kleenex to pick up a butt of a cigarette Turk has discarded on the sidewalk near the Mercedes.  I get coffee across the street and sit at a table next to Philippe’s bodyguard.  This is your lucky day, pal!  Today you get to live. 
 
         I pretend to enjoy the spectacle of the street, but I am really surveilling Philippe and crew.  I notice Philippe is left-handed.  Turk towers over him and has a slight limp.  He wears an elevator shoe on his left foot to compensate for that leg’s shorter length.  Turk carries a pistol inside the left breast of his sport coat.  The bodyguard hides his pistol in the small of his back, underneath his sport coat.  I order another espresso to sip while the entourage departs. 
 
         I make a few purchases in town before enjoying my liquid reward.  I just hope I am not losing my nerve and rationalizing to cover it.  Self-analysis is worth what you pay for it, I suppose. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The next morning I sit alone on a hill south of Palermo.  I have a wicker basket filled with a picnic lunch, bread, and a bottle of Chianti.  While I expect no one, I am prepared to disassemble my rifle and hide it in a nearby gulley before anyone can get near me.  No reason to expect the Polizia.  I am just a pitiful American tourist stood up by a beguiling Italian rake.  I am prepared to unleash a torrent of tears, if need be. 
 
         In the meantime, I lie prone on a wool blanket whose colors blend artistically with the surroundings.  I use high-powered binoculars to survey the road that Philippe likes to drive in his red Lamborghini.  I am out of view on a hill south of Palermo, 400 yards from a hairpin turn that will slow Philippe. 
 
         I don’t have a checklist for my operations — yet.  I need to have a protocol.  Instead, I rely on my eclectic style of medical decision making.  I feel good about my perch.  Even though Philippe will double clutch to speed through the turn, I will have a good shot.  There are no witnesses.  Best of all, the angle is very favorable.  I plan for the steady 10 mph west wind.  My pulse is normal at 50 beats per minute, slow for most people. 
 
         After an hour and a half, I see the bright red car coming.  Then I hear the patentable Lamborghini 350GT sound, its twelve cylinders performing like the Rockettes on amphetamine.  I see Philippe’s otherwise perfectly coiffed hair whipped by the wind from the open driver window.  Positive ID.  He is racing the car, the only time he is alone.  He tries to speed through the turn, but not enough.  My ecstasy has already begun.  Every feeling I have is beyond — beyond good, beyond happy, beyond content, beyond earth.  I squeeze off the most magnificent shot of my life.  I never miss.  The experience is transcendent.  Still in flow, I realize instantly that I can get off a second shot. 
 
         I fire at the gas tank.  Boom — there is an immense explosion.  Apparently the gas tank was nearly empty.  My instinct was exceptional.  Now there is less evidence for investigators to process. 
 
         I disassemble the rifle and encase it.  I erase any evidence of my being there.  Just in case, I leave a carton of Turk’s cigarettes and the butt he smoked.  I put on some shoes that match Turk’s.  I leave distinctive footprints in nearby soft dirt, making each left shoe impression deeper than the right to mimic Turk’s limp.  I return to my cottage to enjoy more red wine.  The Pavlov’s dog in my psyche is confused: No shot, fine wine; no shot, fine wine; good shot, fine wine? 
 
         The next few days I enjoy touring Sicily.  No need to run; that’s what the police would expect. 
 
         I want to contact Dr. Aurand and Monique and effusively tell them they are safe.  I decide to wait.  First, I will let them hear the international news.  Then, I will discuss with them any potential danger they may face.  I know they may not be safe: A man crazy enough to pay the full amount of a hit in advance might have contracted multiple hitters.  I do what doctors do.  When it’s a tough call, they explain the facts as they know them, then they put the onus to make a decision on the patient. 
 
         I cannot describe how good I feel.  I sense connection to family, generalized euphoria, and a great feeling of helping out my friends.  As my emotions bubble over, I make a call to Gunnar.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    West Coast 
 
      
 
    My lawyer and I have an appointment at 9 AM with the female dean of my former medical school in my attorney’s conference room.  The dean comes with the school’s attorney.  The dean is a charming doctor.  The school’s attorney leads off.  I read frustration in the dean’s face.  She interrupts his pro forma monologue.  She puts her right hand firmly on his wrists as if to physically restrain him.  The school attorney sighs. 
 
         The dean starts, “First, Ms. Olson, let me apologize on behalf of the entire staff and administration of the school.  I am appalled that any incident occurred in the first place.  Our conduct in not readmitting you when you were ready to return to school was callous and unforgivable.  You also have my heartfelt condolences on the loss of your twin brother.  It goes without saying that we should have been more compassionate after the assault.  I am truly sorry. 
 
         “I’m sure your counsel has informed you that we will make every accommodation to bring you back into the medical student body.  We will tailor your program to suit your needs and requirements.  With the skills you picked up on your own and some accelerated learning, we can possibly catch you back up with your initial peers.  You pick the pace you want.  I’m sure with your strong record, we will make this a major success for you and the school.” 
 
         I’m always ready to fight.  Gunnar would say, “Don’t trip over your tongue!”  He would be right.  Everything is going my way.  I need to be gracious, but punching her would have felt so good.  My attorney sees my body language.  He is about to restrain me when my dagger-like stare persuades him not to. 
 
         I use discretion.  “Dean, may I start next Monday?  I want to give the school time to adjust accordingly.”  I really need a few days to find a place to live. 
 
         She, of course, agrees and goes on and on with another banal apology. 
 
         The school’s counsel closes, “Just a reminder of the nondisclosure agreement you signed, Ms. Olson.  The school will expect you to adhere to that.” 
 
         I perfunctorily agree and shake the hands of the dean and her attorney on the nod of my attorney. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    My attorney is in good spirits.  He takes me to a very expensive lunch.  While we wait for our food, he light-heartedly muses, “I always ask my winning clients what they would have done if they lost.  So, what if the dean didn’t come across?” 
 
         “I’d shoot her,” I say. 
 
         He waits for me to indicate I am joking.  The prolonged silence embarrasses him.  “Ha, ha, ha!”  He slaps his knee. 
 
         I bat my eyelashes without speaking. 
 
         “That’s a good one!  I seldom have a client with a sense of humor as good as yours.  And I guess if you had a losing attorney, he should worry, too?” he throws out tangentially.  He laughs. 
 
         “He should watch his back,” I reply with a slow smile. 
 
         He laughs nervously.  “Another good one!,” he forces a smile.  “The settlement from the school is for $10 million.  Even after my fees, you’ll hardly be like your indebted peers when you finish your medical training.  What are you going to do to celebrate?” 
 
         “I’m going to call a close relative overseas.  Of course, I will give no details.”  I lie to avert another lecture on disclosure.  “Then, I’m going to a rifle range.  Why don’t you join me?  Want to bet you can outshoot a girl?” 
 
         He thinks he’s a macho man.  He must answer.  “How much is the bet?” 
 
         “All the legal fee — double or nothing!” I shoot back. 
 
      
 
    END?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Hank asks me to his battalion’s picnic at Fort Ord, CA.  I fly out of LAX to Monterrey’s regional airport and rent a car.  I am taking a welcomed short break from my customized medical school program. 
 
         I meet Hank at his apartment in Monterrey.  It’s midmorning, and I’m surprised to smell alcohol on his breath.  He seems different, not as full of life and spirit as I remember.  He says everything is “fine.”  We exchange pleasantries while readying for the picnic.  My dislike of small talk forces Hank to speak.  He is not “fine.” 
 
         At the park, I sit at an A-frame picnic table with Hank and the other three platoon leaders in Hank’s company.  Two have brought their wives.  The third, a bachelor, has brought a girlfriend.  The men discuss sports and work.  I reluctantly make small talk with the ladies.  I normally have little patience with small talk.  Why waste your life? 
 
         After a nice lunch of hamburgers, baked beans, potato salad, and watermelon, Captain Sherman comes over to introduce himself to the ladies.  Hank has prepared me for egotist Company Commander Sherman.  From my view, he is a little too friendly with all of the young ladies, standing a little too close and holding a shaken hand too long.  I feel sorry for his wife who watches all this with a pained expression. 
 
         I have a very bad feeling about Sherman.  I politely excuse myself to talk with Mrs. Sandy Sherman at a nearby picnic table.  She is salt of the earth.  She has no children.  She does have a broken arm that she got in a “fall.”  She is very guarded about her personal life and wears a put-on smile.  I sense she is a victim of Sherman. 
 
         When I return to my table, Sherman is standing by a familiar figure.  His fellow company commander is Oak Stick.  Small world.  At first, they seem to have a great camaraderie.  They laugh loudly while they swill beer.  They want everyone to know how powerful they are.  They mark their territories with over-loud talk and domineering stares.  Later, after too many beers, the two competitors have words and start shoving each other.  They are close to fisticuffs.  Everyone sees it.  Pretending to be completely hammered, Hank cleverly breaks it up by offering more watermelon to them. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    That night at Hank’s apartment, we skip supper and turn in early.  Hank is unable to perform.  I say the obligatory things a compassionate woman should say:  “It happens to everyone.”  “Don’t worry about it; I just like being close.”  “It happens to women all the time; you just can’t see it.” 
 
         Hank is not consoled.  He gets out of bed and opens a new bottle of 12-year-old scotch.  I warn him that the hard liquor on top of this afternoon’s beers may be a regrettable choice.  He reminds me that he can outdrink any man.  He returns to bed. 
 
         “You know, Alex, I’ve never been the same since we lost Gunny.  He was the best friend — man — I’ve ever known.  It means the world to me have you here with me!”  His eyes tear up. 
 
         I sip on a shot glass of water.  “Hank, you know he feels the same way about you!”  I slipped up in my tense.  I do not correct myself because I can tell Hank does not notice.  I remind Hank of our good times at West Point.  He tells me more about his adventures and misadventures with Gunny. 
 
         Eventually, the conversation turns to the picnic.  “Hank, I don’t think I like your company commander.  He gives off a bad vibe.  It’s more than egotism.  It’s more than being a control freak,” I offer. 
 
         “Thanks!  You just validated my feelings,” Hank begins.  He shakes his head and speaks his mind, “He may be the death of my career.  He has made it known to me that he hates ‘ring knockers’ who get a free ride from the ‘West Point Protective Association.’  He’s a Texas Aggie who sees a conspiracy of the Long Gray Line at every turn.  Part of his issue with the other company commander today was over the other captain being a West Point grad.  Privately, he has told me that he considers me unfit for the service and will rate me accordingly.  That will be the end of my career — before it really starts.  He’s not joking.” 
 
         I now understand the change in Hank’s behavior.  The carefree, derring-do man-among-men lives on a foundation called the US Army.  It is his home, his future, the treasure at the end of his four-year gauntlet at West Point. 
 
         “Alex, I feel as if everything is slipping away from me.  I never felt like I belonged to anything until West Point.  I don’t have any family.  The Army is where I belong.  I don’t see …” 
 
         I thoughtlessly cut him off, “Hank, you’re a young accomplished, talented man.  There are a dozen other promising opportunities out there for you.  You don’t need an Army that treats you this way!” 
 
         My reasoning was not registering.  Hank pours himself another full shot glass.  I sit on his lap and wrap my arms around him.  “How are your numbers, Hank?  I mean objective measures of how your platoon is performing,” I elaborate. 
 
         “Best in the battalion.  Tops in inspections, best range scores, highest tactical evals, and most re-ups.” 
 
         “Keep those up, Hank.  That’s what will matter in the long-run.  Try not to focus on Sherman.”  I want to add, “He won’t be a problem very long.”  I don’t say that.  I’m still sober. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Hank keeps asking me up for weekends.  I finally find a break in my schedule.  I plan to fly back to Monterrey again this Friday.  He says that is great, but he regrets that Sunday the company is going to the rifle range.  He explains that Sherman is doing this to show off as a tough taskmaster to the battalion commander, which plays well in an Army ramping up for war in Vietnam.  I suspect he also is letting his men know who is boss. 
 
         I pull up to the Fort Ord Officers’ Club for Happy Hour in my airport rental.  It’s hot and most cars in the parking lot have their windows down to keep them cooler.  I swap my two-day visitor’s gate pass with one from another car that is good for three days. 
 
         Inside the cool, dark barroom, Hank and his fellow platoon leaders are letting off steam, rolling dice for who pays for the next pitcher of beer.  It’s good to see them again along with their significant others.  We are having a good time until someone brings up the loss of Sunday as an off day.  Saturday will be their first day off in a month.  Good thing I couldn’t and didn’t come sooner. 
 
         At Hank’s apartment, he begins drinking scotch again.  I fix enchiladas and chile rellenos.  Hank does not want to go out.  We turn in early.  Again Hank cannot perform.  I spare him the platitudes, “Hank, I understand.”  That’s all I say.  Less is more. 
 
         The next morning, I ask Hank how his platoon’s numbers are.  He says they’re still all good.  We go for a ten-mile run. 
 
         “I’m glad you’re keeping the numbers up,” I tell him. 
 
         “If you hadn’t pressed me, they would have fallen.  I really haven’t felt like doing anything extra for a long time.  I’ve had to force myself, Alex.  Getting out bed is a struggle.” 
 
         “I’m proud of you, Hank.  Gunny would be, too.  Remember that!”  Glad I got my tenses right on Gunny this time.  Hank is very sober, despite the double. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Saturday evening I drive myself to the airport.  I sit in my first-class seat on the jet as we load.  I see the procession of passengers heading to the back.  I spot a young lady who could be my double in a movie.  I give her time to be seated.  I take my margarita in hand to the back where she sits. 
 
         Bending to speak to her from the aisle, I speak in a low voice as I hand her the fresh drink.  “This is for you.  Would you mind swapping seats with me?  Mine is in first class.  Just use my name on the ticket if you’re asked.  I’d like to be near the gentleman behind me if at all possible.  We’re old friends.” 
 
         While she basks in the privileges of first-class and is distracted, I exit the aircraft “to get the coat I forgot,” as I told the stewardess.  I get my bags from an airport locker and head for a motel in Monterrey to get a good night’s rest.  I need to be sharp for tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Sunday I am sprawled out on a camouflaged nylon poncho liner overlooking the rifle range at Fort Ord.  I am uprange.  Captain Sherman relishes the role of being in charge of the live-fire event as he barks out commands on an electronic bullhorn from a tower in the middle of the range.  With my binoculars, I see Hank checking on his platoon readying to fire their rifles. 
 
         Captain Sherman belts out, “Ready on the right?  Ready on the left?  Ready on the firing line.  Commence firing!”  Aiming down range from numerous abreast positions, soldiers begin to fire. 
 
         As he overlooks his men, Sherman sees a reflection of sunlight hop nervously around his tower.  As firing stops, he turns 180 degrees, away from the range, to find the source.  When he does, I stop aiming my mirror at him.  He scratches his head over the distraction. 
 
         After his soldiers have locked and loaded their magazines, he again commands, “Ready on the right?   Ready on the left?  Ready on the firing line.  Commence firing!” 
 
         During the ongoing loud pops 800 meters from me, I watch Sherman in the telescope of my assembled rifle.  Gripping the rifle while under pressure to act, summons the usual comforting hormones and memories.  I am calm but euphoric.  I realize my spirit soars to another crescendo.  I flash the mirror’s rays at him again.  While the live-fire is still going on, he turns to see what is going on.  I stick the mirror in a piece of clay to keep its aim on him as he grabs binoculars to look toward the mirror.  I regrip my rifle and squeeze off a deadly round to his forehead.  He goes down.  My shot and his tumble to the floor of the tower are masked by the continued live-fire. 
 
         I never stop to admire my handiwork.  I don’t waste precious seconds that way.  Why should I?  I never miss.  Around my shooting perch, I leave men’s size 9 boot prints in the silty soil and, using a kleenex, a button from Oak Stick’s civilian coat from years ago.  I don’t trouble myself with what is next at the scene of the crime.  I have planned it.  There will be confusion on the firing range as no commands come from the tower to direct firing.  A platoon leader, probably Hank, will climb the ladder to the tower to find Captain Sherman fatally shot.  Despite inner celebration, the platoon leader will feign anger and direct search parties to look downrange for the perpetrator.  After all, the captain was shot in the head, and he would have been looking downrange. 
 
         In the opposite direction, I am at the military crest of a nearby hill, one-third of the way down from the summit.  My exit goes unnoticed.  I drive by the officers’ housing area.  When no one is looking, I leave the size 9 boots in Oak Stick’s garbage can, along with the spent bullet casing and a second button, again using a kleenex.  I spend hours on the post, waiting for the gate guards to tire of searching vehicles leaving the gate.  Several hours after a shift change of those guards, I begin my exit.  A sentry stops my car.  I give him my best come-on smile.  He chats me up.  I flirt.  I ask for his phone number.  He waves me through — without a vehicle inspection. 
 
         I fly out of Monterrey on one of my aliases.  Alex Olson flew out yesterday. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In the early hours of Monday morning, I leave signs I was at the medical center Sunday when I was actually at Fort Ord — just in case.  I find patient charts to initial that have gaps of coverage.  I leave orders for missed tests.  I have earned a reputation for coming in on time off.  I walk out with the departing shift and make sure several colleagues see me. 
 
         Later at my apartment, I am awakened by Hank’s call.  “I have been trying to reach you!  We had a real shocker yesterday.  Someone shot Captain Sherman at the firing range.  He’s dead …” 
 
         I don’t need to explain how my busy hospital schedule kept Hank from reaching me, so I reply, “What a terrible accident!” 
 
         “It wasn’t an accident, Alex.  Someone shot him …” 
 
         “You mean a soldier turned his rifle on Sherman?” 
 
         “No, no, the bullet came from off the range,” Hank explains.  “They’re still looking for the shooter.  We, of course, cancelled training.  Everyone is in shock …” 
 
         “How is Sandy doing?” I ask. 
 
         “Alex, she is holding up well.  I went by to see her after the battalion commander and chaplain did death notification.  The battalion wives have organized food for her for the next two weeks, and the company wives are spelling each other staying with her.  I’m a bastard for saying so, but I don’t think she’ll miss him.  Nor will anyone else …” 
 
         “I didn’t tell you, Hank, but I did suspect wife abuse by him.” 
 
         Hank does not respond to that.  He pauses, then adds, “The battalion commander called me last night.  He said he took an in-depth look at the company.  He said my numbers really spoke to him — best platoon in the battalion.  He wants me to be a company commander.” 
 
         I gushed, “So you’ll be taking over your company!” 
 
         “As good as that, Alex.  The Army doesn’t like to have you a peer one day and the next a boss over your former peers.  He’s moving me into one of the other companies in the battalion and having me take over that commander’s company.  Shuffle duffel, we say.” 
 
         “Hank, I’m so proud of you!” 
 
         “Couldn’t have done it without you, Alex.”  Little did he know.  “Urging me to keep my numbers up was the best advice in the world.  I’d like to come down to see you — even if it’s just to catch you at a coffee break …” 
 
         After the call, I feel good about my gifts.  My mentors in the medical program give me minor compliments, while offering none to my peers.  It’s all relative, isn’t it?  My shooting ability has given me great pleasure and solace.  It has also just improved the world.  I have protected Hank and Sandy from evil.  I have implicated a sadistic bully in the shooting.  I feel positively wonderful about life, except for the nagging doubt I fence off in my mind.  Do I have a bloodlust that must be periodically sated with a muzzle blast?  Am I like some anemic vampire who can behave until nature calls?  I reflect on the arc of my life.  The missile-mad teenage Gunnar would describe me as having the “wrong reentry angle.”  He would say that’s why I bounce from goal to goal trying to recover on earth.  Gunnar, on the other hand, had the right reentry angle.  When the door on an Army career closed, he got the next return to life correctly. 
 
         As a biologist, I hope that I am evolving, not revolving.  Some might say the trajectory of my life is a search for redemption.  I deny that.  I’ve done nothing wrong.  I’ve fought back at what life has thrown at me. 
 
         Enough of that, Gunnar is alive.  All is right in the world.  Now I can get back to becoming a doctor. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A month later, Gunnar flies in to the West Coast to meet with Alex.  The rendezvous is in Las Vegas.  Over room service food, the twins catch up.  Despite Alex’s busy schedule, she looks extremely healthy and brims with enthusiasm.  Gunnar learns how she saved Hank’s career.  He hides his shock and appears to be totally accepting and nonjudgmental.  Inside, he fears for Alex’s safety in her sideline as a hitman.  This freelancing troubles him. 
 
         Gunnar feels self-justification for setting up the unique three-magazine cipher just for her.  As he told Joe Fresno, a coder at Langley, the cipher was for hits that pay a million dollars or more, and it needs to be kept up-to-date.  Gunnar worked with Ted Lincoln at Langley to provide a contacting voice for the cipher’s phone number and a suitable target.  Gunnar now reasons he had done as much as he can to protect Alex and yield acceptable results.  He can’t keep her from doing hits but can perhaps control who pays her and whom she takes out. 
 
         On another level, he is wistful for what might have been.  The mention of Hank started the cascade of nostalgia.  He misses his classmates from West Point and the life he planned.  He also gets a cold chill thinking how the path that could have been, might have had a career-fatal minefield in it, as Hank nearly found.  Whatever, it is a long way from Alamogordo. 
 
         After several hours of reminiscing, he hugs his sister goodbye and soulfully asks her to take care.  He closes, “I will be so proud when you get that MD.  I’ve got to turn in.  I’m on the first flight out to Dulles Airport.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    At Langley, Gunnar enters the room of cryptographer Joe Fresno.  After small talk, Gunnar gets down to business, “Joe, the cipher worked well.  We took a key player from the other side off the table.  Checkmate!”  He meant Phillipe Boutin in Sicily.  “I want to keep the cipher active for the foreseeable future.  Can you do that?” 
 
         “No problem, Harry.  I’ll keep the grid active.  I’m glad it worked out.  What’s that you put on my desk?” 
 
         “It’s nothing, really.  Thanks for you help,” Gunnar says and nods. 
 
         After Gunnar leaves, Joe unwraps the small box.  A brand-new Pentax camera.  That Harry, he thinks, is a class act.  He remembers my hobby.  I mentioned it once. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Gunnar’s next stop at CIA headquarters is Ted Lincoln’s office.  Gunnar can tell Ted is pressed for time so he cuts the small talk short. 
 
         “Ted, I’ll get to it.  Do you have a new candidate for the grid?  Otherwise, I’ll start beating the bushes.” 
 
         “Harry, the new deputy director just signed off on one.  The target fits your criteria in every way.” 
 
         “We’re good to go then.  Would you work out a contact phone number for your people?  Ted may have some limitations on which numbers the magazine grid will support.
     “I’ll get right on it, Harry.  Want to knock back a few brewskis after work?” 
 
         “Ted, I’ll take a rain check.  I am on the next flight back to Bangkok this evening.  I am wondering, could I possibly see the file on Phillipe?  I know it’s not customary …” 
 
         “I can’t do that, Harry.”  Ted pulls a file from his desk drawer, puts it on his desk, and opens it.  “Harry, I’m going to get some coffee.  Get you one?” 
 
         “Thanks, Ted, two creams.  No powdered creamer; otherwise, black.” 
 
         “I’ll be back in exactly 10 minutes, Harry.” 
 
         Gunnar does a quick scan of the file.  He notes the case officer recommending the hit was Eileen Sanders, endorsed by Randal Higgins.  The date on the page was November 22, 1963, the day JFK was shot.  He looks disinterested and relaxed when Ted returns. 
 
         Gunnar slugs down the coffee mimicking Ted.  Mirroring builds rapport.  “Ted, I’ve taken more of your valuable time than I promised.  Thanks.” 
 
         “What’s in the box?” 
 
         “Ted, some things I ran into in Okinawa.  Think you’ll enjoy them.” 
 
         Harry shakes Gunnar’s hand, “Thanks in advance for the Okinawa surprise.  I’ll open it as soon as I get back from the meeting I’m late to.”  They both laugh. 
 
         After the meeting, Ted opens the box to find three brightly colored, blown-glass fish.  Harry, you rascal, he smiles.  You noticed my office collection!  The guy is a born operative.  Analysts like me, we don’t observe. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Two days later in Bangkok, Gunnar lies in bed with Eileen.  “That was fantastic.  I really missed you!” 
 
         “That goes double for me, cowboy.”  Eileen smiles.  Her mood is almost giddy. 
 
         An overhead fan cools the couple.  Gunnar has his arm around Eileen.  “That recent termination of Philippe Boutin.  How about that?  Did you ever have anything to do with him or his people?”  Gunnar speaks casually. 
 
         Click.  “Can’t say that I did,” Eileen’s1 words seem unguarded and natural.  “What brings that up?” 
 
         Inwardly, Gunnar is troubled.  He felt that disturbance in the atmosphere microseconds before she replied.  He has not sensed it since his recuperation in the Philippines when she was his nurse, with a hidden agenda.  He swears he could almost hear it — the signal of her purposeful intent to deceive, the click. 
 
         “Oh, there was some low-level buzz at Langley about it,” Gunnar answers.  “That’s all.  Give me a kiss!”  He laughs on the outside. 
 
         Gunnar wonders, had Alex eliminated another accomplice in the crime of the century? 
 
      
 
    END
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