JOE
My last business had gone bankrupt in 1991.  I was having trouble finding a job, which opened up my calendar for an extreme amount of active-duty time with my Air Force reserve unit.  The commander at 911th Airlift Wing always had missions available. 1992 became an incredible year for me with several trips around the globe. There was one constant on most of these missions: my best friend Joe Gonzalez.  Joe was the superintendent of the Security Forces that I commanded. 
He was an extremely handsome man with Latin features of dark olive skin and jet-black hair.  He dressed casually, but well. He had a little touch of a Spanish accent that drove the women wild.  So, he never had a problem getting a date.  Since he dated so many different girls, he never worried about their names.  He just called them all, “Hun!.”
We met in 1976 when he joined the eighteen member flight and I was still enlisted.  My initial impression was that of an arrogant, cocky, con-man. Over the years, Joe became one of my confidants within the eighty-four person squadron and my best friend off duty.  As superintendent, he had an unusual way of motivating the airmen under his guidance.  If he was having a particular training issue, he would get the troops mad at him.  They would then group together against him and complete the task.
Let’s get back to 1992.
Whenever C-130 cargo planes leave the continental United States, there is an Air Force policy that requires a minimum of four armed Security Force members.  The 758th Airlift Squadron frequently flew the Navy Seals to the Caribbean for realistic training.  Joe and I were on such a mission in February to observe the operation.  When we landed in St. Croix, I told Joe to take the four other troops back to the hotel to get a bite and some sleep. He sent the other guards to the hotel and stayed with me for a very eerie 6 hours as the day turned to night. The airport was shut down and there was a strange din in the air.  The night creatures were out and it sounded as if there were several good parties going on. I hate to use the word scary, but I was glad that Joe decided to stay with me.  This was the first time that Joe told me he was having some discomfort in his stomach.
In June, the two of us were on the road again. The squadron was going to Hahn Air Base, a beautiful airfield in the middle of the German wine country.  Joe, SSgt Ron Little and I flew over seven days early to prepare for the forty-four person team’s arrival.  We had completed our preparations on Friday. The three of us decided to celebrate by driving to a small river town named Kappel to seek out a Gast-Haus for a libation and something to eat.  We arrived about 1530 (3:30 PM) and parked in a public garage. After our celebration, we returned to the garage. It was locked up until Monday morning at seven AM.  Dammm.  We decided to break into the garage and steal our own car. Ron and I pried open the gates, while Joe ran up to the third level of the parking lot. We heard the vroom of the car as Joe squealed down the ramp.  He just barely made it through the gates and we quickly got out of town.
There are other stories that year.  But I’m running out of words. On all of our trips, Joe complained of the stomach problems.
Fast Forward…..
In September, Joe came into my office.  He asked me to keep quiet about what he had to tell me.  He wanted to tell everyone in his own words and at the right time. I agreed.
“John, I have pancreatic cancer.  I’ve been given three months to two years to live.” 
I was devastated. Joe had been subject to Agent Orange during the Viet Nam conflict.  While I witnessed the news stories about Agent Orange, it never hit so close to home.
Joe died on 20 December 1992.
For the last 30 years, I’ve re-lived the year of 1992 thinking that the Lord set us up with all of those trips.  He was a wonderful friend and I still miss him today.
 
