The Happiest Lot


By John Holmes

            The headrest on my office chair cradles my head while I catch a few winks.  The morning has been hectic with all kinds of problems.  These headaches need my immediate attention.  I feel the pounding pain in my neck and forehead.  I decide to put these problems to sleep.  

            My mind wanders as my eyelids rest.  For reasons I cannot understand, I am viewing my wedding video.  Who is that strange man? I do not remember him at the reception.  In a split second, I notice he is a well-dressed older man; he is ME!

            The older man is me?  I did not recognize myself.  The video is on pause in my mind.  The image of me – OLD!  When did I become old? 

            I hear soft knocks as my office door slowly opens.  My secretary asks, “Are you all right?”

            I reply, “I have a splitting headache and would like to have 15 minutes of privacy.  Do you have any aspirin?”

            “Sorry, I ran out last week,” she answered.  “But I’ll guard the door and hold your phone calls so no one bothers you.”

            “Thanks,” I nod and start rifling through my desk to find my ibuprofen.  “I found some in my drawer,” I exclaim as she shuts the door.

            I swallow two capsules.  I return to my headrest, close my eyes and think.   

            Old me? Me old, when did that happen? I did not see any pictures of old me before.  I scan the walls of my office.  I am not old in any of these photos.  The video definitely shows an older man.  He looks healthy and happy but still not young.

            I reminisce over a lifetime of souvenirs on display in my office.  Maybe there is a clue as to when my youth started to fade.

            The first stop is the posters where I am pictured in an environmental scene as a promotion for the university I attended.  I remember that this was my first (and only) modeling job.  I wonder if they need any older models.  The students on the poster look bright as if they are headed to great careers in environmental management.  The poster reminds me that life is a journey. 

            The next treasure is a trophy cup given to me when I transferred from Monroe to Putnam County Health Department.  My friends roasted me.  People will say anything when they try to be funny.  This cup is a treasured memento from the Health Department lawyer.   He gave me a set of criteria upon my acceptance.  He said,”This is a traveling trophy.  You are the second stop on the cup’s journey.  When you find an exemplary employee, you must award it to him or her and repeat this criterion.”  

            I am sorry to have to say I did not follow the attorney’s instructions.  Years later, we met and he looked me square in the eyes and asked, “Who did you give the trophy to?”

             I replied, ”Sorry, No one. You set the criterion too high.”    

            “Couldn’t you find anyone who deserved to be awarded this prize?”

            “I cannot let go of it.  It reminds me of how important our jobs are at the health department,” I answered.

            The lawyer again stressed the importance of the ritual of passing on the trophy and the value of rewarding those around you.  

            Next, I look under my computer and see a windup toy nun.  She is dressed in the penguin style habit. I attended Catholic elementary school.  When wound up, the nun walks across the table.  This toy reminds me of several of my teachers.  I wonder if their teaching tactics made me who I am. I have fond memories of my struggle searching for identity.  

            I glance at the wall and see a picture of my sons in their military uniforms standing on St. Augustine beach at sunrise.  The Stars and Stripes wave in the background.  My oldest son arrived from boot camp late the night before, and he rushed to take this photo with his brother so they could present it to me that same morning.  I often gaze at the picture, and I am filled with a father’s pride.  I am reminded of duty to my country.

            My office door quietly opens; my secretary peeps in, “John, two clients are here to see you.”

            “Thanks.  I’ll come out to greet them in a couple of minutes.”

            I scan my office. It represents who I am and who I was.  I wonder how my life would have been if I had taken another path.  What if I had stayed in the Navy?  What if I had followed my father’s career path and became a doctor? Or I studied to become a civil engineer like I considered many times?

            I do not want others to think that I am unhappy being who I am.  I just wonder, “What if?  Old?  Maybe, but happy with who I am.”

            I walk to my door and recall “Tooter Turtle” who was my favorite cartoon character (circa 1960). Tooter was a rather dopey-looking, straw-hat wearing reptile. Tooter always tried to change his life which he considered boring. He wanted an exciting occupation (astronaut, cowboy, or sky diver). He never considered risks nor consequences. Tooter knocked on his friend’s, Mr. Wizard the Lizard’s, tiny cardboard box home door. The lizard would shrink the turtle so he would fit into his home. Tooter beseeched, “Please Mr. Wizard; it is what I want to be!”

            The wizard wearing a cone-shaped hat with prince-nez glasses would then comply with Tooter’s request. After the instant gratification of his new identity; all hell would break loose.  Tooter begged, “Help me, Mr. Wizard.”

             Mr. Wizard would rescue Tooter with the incantation, “Drizzle, drazzle, druzzle, drome; time for zis one to come home.” 

             Afterwards, Mr. Wizard would always give the turtle the same advice:  “Be just vhat you is, not vhat you is not.  Folks zhat do zis are zee happiest lot.” 

            As I examine the old man in the mirror glued to on my office door, I realize that age is a state of mind and the happiness is the journey’s goal.  I am just what I am, not what I am not, and folks like me are the happiest lot.    

