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How do we measure our life? Do we measure against others? Against time? Against a goal? Do we count rotations: the Earth around its axis, the moon around the Earth, the Earth around the sun? 
There must be some biological imperative in play. We celebrate the number of years as if it were our primary goal to age and, if we succeed in becoming old, wrinkled, and grizzled, we’ve won something, as if life were a game of last man standing with a prize for the man who has outlived all of his contemporaries. 
Or do we measure our life not in years but in accolades and drop each accomplishment, each mile ridden on a bike, each fish caught on a fly, each promotion, each dollar earned like a token into a purse to be poured out occasionally, counted, and compared to whatever our friends and lovers pour out of theirs?
Have we earned enough? Have we kept up? Are we winning in the game of acquisition? Do we feel life is short or long, and is there enough time left?
I want to tell you what I’ve accomplished this year,2024, but I don’t have the proper measuring tool. I can tell you I logged over two hundred volunteer hours on Monday mornings in four-hour shifts at the Veterans Administration Outpatient Clinic. I even have a little pin for my lanyard around my neck. It states, “VA volunteer 200 hours." But I am not talking about hours; the number is not the accomplishment that makes me proud and satisfies me. We often only me unmeasurable important in favor of seizing on the unimportant but easily measurable.
But if you ask a veteran I’ve interacted with and if you ask me, neither one of us cares about the hours or numbers because they don’t matter.  What matters is each individual interaction, the help I've given, which is unmeasurable, and the satisfaction I've received in return, which is priceless. My job satisfaction is measured in thank you, not in the number of them, but at the moment, when it’s the vet and me, and he says “thank you,” and I reply, “Thank you for your service.”
Last Monday, a veteran came into the clinic, shuffling slowly to the wheelchair we station by the entrance.  I saw him come in, and, anticipating his need, stood ready. He plopped himself into the chair, his arms not strong enough to control a slow descent into the seat. 
When he landed, I walked over and said in my most cheerful voice, “Your Uber is here. Where can I take you?”
“I’m gonna be late for my appointment. The traffic was terrible, and I couldn’t find a parking spot.”
“Do you need to go to primary care?”
“I’m not sure.”
	“Let’s start there.”
I am careful to be smooth when I start out, and I walk at a brisk, but not fast, pace through the crowded halls. People move aside to let us by, as they do for the disabled. As we walk, I talk.
“How’re ya feeling today?”
“Pretty good. Can’t complain.”
I know he’s not feeling pretty good, or he’d be out doing something else, not wheeling into the depths of the clinic and spending the better part of the morning there. We continue on our journey to primary care.
The clinic is not a horribly unpleasant place to be. It smells less antiseptic than some medical facilities I’ve had the misfortune to visit. Veteran-donated artwork fills every open spot on the hallway walls. There are floor-standing display cases of model ships and aircraft in the primary care waiting area. There is also a military patch display case on the wall so full that another one has been started. But it is cold inside. Bone chilling cold. Even in summer, I wear a long-sleeved shirt under my polo shirt and long pants, and the experienced vets bring jackets with them.
We arrive at the primary care check-in window. Looking up at me, the vet says, “I got this. You can go.”
But I don’t go. I wait. Too often, vets have come on the wrong day, the appointment has been canceled, or they’re in the wrong place.
 The clerk asks for his last name and the last four of his social. Often, the older vets are hard of hearing and I have to repeat the questions for them. But this guy’s hearing must work. He responds.
“You’re all checked in,” says the clerk.
I push the wheelchair to an open spot. The vet will wait there until called by the nurse.
“Thank you,” he says. 
This guy is thanking me. A guy who stormed up a hill under fire, or watched friends die, or got blown up, or walked guard during endless shifts on a freezing tarmac, or spent months away from his family, or walked patrols through swamps teeming with leeches, or came home to shouts of “baby killer” when they saw his uniform. And all I’ve done is shown him basic human kindness.
“No problem. See ya on the way back,” I reply.







