A “Thank You for Your Service”

By SFC Steven Arbuckle (US Army, ret)
They came into the lobby all morning and afternoon.  Some were bent with age as though some rough juvenile playing with a hammer had pounded an undersized nail into hardwood.  Others had a slow limp or gait.  Canes and an occasional wheelchair enter through the mechanized double front doors to the first intersection of medicine and care.  They sometimes are accompanied by their spouse or other family members.
This is where the men and women seek wellness and treatment.  Healing for the scars, injuries, and wounds that are visible and unseen, the faces often reflecting many battles with our countries enemies they had helped to defeat in the field.  First aid, medics, corpsmen, and the battalion aid station are distant memories.  

My simple task at the front desk is to guide or get them to that destination promised by President Abraham Lincoln and our government so long ago after the great Civil War.  I often push a wheelchair.  During the brief trip the patient and I sometimes will trade stories of our service.
You can tell the ones that might need assistance because it’s either their first time to see the physician or they were referred to one of so many clinics available to provide specialized care.  They amble in, tilting the head up at the first signs not finding what they seek, they see our small booth and edge closer, coming around the corner sometimes or stop at the entrance to our little station or even almost pass it towards one of the long corridors, possessing the look you learn to be ready for.  You can’t go wrong by asking, “May I help you?”
Then, there are the veterans who struggle with the front doors or have a serious issue with mobility in general.  The standard in-house taxi with driver is a wheelchair offered and most always accepted.
My notebook is always open with a map and phone numbers; the buildings are mostly connected to keep the patients warm and dry.  Smiling I give them the turns and sign post locations.  I’m thanked and let them know they are most welcome.  I enter notes gained from experience and conversation with others as the shift goes on so the reception can be more informative and helpful to the next incoming patient.
Some visitors stand out.  A senior couple, one a winded lady trying her best to push the wheelchair bound husband into the lobby.  He struggles with her help to tell me of the clinic he is due to arrive at.  Being new I have a rough idea and offer to push him to it, his spouse in tow.  I keep my pace slow and often look back over my shoulder.  She has a bad hip and arthritis, but is determined to accompany her lifelong companion.  Getting close but not sure of the location, I look for staffs that are easily identified by the ID badges hanging suspended by a neck lanyard upon his or her chest.  All are friendly and made the search an easy task.  The couple is left in the care of the check-in lady.  Departing to my next assignment, I note that she sits next to him as they hold hands quietly, waiting to be seen.  One of us volunteers will get a call when finished to wheel them back to the lobby so they can get into their car or take the shuttle.
A couple stopped at the counter, the man with a two-inch thick stack of papers and manila folders.  He was in need of a patient ID card.  My mentor and the other information booth partner were out on a well earned break.  Knowing that I should call ahead to that department but not having the number, I take the chance and stopped with them at the first open door on the corridor where it happens.  Profusely apologizing for not calling ahead, the lady behind her desk assured me that it was no problem and provided me with three numbers to call ahead next time.  Even though there is a bureaucracy, the people in it work miracles to serve those who served.

Back at the work station there is an L-shaped bench about six feet away along the walls.  A man in pure agony tries first to lie down and fails to alleviate his suffering.  Moaning, He sits up but immediately bends double.  All the while he glances at me, conversing quietly with himself about his concerns and regrets; a wife, kids, his apartment, and other topics. He looks more directly and I offer to listen, but he realizes that he’s been audible and politely declines my offer.

Two staff members, their faces reflecting concern arrive and in low tones ask the man to come with them to a more secluded space so they can assist.  We have urgent care here, but no ER. The staff show consideration and respect, friendly smiles and helpful.  This is where you give your time and know it’s never wasted.
Through the afternoon they arrive.  Battered sometimes but neither broken nor defeated, the men and women veterans have paid and left a part of themselves on some field or ocean far away.  It reflects the phrase I’ve heard before, “no one comes home whole.”

This is beyond shaking a hand and thanking them for their service in a store or on the sidewalk after seeing the baseball cap with the theater of operations, unit and branch of service. This could be valued more than donating money to an organization far away.  This is putting a different face each minute to what it all means.  If you want to do more the opportunity to volunteer is the best ticket.  After volunteering with the Red Cross over two decades, helping at the local VA facility is the best assignment I’ve had.  As a veteran myself I gratefully accept it and offer what I can to my fellow service men and women.
Here is where that “thank you” transforms itself into action and becomes a small repayment from the protected to the protectors of our freedom.

