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Lynn Peters

We chase after it, when it is waiting all about us.

Our Pursuit of Happiness

“ARE YOU HAPPY?”| asked my brother, lan, one day. “Yes. No. It depends what

you mean,” he said.

“Then tell me,” | said, “when was the last time you think you were happy?”

“April 1967 ,” he said.

It served me right for putting a serious ques-
tion to someone who has joked his way through life.
But lan’s answer reminded me that when we think
about happiness, we usually think of something ex-
traordinary, a pinnacle of sheer delight—and those
pinnacles seem to get rarer the older we get.

For a child, happiness has a magical quali-
ty. | remember making hide-outs in newly-cut
hay, playing cops and robbers in the woods,
getting a speaking part in the school play. Of

course, kids also experience lows, but their delight at such peaks of pleasure as winning

a race or getting a new bike is unreserved.

In the teen-age years the concept of happiness changes. Suddenly it's conditional



on such things as excitement, love, popularity and whether that zit will clear up before
prom night. | can still feel the agony of not being invited to a party that almost everyone
else was going to. But | also recall the ecstasy of being plucked from obscurity at
another event to dance with a John Travolta look-alike.

In adulthood the things that bring profound joy—birth, love, marriage—also bring
responsibility and the risk of loss. Love may not last, sex isn't always good, loved ones
die. For adults, happiness is complicated.

My dictionary defines happy as “lucky” or “fortunate”, but | think a better definition
of happiness is “the capacity for enjoyment”. The more we can enjoy what we have, the
happier we are. It's easy to overlook the pleasure we get from loving and being loved,
the company of friends, the freedom to live where we please, even good health.

| added up my little moments of pleasure yesterday. First there was sheer bliss when
| shut the last lunchbox and had the house to myself. Then | spent an uninterrupted
morning writing, which | love. When the kids came home, | enjoyed their noise after the
quiet of the day.

Later, peace descended again, and my husband and | enjoyed another pleasure—
intimacy. Sometimes just the knowledge that he wants me can bring me joy.

You never know where happiness will turn up next. When | asked friends what made
them happy, some mentioned seemingly insignificant moments. “I hate shopping,” one
friend said. “But there’s this clerk who always chats and really cheers me up.”

Another friend loves the telephone. “Every time it rings, | know someone is thinking
about me.” '

I get a thrill from driving. One day | stopped to let a school bus turn onto a side
road. The driver grinned and gave me a thumbs-up sign. We were two allies in a world
of mad motorists. It made me smile.

We all experience moments like these. Too few of us register them as happiness.
Psychologists tell us that to be happy we need a blend of enjoyable leisure time and sat-



isfying work. | doubt that my great-grandmother, who
raised 14 children and took in washing, had much of ei-
ther. She did have a network of close friends and family,
and maybe this is what fulfilled her. If she was happy with
what she had, perhaps it was because she didn't expect
life to be very different.

We, on the other hand, with so many choices and
such pressure to succeed in every area, have turned
happiness into one more thing we “gotta have”. We're so
self-conscious about our “right” to it that it's making us
miserable. So we chase it and equate it with wealth and
success, without noticing that the people who have those

things aren’t necessarily happier.

While happiness may be more complex for us, the solution is the same as ever.
Happiness isn't about what happens to us—it's about how we perceive what happens to
us. It's the knack of finding a positive for every negative, and viewing a setback as a
challénge. It's not wishing for what we don't have, but enjoying what we do possess.
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Mom’s Last Laugh

Robin Lee Shope

Consumed by my loss, | didn't notice the hardness of the pew where | sat. | was at
the funeral of my dearest friend—my mother. She finally had lost her long battle with
cancer. The hurt was so intense; | found it hard to breathe at times.

Always supportive, Mother clapped loudest at my school plays, held a box of
tissues while listening to my first heartbreak, comforted me when my father died,
encouraged me in college, and prayed for me my entire life.

' When Mother’s illness was di-
agnosed, my sister had a new ba-
by and my brother had recently
married his childhood sweetheart,
so it fell to me, the twenty-seven-
year-old middle child without entan-
glements, to take care of her. |

counted it as an honor.
“What now, Lord?” | asked, sitting in the church. My life stretched out before me
as an empty abyss.
My brother sat stoically with his face toward the cross while clutching his wife's
hand. My sister sat slumped against her husband’s shoulder, his arms around her as
she cradled their child. All so deeply grieving, they didn't seem to notice that | sat alone.



R

My place had been with our mother,
preparing her meals, helping her walk, taking
her to the doctor, seeing to her medication,
reading the Bible together. Now she was with
the Lord. My work was finished, and | was
alone.

| heard a door open and slam shut at the
back of the church. Quick footsteps hurried
along the carpeted floor. An exasperated young
man looked around briefly and then sat next to me. He folded his hands and placed
them on his lap. His eyes were brimming with tears. He began to sniffle.

“I'm sorry I'm late,” he explained, though no explanation was necessary. After
several eulogies, he leaned over and commented, “Why do they keep calling Mary by
the name of ‘Margaret’ ?”

“Because Margaret was her name. Never Mary. No one called her ‘Mary’,” |
whispered. | wondered why this person couldn’t have sat on the other side of the church.
He kept interrupting my grieving with his tears and fidgeting. Who was this stranger any-
way?

“No, that isn’t correct,” he insisted, as several people glanced over at us whisper-

ing. “Her name is Mary, Mary Peters.”

“That isn't whose funeral this is. ”

“Isn'’t this the Lutheran church?”

“No, the Lutheran church is across the street. ”

“Oh.”

“| believe you're at the wrong funeral, sir.”

The solemn nature of the occasion mixed with the realization of the man’s mistake
bubbled up inside me and erupted as laughter. | cupped my hands over my face,
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hoping the noise would be interpreted as sobs. The
creaking pew gave me away. Sharp looks from other
mourners only made the situation seem more hilarious. |
peeked at the bewildered, misguided man seated be-
side me. He was laughing, too, as he glanced around,
deciding it was too late for an uneventful exit. | imagined
Mother laughing.

At the final “Amen” , we darted out a door and into
the parking lot. “I| do believe we'll be the talk of the
town,” he smiled. He said his name was Rick and since

he had missed his aunt’s funeral, he asked me to join him for a cup of coffee.

That afternoon began a lifelong journey for me with this man, who attended the
wrong funeral, but was in the right place. A year after our meeting, we were married at a
country church where he was the assistant pastor. This time we both arrived at the same
church, right on time.

In my time of sorrow, God gave me laughter. In place of loneliness, God gave me
love. This past June we celebrated our twenty-second wedding anniversary.

Whenever anyone asks us how we met, Rick tells them, “Her mother and my aunt
Mary introduced us, and it's truly a match made in heaven.”
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%@%5? Going Home

Woulagi

The girl was standing off the road on the edge of the spear grass. She didn’t signal
me to stop in any way, but when | saw her shoulders slump as | passed my foot just
slipped off the accelerator and the car slowed. | reversed and wound down the
passenger window.

“Are you OK?”

“Pretty tired, mister, come ‘long way’.”

| motioned her forward until her head was at the door. She looked dirty and exhausted.

“You need a lift somewhere?”

Her face brightened and with a nod of her head she indicated the way | was trave-
ling. ““Near the crossing, big fallin’ rock lying in the creek. That place.”

“I know the rock,” | said. It was about half hour’s drive.

“Get in, I'll take you home.” | didn’t
usually offer lifts and don’t know why | did
this time. ‘

“Thank you, mister. ”

Gingerly lifting her sore, bare feet she
sat next to me, slowly sank into the back-
rest and put her hands together in her lap.

The posture reminded me of nuns so
as we rejoined the road | spoke.

“Have you been in school?”

11



£ # L X

“Yes, mister.”

“Where?”

She turned her head to the win-
dow and watched the endless spear
grass whip by, when she replied it
was in a faltering voice.

“Don’t matter now, long way from
here, finished now, goin’ home.”

She turned back to watch as in the distance the country was changing from flat flood
plain to rocky outcrops. She looked to the approaching hills and seemed to brighten with
recognition.

“That's my mother’s country there, mister.”

She fell quiet again with a frown. Her hands found each other back in her lap and
began to churn.

“Does anyone know you're coming home?” | asked.

She shrugged. “My little brother said he’d wait for me there.”

We swept around a sprawling mesa and came across the creek. A large chunk of
rock face had broken away eons ago and rested like a huge arrowhead pointing down
the waterway that had little billabongs dotted along its well worn course.

The girl was excited now as the car left the road and came to a gravelly stop on the
other side of the little bridge. She hopped out, and bowed her head toward me.

“Bin traveling long time, mister, thanks for the ride home. ”

She waved and | couldn’t help but smile as she disappeared from view.

Days later on my return journey | stopped again to look at the rock. An old blackfella
appeared as | stood lost in thought.

“Mate,” he said with a strong voice as he offered his hand.

A little spooked, | shook hands.

“Bin waiting for you to come back, mate.” He nodded in the direction of a small
camp under the bridge. A campfire sent wisps of smoke barely noticeable into the air
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