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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      “Once upon a time…” is the beginning of most fairy tales. This book, The Pond and Wet Clothes…I Can’t Stop Smelling Them, is certainly not a fairy tale, but a compilation of life stories from a self-proclaimed “dusty ol’ baker.”

      As Joe tells his stories of life from Algoma, Wisconsin, to Panama, and finally to Peru, Indiana, you learn how he gained the title of Lord Joseph DeRozier, how your pets and your team members can equally become part of your family, and how you hope you never have to feel sad because you didn’t tell someone “I love you” before it was too late. You will learn how to appreciate life just a little more.

      What WOULD happen if our country was hit by an asteroid? Will you ever trust TSA PreCheck again? Where is the “never-never land of ‘rancidity’?”

      There are many great stories told that come to life, making us smile, making us think, and making us remember our own stories. If you want to laugh, cry, reminisce, and realize everything happens for a reason, you have come to the right place.

      ~ Cindy Mullet

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAYBE I DID THE RIGHT THING AFTER ALL

          

        

      

    

    
      When I joined the army, I was automatically enrolled in a program called VEAP.

      The Veterans' Educational Assistance Program was in place to pay for college tuition and living expenses for a soldier when their tour of service ended.

      For every dollar contributed, the army contributed two dollars.  In my case, I also received a "kicker" for being in a job field that had a shortage of soldiers.

      I could only put in a predetermined amount of my own money and, wanting to take full advantage of this gift from the service, I put in as much as I was allowed.

      After my four years of service ended, I went to enroll in college.

      I had wanted to be a teacher, but the opportunity to buy into the bakery in which I had been working came at the same time as college enrollment.

      I had saved quite a bit of money during my four years in the army.  I had also paid off my car and put a lien on it.  With this money, I was so close to having enough to buy in, but I was still just a little short.

      I had to make a decision that would alter the rest of my life.

      If I pulled out of VEAP, I'd only receive what I had personally paid into the program.

      It wasn't a huge amount, but it would be just enough coupled with what I had already put together to buy a part of the business.

      Unfortunately, by withdrawing my personal contribution, I would forever lose the opportunity to use VEAP.

      Everything the army contributed, along with the kicker, could never be recovered.

      College or business?

      This decision would put me "all in" for one of these careers…and "all out" for the other.

      I was twenty-three years old and wasn't old enough or smart enough to make such a life-altering choice.

      But I did.

      Recently, my daughter April had heard about a program similar to this for military people and asked if it was available when I was in the military.

      I had never told anyone about what I did because…because honestly, I was embarrassed.

      To throw away that much funding and not pursue a real education was, I thought, probably one of the dumbest things I had ever done.

      Since she had asked point blank, I just told her what I had done and added how humiliated I felt about my resolution.

      Her response?

      "Betting on yourself…  Smart!"

      Just four words…

      With one simple sentence, my daughter erased thirty-plus years of uncertainty and a little shame.

      With that four-word phrase, my little girl made me think…

      Maybe I did the right thing after all…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THAT IS LORD JOEY TO YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      Father's Day has a different significance to me now than it used to.

      Though visions of my dad working, fixing things, working, playing, and working some more are very vivid in my mind on this special day honoring fathers, my focus has shifted more to my relationship with my three kids since dad's passing.

      Each year, my babies struggle to find a gift for me.

      I remember Dad always saying he didn't want anything but a phone call or a visit for Father´s Day, but I never understood that…until now.

      Like my dad, I don't want anything…  I mean, nothing of monetary value.  I'm simple and the things I cherish are worth little to nothing—financially.

      This doesn't stop my very creative children from racking their brains trying to come up with something sentimental or fun(ny).

      I have to say, the last few years have been exciting for me.  I don't mean to put any pressure on them, but waiting to see what those three will come up with next always makes me smile.

      On Christmas a couple years ago, their gift made me shed tears for…  Well, I just looked at it hanging on my wall, so I guess you could say it has been two and a half years I've been welling up over it.

      This past Father's Day, they gave me something that will make me giggle for the rest of my life.

      All three stopped into the bakery the other morning to present their gift…  Honestly, just the fact all three of my children were there together is enough to fill my heart.

      I found, when I opened the package, an envelope that was full of legal documentation.

      Were they committing me?

      Was I being declared unfit?

      Were they wanting to be emancipated?

      All three of these scenarios would be legitimate options…and very understandable.

      Being just a little scared, I was forced to find a pair of reading glasses to be able to peruse the documentation.

      After settling back in my chair at the end of my workbench and reviewing the first couple pages, I found myself the proud owner of a plot of land in Scotland…

      Scotland?

      The countries of origin of my ancestors are vast (I believe my ancestors were probably kicked out of all of their homelands and ended up in America.), but Scotland isn't one of them…

      Reading further, I discovered my far-reaching parcel of land is a 1' x 1' plot (I have plans of building a condo on it one day.), and it had a map showing me exactly where it is located.

      Surrounding my sub-acreage, were several other 1' x 1' plots that were just large enough to bury your pet hamster that had passed.

      Why did I own a plot of land in a hamster cemetery in Scotland?!

      After reading further, I discovered that I had to own land so I could receive my new—and legal—title of…

      Lord Joseph DeRozier!

      That's right!

      I now have the legal documentation to officially change my name (even on my driver's license) to add the prefix of Lord!

      The kids started calling me Lord Daddy with a slight bow.

      My manager called me Lord dipsh.t with a one-finger salute.

      Someone else in the kitchen just said, “Oh Lord,” while sighing.

      How did my wife react when I told her?

      Well, I think she'll need medical attention to get her eyes unlocked from a permanent "rolled position."

      I'm not certain she appreciated my gift as much as I did.

      She then pleaded with me, "Joe, please don't go to the BMV and change your name!"

      After a second, I replied, "That's Lord Joe…"

      Say a prayer for her…  She may never be the same…

      Signed,

      Lord Joey

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MOST IMPORTANTLY, I TOOK WITH ME MANY MEMORIES

          

        

      

    

    
      My last couple of weeks stationed in Panama were full of sober thoughtfulness.

      Though I found the military to be increasingly aggravating, I found the job itself to be equally fulfilling.

      Panama was hot, muggy, and full of insects I had never seen.

      The job was stressful.

      It would have been an unbearable situation had it not been for my fellow soldiers.

      We were all very different.  Yet, because of our jobs, the Army, and our fairly desolate location, we were united.

      A team…  A family.

      We spent a lot of time together for about eighteen months, but because I arrived in Ft. Davis later than most of them, they, one by one, out-processed from Panama about six months before me.

      As each of my friends received their new orders, my dear comrades filled out the proper paperwork then were driven to the airport on the Pacific side of the country to be flown out.

      They left with promises to keep in touch and to, one day, meet again.

      When it was my turn to leave, I felt…alone.  Alone in the company of many.

      Much to my chagrin, our unit was in the process of moving to new living quarters at this time.

      Normally, this wouldn't have been a big deal to me, but being that I had just a week or so left in the country, it was fairly chaotic.

      Though I pleaded with the cadre to permit me to stay in my dark, musty quarters for those last few days, my request was denied.

      Maybe it was better that way.  With so much disarray, it left me less time to think.

      I checked my mailbox every day in hopes of hearing from more of my friends who were now stationed stateside.

      If I left the unit without their new addresses, getting back in touch with them would be almost impossible.

      The back-breaking work of pulling my locker and bunk out of the old room, down a flight of stairs, and into the truck, was equaled only by pulling that same furniture back out of the truck and walking it back up a set of stairs to place in my room in the new barracks.

      My new quarters had shiny tile floors, central air conditioning, private bathrooms, and brown curtains over the windows.

      This was quite a contrast to our worn rug, broken wall A/C unit, and communal showers…not to mention, I'd never had curtains before…because I'd never had a window before.

      While this all seemed nice, the coldness of the room was uninviting…and I didn't know how to deal with functioning overhead lights.

      My out-processing went quickly because, after helping so many of my friends go through the same process, it was almost routine.

      The last couple days were spent packing or giving away my last possessions.

      I thought about all the things my friends and I had gone through the last couple years.

      I thought about my old room with the rarely functioning refrigerator and the singular line of jungle ants, never straying from their formational march between the lockers.

      That room was where my friends and I performed ridiculous contests, had heartfelt talks about our futures, and shared a lot of laughter.

      I thought about my job at the site.  A job I felt couldn't be done by anyone else…now being done by someone else.

      I thought about the many times work was slow at the site and our young imaginations would take over.

      The crazy ideas we'd come up with…

      I thought about the times we stayed late to finish a job that had come in at the last minute.

      No overtime pay in the Army.  It was just the satisfaction of knowing it was a job well done…  It was pride.

      There were times we snuck back to the galley after dinner for the leftovers that our friends in the Navy put back for us.

      I thought about the physical training in the 95° heat and the runs during the rainy season.

      Those last few days were spent mostly alone…alone with my thoughts.

      I missed my friends.

      For the last week, I had very much disrespected my coffee cup.

      Without a real coffeemaker, I was forced to expose my dear friend to dreaded instant coffee.  That cup, if still in existence, is probably suffering and most likely in therapy…

      After I had finished what would be my final cup of this dreaded concoction, I left my cup, a plastic spoon, and what was left of the Maxwell House flavor crystals behind as I walked out of my new room with the shiny tile floor for the last time.

      I carried with me a full duffle bag and two years of memories.

      There was no one there to say goodbye.  There were no slaps on the back, no handshakes, and no hugs.

      Everything in the unit would continue to run as it always had…  Only now, it was without me.

      All of my friends were accompanied to the airport by me or another friend when they were ready to leave.

      I, being the last one of our group, enjoyed only the company of a bus driver with whom I had never met.

      As I taxied down the runway, I felt I was leaving Panama exactly how I had arrived…with no friends and unsure of what was next for me.

      The next morning, the sun rose and illuminated the beautiful country of Panama.

      But for the first time in two years…it was done without me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MY BLUE TRAVEL MUG

          

        

      

    

    
      It's dark and quiet.  My favorite time of day.

      I roll out of bed and find my way downstairs, because staying in bed past 5:00 a.m. seems ludicrous to me.

      It is my day off, and it still makes me feel uncomfortable.

      The extra sleep should make me feel better, but honestly my heart just feels empty.

      I was met by my kitty, who loudly reminded me that her breakfast was delivered two hours later than usual.

      After filling her dish and changing her water, I placed a Bustelo pod in my Keurig machine and, while brewing, I splash cold water on my face.

      The completion of my coffee always coincides with Gooey finishing her meal.

      We meet at our usual spot on the end of the couch and, as she has done every morning for years, she simultaneously jumps on my lap as I place my coffee cup on the coffee table.

      Her timing is always impeccable, as she has never caused me to spill my brew.  However, she's seventeen and I know the day will soon come that her timing will be off just enough to cause an eruption of hot coffee.

      My cup of choice in the morning is my blue DeRozier's Bakery travel mug.  It has been in my possession since I had it made over thirty years ago.

      Through these decades, my cup has faded considerably.  I know what the writing says because…well, because I'm the one who designed it.

      Gooey's purring turns to a low roar as she adjusts her placement on my lap.

      The coffee cup shows a young man in a baker's hat wearing a shirt displaying our bakery name.

      The address on the cup—well, what can still be clearly read—Is the same as our current address, but the phone number is different.  That difference was due to our area code change back in the 1990s and another reason that still upsets me.

      Gooey suddenly stands up on my lap.  With my arms stretched around each side of her, I try looking over her bobbing head as she seems to be purposely blocking the view of my phone while I check messages.

      The young man on the old blue travel mug represents me.  The hair under the baker's hat is thick and curly.  Neither of these attributes would currently fit the current description of my coiffure.

      I am the "artist" of the young baker as well as the model.  It's cartoonish, but that is a fairly accurate depiction of me and my mental state. I had smooth skin, a smile, and was confident.

      Funny how, after time, things change…all except the smile.

      The loss of smooth skin and thick hair is age-related.  Confidence is a young man's game.  It's bred from the ignorance of things that may happen.
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