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Eyes Right 
Springfield, VA - In retrospect, the signs have been visible for some time.  After alighting from a car following a ride of an hour or so, my legs were wobbly as I took the first dozen or so steps.  My friends noticed it immediately.   Most did not comment, but several were very direct, “Are you okay?  Hip problems?  What’s going on?”
What they were seeing was the sort of motion one would expect from someone who had just spent the last eight hours on a horse.  I came to refer to my non-strut as “the Walter Brennan effect.”  Those of you who spent hours as a youth watching westerns on a black and white TV will immediately be able to form a very clear mental image.  Walter’s career was long and successful (the only actor to date who has won three Oscars for Best Supporting Actor).  In his later years he often played an older cowboy or southern hick with a distinctive walk.  I do not know if his wobbling motion was due to his own aging, a war wound (he served in WW I), or simply good acting.  Nonetheless, I was showing signs of being reincarnated as Walter.
It was not a permanent condition.  After wobbling 50 yards or so, I was able to “walk normal” and, if I wanted, I could even break into a jog.  And I continued to be able to do occasional hiking adventures carrying a 30 pound backpack up and down mountains. On these expeditions, it was challenging to extricate myself from a tent after spending a night on an air mattress, but I could do it.  “If this is all aging has to throw at me,” I thought, “bring it on.”
Lately, however, my body has begun to send new signals that all is not the same.  When I lie on either my left or right side in bed at night, a mild pain begins to develop after perhaps five minutes.  It is not a sharp pain, but enough of a continuing annoyance to cause me to have to shift position.  When I climb out of bed in the morning (or during the night for one of those inevitable pit stops to relieve bladder pressure), I am now finding that I have to steady myself with the bedpost and the walls as I head to the bathroom.  The phrase “hopping out of bed” is now ancient history in my lexicon.  Replace hopping with crawling and you are much more accurate observer.
I can still do all the Harry Homeowner chores such as mowing the lawn, climbing up on the roof to do cleaning and maintenance, gardening, and auto repair.  But I do each of these slower and more deliberately.  As with most of motion-related activities, once I get my muscles moving, within minutes all is well.
As readers of this column know, my wife and I walk daily.  During these walks we pick up trash along the way.  A recent development is that as I start to bend over to pick up this debris (usually the result of uncaring individuals chucking “stuff” out the windows of passing cars), I find that I have to slowly and deliberately move my body.  Rapid body movement is not going to happen.
The good news is that I woke up this morning.  Far too many of my friends no longer have this luxury.  One of the less enjoyable aspects of my current age (73) is attending funeral services for Naval Academy classmates who have passed away.  As those of us in attendance at these events talk quietly with each other, the unspoken theme is “Well, we are here….I wonder who is next?”
The other good news is that I do not have any totally debilitating condition and am not suffering from a potentially fatal disease.   I dodged that latter bullet 23 years ago when I was the beneficiary of a life-saving heart transplant operation.  So…..hobble on, Mr. Eyes Right/Walter Brennan, and count your blessings.
I thought you might like to know.
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