Honest Aging
By Daniel Paicopulos 

I am officially old now.  Going on 82.  Not elderly, that’s too soft a word for how I am.  Well past what I thought would be my ‘use by’ date, somewhere around 50, perhaps 55, at the latest, considering my exposure to Agent Orange and the lymphoma which followed, and the two times I was blown up, with metal tearing my physical self, but not my mental state, since I thought I was dying and didn’t fear it at all.  My body healed, never completely, but enough to function in the world, but then my mind took a different route, a place where I lived, unknowingly, with PTSD and panic attack syndrome, both primarily expressed in molten anger.  Thanks to a wise doctor, things improved.  The panic still kicks in at times, the anger too, my frustration with both more so.  Memories are fuzzy, some a face without a name, other times the opposite, as I try to dredge life up but feel like I am only reaching, grabbing at a passing cloud.  The nightmares, the ones which woke me to walk the perimeters of our home, have mostly given way to frustration dreams, still vivid and disconcerting, even when set in unfamiliar locations.  I no longer get up for a security check, but I still listen for any unfamiliar sounds.  Despite the intermittent struggle, I remain blessed by so much, so many gifts, like the therapist who helped me through my tears, and the VA, which sent me to her.  Friends, ministers, comrades in arms and peace all have given me a helping shoulder.  Veterans’ Voices, which gave me a place to place my words.  Most of all, my sweetheart of 55+ years, my best friend and caregiver, through the anger, the illness, the doubts.  I say it often; there is no other person in the 8 billion on the planet who would have stayed with me through it all.
