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Waiting for the Light – By Valerie Cameron


A WORD FROM THE AUTHOR
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I’ve been blind for more than half my life now. So when I decided to publish this memoir, it seemed both reasonable and natural that I’d want to produce an audio version as well.  As much as I might have wanted to have had my voice, telling my story, that wasn’t really very practical. Despite what this might sound like to you, I’m currently sitting in my rather small wardrobe, with my clothes hanging all around me and a make -Shift blanket wall in front of me. I’ve got a Bluetooth keyboard on my lap, and I’ve got my headphones on. My headphones mean I can listen to my screen reading software, while the keyboard helps me to navigate my way around the text document, without having my laptop humming away in the background. 

I already know that producing this one simple piece of audio is going to take hours ... and I know that because this isn’t my first attempt. even though I’m sitting in this slightly claustrophobic setup, noise from the outside world keeps seeping in. I’m running short on time now, which is why I’ve magiced in a different soundscape for this bit. But mostly it’s so time consuming because the process of listening, speaking and sounding natural, all at the same time, is rather challenging.  It’s far more difficult than to be simply reading off a page.  

As it happened, producing the audio book took almost as long as writing the darn thing in the first place. In short, the only option was to input the entire text through a text to speech program. While that might sound quite straight forward... it really wasn’t. And that’s because I wanted to make it sound as human as possible, which is something these programs don’t do particularly well, even though the voices are sounding far more like humans these days. 

What followed was many months, and then many more months, of me listening to the text, a few paragraphs at a time. I had to do an awful lot of tweaking. Listening and tweaking, listening and tweaking, tweaking and listening some more.  I ended up using a lot more contractions than I ordinarily do when I’m writing. I had to fiddle with the punctuation and used more than would appear on a page. I frequently had to alter the grammatical structure, as well as change words. Sometimes this was because the word itself didn’t sound quite right, perhaps it fell a little flat. Other times this was because phrases sounded better if they had more syllables. For the same sorts of reasons, I frequently rearranged sentences. 

So it really was rather like writing poetry, where sound, rhythm and tone really matter. Sometimes, the right word, or the right set of words, really needed to be puzzled over. While this proved to be tedious, and at times very tedious, I’m happier with the end result. And I also think it was good for my brain to have lots of little word puzzles to be figuring out along the way. 

However, I know the text to speech didn’t always deliver the results I wanted. But on balance, I do think I’ve done a bloody good job. And I should know, after all, I’ve been listening to text to speech programs for over 25 years. [And the text to speech I am most familiar with sounds like this.] [Oh, and recently, owing to a Windows upgrade that didn’t play nicely with my old software, I’ve started using one that sounds like this.]  

I’d like it if you could remember those very mechanical voices. And I’ll help you, because along the way you’ll be hearing a little bit more from them. After all, they have been my only link to the world of computers and therefore, my ability to write anything at all. I don’t see my words, I hear them... [and I always hear them like this]. 

With this in mind, and by way of a comparison, I’m hoping now you’ll be happy enough to overlook those little lapses that occur in the audio I’ve created... and to lean into it being a human voice. Or at least, human enough. 

The only other thing I want to say for now, is that I have recorded the poems myself. For one thing, a text to speech was never going to get those right.  And it’s one way I can have something of my voice in this, my story. Having said that, this part of the process didn’t come easily either... and not just because of all the time I spent in my rather small wardrobe with a blanket wall in front of me etc etc. no, for many years now, I’ve really only been writing poetry for myself, many of these poems were never intended to be shared. I decided to ease my way into this part of the process by beginning with the first poem I ever wrote, and yes, it was one I shared, once upon a long time ago. It’s called Tomorrow.  

TOMORROW

Seasons changing, rivers flowing,

creation ... growth ... evolution.

The next exciting adventure

relies on yesterday for its tomorrow.

Embrace tomorrow, come what may,

strengthened by the gift of yesterday.

FOREWORD

I name this memoir Waiting for the Light ... with a deep bow to Alabama 3. They are definitely my all-time favourite musical outfit. I could wax lyrical about their music... their words, their voices, their moods and their, well, their everythingness really. Theirs is a wide-ranging soundtrack. And it all speaks to, it all resonates with, my aloneness, my brokenness, and my resolve... my strength, my grit, and my quiet determination... my mortality, and my fragility... my raunch, my fire, and my fury ... my potential, my failings, and my yearnings... my grief, my despair, my bewilderment, and my connection. Perhaps even my divinity. 

Alabama 3 have provided much of the soundtrack to my life, particularly during these past few years in what I’ve called The Badlands. So to include some of their lyrics herein feels both natural and indeed, necessary.  Waiting for the light ... the full line of that lyric is, ‘She feels so twisted, aint ever gonna fix it... she’s just waiting for the light to shine on a brand-new day’. 

There it is, Peace in The Valley. This is a song that gets my attention every time, and it often has me hitting repeat. To this song, I’ve sung, and I’ve danced.  I’ve also curled up and cried, many times.

When every step I take takes me closer to the edge, everywhere I turn is out of bounds. When every new dawn fades and from the nightmare I awake... When every move I make, I repeat the same mistake... When I’m asking myself why... is tomorrow a good day to die... because today my mausoleum is up for rent. That’s when I want you with me... that’s when I need you there. That’s when I want you to whisper in my ear, and tell me somebody, somewhere still cares.  - Somebody Somewhere

So...a deep bow to you, Alabama 3, for being there. Because yes, it feels like you care. 

I’ve endeavoured to pin this narrative, my story, up against an archetypal story. Namely, that of the ancient Greek myth of Persephone and Demeter. I’d developed an interest in archetypes and archetypal stories, and truly, Persephone, the central character, really resonated with me. 

However, in the getting to that particular lens, I first found another archetypal story. So I’ve included an even more ancient myth. In fact, it’s pre-patriarchal. It’s the story of Inana, Queen of Heaven. This is a myth, like so many, drawn from the sky. It follows Venus as she journeys from being the morning star to the evening star.  Along the way, she, the Queen of Heaven, disappears from view. This is to say, she spends time in the underworld. 

In taking a symbolic journey alongside her, we can take our own dive into our hidden selves. And, with pause for reflection, we can acknowledge, we can reclaim and then integrate what we discover. As a result, we can emerge stronger, better, wiser. So that brighter still, our lights can shine. And if not now, then, honestly, when?  

My story has definite underworld themes. The very short version is this... I’ve had to figure out how to inhabit more than one kind of darkness.

I hope it won’t be too confusing, but I’ve included a third archetypal story. Because this memoir is also my exploration into perhaps the most universal of female experiences ... that of the triple goddess. She is born the Maiden, then she becomes the mother. Even if, like me, she did not birth children, she will somehow nurture. And then she becomes the Crone, the wise elder. This third aspect is when she becomes truly sovereign unto herself. Finally. I’m in my early 50’s, so that initiation into my own wisdom years, perhaps more commonly known as perimenopause, is complete. It seems, however, that my introduction to the Crone archetype, is well, more a recognition of someone already long familiar to me. 

––––––––
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IN MY OWN MIND’S EYE, the story I wish to tell begins shortly before I turned 48. This was towards the end of 2016. However, it seems there’s quite a bit of backstory for me to cover first. So the early chapters offer you some context. They are about how I’ve been shaped. Shaped, by ideas and thought systems. Shaped, by losing, and then living without, my vision. And shaped, by my early years, those inescapable years of family dynamics and playground politics. After that, I kept to a mainly chronological account, although there are a few more excursions into what it’s like to be, me. Me, and my way of being in the world. 

So along the way, I hope I’ve been able to offer at least some insight into what it’s like, this business of being blind. After all, people have often said I make them think differently. And I have to say, it’s been an interesting exercise for me as well. Partly because I’ve gone into more detail, I’ve been more comprehensive than I’d normally be, in the course of a conversation, perhaps even several conversations, with people who were curious about my world. Quite frankly, I can get a little bored by it all... and generally like to move the conversation elsewhere. So here, all in one, the details, about what I actually see, and about how I get by at home. 

Then there’s how I get about outside the home, and how I function in general. I also talk a little more about how I’m often treated, when I’m seen as someone who is, well, less than others. But that’s the thing about that word “disability”, with that prefix “dis”, it immediately places me several steps behind others. Lastly, importantly, and hardest of all to explain, there’s how it feels for me, at a purely sensory level. I’m a human being... operating in the dark. My version of “normal” is close enough to incomprehensible to most people. And that’s been the really interesting bit, thinking about how to explain to other human beings, what being blind feels like ... from the inside out.  

But, even more than just how I get about the business of living my unsighted life, in this oh so visual world, I hope to let you see beyond that singular label... blind. It’s a label that immediately identifies me. And it defines me as well, at least, the me that you see. Because it’s also a label, one that veils me. And behind that veil, there’s a whole lot more. 

––––––––
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AS I GRAPPLE WITH THE ‘what’, and more fundamentally, the ‘why’, I am writing, there’s a phrase that keeps floating through my mind ...my life is words. Because in a very real sense, it feels that by tinkering with these words before you, I can, and indeed I do, exist more completely ... both in the process and in the product. And sometimes yes, I live for this. 

I write, therefore I am. 

One central theme in this memoir is how, having been blind for more than half my life, I often feel disconnected, that I live a slightly, but significantly, alien existence. Words, however, these I can access, and importantly, words, these we can share. Perhaps they can be the bridge between our different worlds. So please, indulge me ... read me.
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INTRODUCTION
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The very first thing I should tell you is that I’m not entirely sure I want you, or anyone, to be reading this memoir. Writing, tinkering with words, it’s how I make sense of my life. When I find my words, I find my way. 

These words before you now, well, they began as my therapy. And they were never intended for anyone other than me. This was when my life fell apart, shortly before I turned 48. Not for the first time, I turned to journalling, which was my way of seeking clarity, in all the mess and confusion. This has always been cathartic for me, whereafter I would find the seeds, or perhaps just the one seed, of new direction. Then, a few years into this new world, this new paradigm, and with my new direction very much on track, Covid arrived, whereupon a distinctly dystopian atmosphere settled around me... and also settled within me. I began to journal once more, with two pieces I named Beyond the Borders of the Known, and Living the Paradox.  

In both instances, as ever, the act of tinkering with words just soothed me. 

Somehow, in that rather mushy-brained, strangely misshapen time of lockdown and beyond, those two separate  reasons for writing became entwined. The word count grew, then shapes, textures and tones began to emerge. It was becoming something different now, maybe even words to share with others. Maybe, and just like my early, flush-faced poems ... here, listen to me. Hear me. I continued to write simply to prove I could see it through ... whatever it, this, turned out to be. I’d set myself quite a challenge, as I’ve always been more at home writing poems. And short ones at that, far easier to finish, far easier to finesse.  

––––––––
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THERE WERE TWO TIMES when this account had become a long-form suicide letter. I thought I could at least offer it up, and have it be some kind of reckoning. Or an attempt to explain. Twice I pinned a note such as this to the beginning. 

Sometimes I’m not sure if I will get to finish this memoir. My wordy word self wants it to make sense, with all the right words, in all the right places. It really bothers me that, yes, the current state has many of the right words, while others are definitely heading in the right direction...Yet others are destined to be deleted. But, if you were to read it in its current form, you wouldn’t know the what and the why, of how I want it to be different. It’s still too messy and not the right shape. But sometimes my wish to die is powerful strong ... and then, that it, this, doesn’t really matter after all.

In both of those instances, and before too much more time had passed, I found myself thinking that I could have written it better. After all, that note would have held my last ever words, along with the entire text I would have pinned it to... and those words weren’t right yet either. So the moment would arrive when the tinkering would begin once more.

Shortly before I began writing this early account, I took up strength training. This was all part of my cunning plan to age well, to set myself up for my fast approaching 50’s and beyond. For several reasons, this turned out to be one of the smartest decisions I’ve ever made. I began to learn how to push through, not just physical, but mental resistance too. I developed an enviable discipline. And I found a great deal of satisfaction in setting a next-level goal, and then by my own effort and will, achieving it. I discovered that if I just kept on keeping on, I could indeed extend myself beyond 20 push ups. 

So too, that discipline began to translate ... from push ups, to 20 lines, then to 20 pages, and then, hell’s bells, even more than 20 chapters.

Yet still, these words, lines and pages remain, essentially, my therapy. It’s a little unnerving to be, as they say, putting myself out there.  

So, deep breath ... here we go. 
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CHAPTER ONE: LET’S BEGIN AT THE END ... DEATH
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Aside from a few years in my early 40s, I’ve always been in robust physical health. But in that small handful of years, I was living with chronic pain and some physical limitations. Back then, my mobility wasn’t good, and it seemed set to only get worse. I was finding it harder to feel at ease in the world, physically. This was owing to what I call, perhaps a little too lightly, my dodgy hip and my tricksy neck. I’d given back my third guide dog for this reason ... and my already rather small life out in the world got smaller still. 

And now I’m 52. For decades, I’ve seldom got sick and, when I have, it’s usually been a relatively mild bout of whatever it was. Ok, let’s put aside the whole blindness thing, for a moment, so that I can say, truthfully, that I’ve not been particularly troubled with physical sufferings. In fact, in the overall scheme of things, I’ve had very little in the way of niggles or ailments. And I’ve never had a serious illness. I’m very thankful about this too, especially being all too aware of such things happening to those around me...  and all the while, I just kept bouncing along, ridiculously healthy. 

Equally, I’m thankful that I’ve made it this far in life without serious accident or injury. Because blindness predisposes me more to, well, all sorts of shit going badly wrong. I’ve had no end of near misses. I’ve had no end of mishaps that could have been a whole lot worse. And I have a cast iron stomach, which was very handy growing up with my mother’s cooking.

A couple of years ago, however, my heart, my physical, steadily beating heart, went a little awry.  It was very sobering indeed. Death and dying have often figured in my contemplations, my poems and prose as well. Above all, as the Buddhist’s say ... death is certain, time of death is uncertain. I remember attending a teaching, the essence of which was to encourage us to make the most of our precious human life. The Lama made an undeniably valid point ...there is no age at which people could not, or did not, die. 59, 16, 78, 52. all ages at which people could, and did, die.  47, 11, 61, 20. 

All of which is to say, to live with a healthy understanding of our mortality should be the exact thing to make you want to Carpe each and every single one of those Diems. Surely that’s the point. Or, as Michael Franti and Spearhead would have it ... 

Aye, Aye, Aye, throw your hands up high ...cos you never know how long you gonna live until you die - Life in The City 

But, on the other hand ... I’ve experienced nihilism, I’ve lived with suicidal ideation and times of being willing to die. I’ve had the means to kill myself, I’ve held it in my hands, many times now. And on too many nights, I’ve closed my eyes with an agonising wish to, please oh please, not wake up.

So I suppose there’s one other quick point to make, straight up. This story takes a deep dive into some dark places. I like to think it’s a thoughtful account, and I hope I’ve managed to add a lighter touch along the way. In fact, I also toyed with the idea of calling this book Out of Sight, Out of Mind. But that was possibly a little too light, suggesting something a little more zany. No, this isn’t a light and frothy read, at least in the sense that there isn’t one single hash tag blessed. Hell no, nor any other fucking hash tag either. You might be surprised to know, however, that, paradoxically, I often consider myself to be one of the most fortunate people on the planet. Sometimes I even think I’ve led a charmed life, especially when I think about all of my near misses and cautionary mishaps. And not just the vision related ones either.

––––––––
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PARADOX IS A RECURRING theme in this memoir. Paradox is intrinsic to the human condition. In short, that it’s possible for us to hold directly opposite thoughts at the same time, and to be chock full of contradictions in general. 

So while you’re making your early assessment of me, with this obviously dark, and sometimes brooding aspect, I’d like you to know that I can also be pretty funny. The stand-up comedian in me wants you to know this. Yes, another smart life choice of mine was to take finding my funny, well, seriously. Back in my early 30’s I dabbled in stand-up comedy and thankfully, I discovered that I could do it. Preparing, then delivering, a comedy routine, would become one of my saving graces in this tale. Because it meant I had to put all the sad and confused bits of me aside, then be someone else. Someone who could get on a stage, with a microphone in hand, and make people laugh.  

PARADIGM SHIFT

A scrambled brain, a comatose soul,

and I’m unsure of which came first.

Dreading Another, another tomorrow, 

just like today...

and too much like all those yesterdays.

I found myself on the edge

reeling from pain and confusion.

Only faith in death remained.

This, this was never meant to happen,

the unthinkable, now too real... 

too real to fully comprehend.

But strangely, with my comfort zone shattered

it’s safe to turn back.

Discomfort dissolved.

And tentatively, I believe in myself again.

––––––––
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I WROTE THAT POEM WELL over a decade ago. Now I’d only update the last line... 

again, again, fucking again. 

––––––––
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FINDING MYSELF IN A new paradigm a few years ago, this was what brought these words before you, into being. When I wrote that poem, I think I had a basic understanding of what the term paradigm shift meant. Back then, it seemed pretty black and white, the stark difference between wanting to be alive ... and not. Whichever side of that line, that wanting, you’re on, it brings a seriously different colour to your day. Yet still, it’s a day in which you’re living, so you can have absolutely no conception of what the alternative is like. But now I’m pretty sure I’ve got a more refined understanding of new paradigms. Because I know what this one is like, for real. 

––––––––
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BACK TO THOSE HEART pains. Stabby, grippy pains. Palpitations. Dizzy, rushy feelings while the world around me started to fade, sound diminishing ... with my awareness sinking. And sometimes sinking some more. It was all very discombobulating. Is death, like, right here, right now, this close to me? Sometimes, even at rest, my chest would be feeling leaden, and with a sense of constriction down my left arm. There could also be more palpitations and, well, generally feeling very odd. Sometimes, and even if the symptoms weren’t there As I drifted off to sleep, there was the thought that maybe, maybe I might not actually wake up. I mean, it’s going to happen sometime. Yes, it is. And was I really that ready, that willing?  Just like I’ve professed to be, so many times? And some not so long ago? 

Spoiler alert ... my heart is fine. Well, as near as anyone can figure. Moreover, my beloved strength training makes it more probable that my heart will stay that way, and for some time yet. Still ... fit and healthy folk, even they can just drop dead sometimes. Notably, often after, or during, strenuous exercise. 

Living long, dying young ... either way, I’m now pretty much past my chronological mid-life point. The questions of when, and of how my final chapter will unfold, and particularly of how it will conclude, seem increasingly more relevant. Especially as, once again, I’m keenly aware of such things happening to those around me. Of lives, drawing in, shutting down. Only now, while I’m still bouncing along, I don’t feel so removed from the vicissitudes of life.  

––––––––
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THE WHEN AND THE HOW

Each year I walk past the day.

Each day I walk past the hour.

Each hour I walk past the moment.

I’ve spent some time thinking about death,

my death,

the when, and the how.

Decades away, and just as you’d like,

to sleep and to dream and to then... slip away? 

Or perhaps sooner, wrung out by illness

tired and ready for peace.

Or sudden and unexpec...

KILLING TIME

Once upon a living time,

I sat with a dying man.

Later, life pulsed all around me

in a crowded, vibrant café.

Sipping coffee, oh so slowly,

I was just... killing time.

Last night I sat, this time with friends.

20 minutes, we had to wait.

20 minutes, short or long,

and something better would begin.

Idly waiting, simply wasting

we were just ...killing time.

And all those moments in between,

perhaps a lifetime, rich and grand

to that, or any, dying man.

Killing time, reckless really,

when time is slowly killing me.

––––––––
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'LIFE PULSED ALL AROUND me’. Ceaselessly. Set to do its thing...  and with seemingly no regard for this, or any other, dying man. This sense of ceaseless pulsing, it makes me think of how our hearts are just set to beat, and keep on beating, pulsing. In fact, when we hear a foetal heartbeat, early in a pregnancy, it’s not yet a fully formed heart. No, it’s simply, and profoundly, a cluster of cells, programmed to beat, set to do its thing. Until it...stops. And, when it does indeed stop, for a considerable portion of humans, this will come as a surprise. After all, it started out as just another ordinary day.     

I’m not given to hypochondria, and I'm not a particularly anxious type. Yet still, during those few months of consistent symptoms and uncertainty, I got preoccupied with the thought of my death in a new way... what if it was, in actual fact, imminent, perhaps only one wonky heartbeat away?  First, the breath-taking stab, then the rushy feelings, and a shock wave of panic. What? Now? It certainly made me think. Was my entire up close and personal, so very personal lived experience, about to vanish?

I began to have more of these very startling moments, often when I was training. Training, when I’m 30 push-ups down, and with another 10 to go, amongst all the other exercises still to do, and it’s starting to fucking hurt. Yes, I’m very focused on my body. I’m deeply aware of just how alive I am... from the inside out. Very alive, but then, shit! Did I just push myself that far? Did I just trip a hidden wire in my hard-working heart? If not that blip, that stab, then what about the next one?   

When those painful thuds and stabs happen at high speed, or when carrying a heavy load, it’s pretty scary. It seems to me then, that it’s a good thing that we have evolved to be unaware of our heart’s every little flurry, its every little stumble along the way. Given its central importance in the whole business of keeping us in the land of the living, we might otherwise freak ourselves out on a very regular basis.   

And then there were the times when I would tighten my jaw, lean in and think ... c’mon, take me, I’m ready. Or ready enough. Yes please, quick and clean. It would perhaps seem more than a little churlish, or unfair, to resist after all my death wishes. I was some three years into the most hellish chapter of my life and Covid had just arrived ... a new paradigm within a new paradigm. 

I wonder about the interplay between my heart ache and my heart pain. Stabby feelings. Leaden and constricted. Discombobulating. I wonder too, about when our physical hearts sustain an injury. They cannot simply stop, to take time out to repair. They can only scar, then keep on, keep on keeping on all the while, and never fully recovering. Such is life.  

We all get to have our one experience of dying. And I’ve long been curious about this ultimate moment. When it comes to me, as is the way of things, well, I’ll be living right up until the moment I die ... then there’s no popping back in to write it, or to speak of it. That knowledge, that experience, will disappear... along with the rest of me... all of those thoughts, all of those feelings. 

Tune in, turn on, drop out, the doctor said before he died. Time to press the button, see what’s on the other side - Disneyland is Burning

––––––––
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OK, THERE’S A REASONABLE chance I’ll still be alive in 2050. But without doubt, I’ll be dead long before 2100. There may well be some revolution in medical and biological sciences; we have already managed to push death further and further away. But if there is, I’m not buying it, I’m tapping out. 

So the fact is, at some point I’ve got to let go of wanting to know what happens next. 

I remember a character in a book I read years ago, it was called About a Boy. He didn’t have to work as he was secure enough financially. He was set for life, and a reasonably well off one at that. He was living off his father’s success – royalties from his one and only hit, an incredibly popular and very cheesy Christmas song, written many years beforehand. 

Like me, he had good fortune, though in my case, and at least financially, this was in the form of living in a country with a social security system. Like me, without that need to go out into the world and make something of this life, he lacked a sense of purpose ... what was the point of his existence then? Like me, he didn’t have much in the way of family. Like me, he wasn’t otherwise embedded in a bigger life. And, like me, he just drifted. Yes, he was a lot like me. 

Once he wondered out loud, about why he should even keep on living. The very sage answer he received was, “because you want to know how things turn out”.

Things ... so, what are my things? What things am I curious enough about, enough to wonder what will happen next? Well, my immediate answer, I want to know how I’ll handle whatever challenge my personal trainer sets up next. And then the one after that. I’m curious to know how much stronger I might yet get ... by my own effort and will. 

And I want to know how this memoir will look when I feel it to be finished, and whether I’ll somehow launch it into the world. I’m curious to know if I can see this through ... again, by my own effort and will. 

––––––––
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I LIKE TO THINK THAT I’m pretty good with my wordy words. It really matters to me to try and find just the right ones, and then put them together in the right order, thoughtfully and well. But way more than that ... sometimes I really need words.

––––––––
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WHERE THERE’S A WORD

Words ...

to catch hold of one good one

and then corral a few more.

As one, we’ll chase down that idea,

and say it ...just right. 

Or perhaps they’ll drape themselves, around my mood,

all raunchy and raw,

revealing more than I want them to...

and earning my respect in the morning.

But some days, I need words,

I mean I really need words,

to arrest my descent...

or cushion my fall.

Not perfect... no matter,

where there’s a word, there’s a way,

a foothold,

and the journey back home begins.
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CHAPTER TWO: SOME OF THE SHAPES WITHIN
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The ancient Greek philosopher, Socrates, said something to the effect that the unexamined life wasn’t worth living. If I were to go by this introspective measure, I’d have to say my life has certainly been worthwhile. In which case, existential angst ... be gone! But no, it seems it’s not that simple after all. Over the years I’ve done some serious introspection. Much of my inner landscape has been examined. And, some folk might suggest, a little too much. and sometimes, yep, I would agree. To be fair though, for decades now I’ve had, quite literally, nothing else to look at but my mind. Having often had something of a troubled mind myself, I became interested in how humans work, from the inside out ... and what, if anything, could be done about that.

Years ago, when I realised, and perhaps began to accept, that my life was going to be far more inward looking, I started using the word innersight to describe what I could see. I still like that word, innersight, as in to see within. Because it pushes back against the idea that being blind, and all the unhelpful assumptions that come with it, means to see nothing. Later I discovered this notable quote from The Little Prince... “Now here is my secret, a very simple secret. It is only with the heart that one can see rightly. What is essential is invisible to the eye”. Nice, but sometimes I think the idea behind my own version was a little too grand. In that, it hints at the growing of wisdom. And, as it happens, more wisdom than I think I’ve actually managed to grow.  

My story is one with definite underworld themes. In more recent years, and shortly before I tripped into this new paradigm, I’ve taken immense comfort from reflecting on my lot through the lens of archetypes and archetypal stories. Perhaps this is the moment to introduce some of the thinkers, some of the philosophies that have shaped me, that have brought me to be the person who sits and writes now. It will be rather like you were browsing through my metaphorical bookshelf, while I made you a figurative cup of tea. 

I begin with Jung. Jung was one of the early psychoanalysts, a younger contemporary of Freud. He had a tendency for more mystical considerations of the mind than Freud ever did. This caused him to not just find, but actually create, his own path. It’s interesting to me that the development of his original work was shaped partly by something of a personal breakdown. 

What Jung called individuation was central to his work. But not just his work, his own life’s purpose as well. Individuation, self-actualisation, becoming integrated, being at one with one’s whole self, being truly authentic ... yes, you can say it several ways. In fact, I knew a man once, who said of life and, in particular, of getting older and maturing, that “it’s about learning to accept your inconsistencies”. And I think that’s a good, simple, stripped back version of the same grand idea. Well said, my older, wiser, inconsistent friend.

But, however I might have framed it... I just wanted to be happier, or at least to feel more at ease with myself, from the inside out. 

Back to Jung: “Man’s task is to become conscious of the contents that press upwards from the unconscious. As far as we can discern, the sole purpose of human existence is to kindle a light in the darkness of mere being.”. 

Jung’s time was a time when the concept of the unconscious was being discussed and dissected. Importantly, it was also being popularised. And I can definitely resonate with his idea of ‘kindling a light in the darkness of mere being’. In different ways, darkness and light have both dominated my life, my world.

So now, to Jung’s theory in just a few hundred words. Here goes. One’s individuation project requires some understanding of the puzzle that is the psyche. And there’s a few pieces of that puzzle to know about. Psyche, it simply means one’s entire personality, from behaviours, to feelings and thoughts. All of which can be seen as the combination of both one’s conscious and unconscious mind. So yes, it includes the bits we hide from ourselves. Meanwhile, the conscious mind is rather obvious; it’s all that which we’re knowingly aware of, within ourselves. 

The ego is central to one’s conscious mind. Essentially ego is the ceaseless narrative chatter that tells us, and then continually reinforces, who we are. It can be a tricksy, complicated, confusing and contrary entity, hell yeah. Or maybe that’s just me. The ego’s sense of who we are, which is often very rigid, then goes on to shape the persona. The persona is the shopfront, or that aspect which we actively, indeed sometimes frantically, try to present to the world. 

But here’s the thing...Jung believed that most of what shapes us, what motivates and moves us comes from the unconscious. Which, being so very well hidden, it’s unknown to us. Immediately then, there’s plenty of room for conflict, for disconnect or even dissociation with the ego. And, by extension, the persona. One central task of the ego is to repress undesirable aspects, deemed undesirable either by ourselves, or the social mores and culture, of the time. The shop front can become quite the façade indeed. However, it’s not like these undesirable aspects disappear when pushed under, no. They tend to form shadow governments, and they will continue to affect our thoughts, feelings and our behaviours. 

The shadow is the last piece of the puzzle to consider, the place where all those repressed aspects reside. All up, there’s a lot going on, a lot more than we realise. I think the term radical self-acceptance is more common in therapeutic settings these days. This, along with radical self-honesty is required in order to recognise, then accept and integrate, our shadow. Because it includes our wickedness, our reprehensible and downright objectionable traits. As well, our failings, and our shortcomings. 

Lastly, to what Jung described as the collective unconscious. The collective unconscious, this holds the universal aspects of what it is to be human. As in, all the patterns, all the dispositions, all the traits that have come about, from the entirety of our shared human experience. All having taken shape over the eons it has taken for us to become the self-aware creatures we are. Or such that we are. And just like DNA, which changes, adapting over time, so too, our consciousness may continue to respond, it may continue to adapt to its environment.

Jung noticed similar motifs, similar symbols and themes in the dreams of many of his patients. Moreover, this ongoing recurrence of imagery followed through into his exploration of spiritual traditions.  And he also observed the same remarkable similarities across art, literature and mysticisms. And across time and between cultures that had never encountered one another either. These universal themes and characters are what Jung called archetypes. And they are, in varying combinations, who we are. 

At the centre of this whole puzzle, indeed conundrum, is the Self. Or who we authentically are, and all that we can become. So aligning the ego and the persona as closely to the Self as possible is the goal of individuation, ultimately leading to a fulfilled life. Or, one that we can live with, without being too self-destructive.

I know, yes, it’s kind of heavy stuff, there’s a lot to take in. Perhaps more simply then, I often think of this individuation project as being like having an entire parliament inside one’s mind. All of it, not just the government, but the opposition is in there too. Try now, calling up an image of our fine Parliament, perhaps of question time. No doubt it’s all robust and rowdy, full of bluster and interjections. Or perhaps picture one of those interminable debates, complete with more interjections. The same, but different, attention seeking interruptions. If you think about it, either of these are not unlike the everyday states of that chatterbox mind, the one we all have. Indeed sometimes, they are very much like it.

Within this model, the representatives, or Ministers, are our individual character traits, our values and beliefs. So in that big echo filled Chamber, there are likely to be many Ministers. Ministers for Excuses, Generosity, Jealousy, Compassion, Lust, Kindness, Laziness, Tantrums, Arrogance or Anxiety, and so on. The thing is though, none of them can be voted out ... and who the hell voted in some of those fuckwits anyway?  

Your job is to be the Speaker of the House. You need to be sharp. First you need to be able to identify and name individual Ministers. Then, when you have gained an understanding of how, and when they operate, you will be better able to keep them in check. However, given that we can be rather harsh and unaccepting of ourselves, then, ideally, for the Speaker to take a somewhat playful stance is better. Enough with the recriminations. To be able to say, “I thank the Minister for Excuses for her contribution. But now we are going to get on the rowing machine anyway. I call on the Minister for Fitness”. Or maybe to call on the Minister for Keeping Calm, in the very moment when pausing for a deep breath and a reset would be helpful. They are your Ministers, so you can call them whatever you like, just as long as you recognise them for who they are.  

But, just as with the fine Parliament of our land, our decisions are often largely, or perhaps wholly, informed by a committee. And let’s not forget that those parliamentary committees always include a few Shadow Ministers. Shadow ministers, with their shadowy agendas. And if you could imagine that the Speaker of the House was present during those committee meetings, then apply the same idea, of having executive oversight. Executive oversight. Or perhaps, more simply, as one Buddhist teacher would regularly caution... watch the mind, watch the very tricky mind.  

This model perfectly illustrates my point about paradox being part of the human condition. If we pause to look, being chock full of contradictions is just how it is. Contradictions, competing interests, mixed motives and conflicting feelings. So it’s not just tricky ... it’s super tricky.  

Anyway, that’s my simplified take on it. Except to add... have you ever seen footage from overseas, when the Parliament of Somewhere Else, has erupted into an outright brawl? A brawl, Complete with security guards, usually seriously unprepared and unfit men, trying to prise the brawlers, the actual people in charge, apart? And if you have, can you at all relate this to your own mind sometimes? I can.  Aside from the fact that, of course, those who are busy giving each other a thumping are always men. Men with all the privilege their country, their culture and their status have given them. Aside from that, the similarity holds, I know these thought storms, I know them well. 

Okay, so that’s a quick run-down of the relevant Jungian ideas that have informed my thinking recently. At least, those from a masculine perspective. As I said earlier, the feminine perspective is very much a feature in my story. For now though, this is the point where Joseph Campbell brought some of these ideas to life for me. Or, more precisely, the archetypes.

Like Jung, Campbell also spent his life collecting, and reflecting deeply, on myths from around the world. Whether ancient or contemporary, the same essential stories are being told. And, whether they are showing up in Homer or on the Hollywood screen, the same essential characters are on display. They’re all archetypes and archetypal stories. 

So we have a monumental array of same, but different, tales. And within them all, there’s life lessons, there’s moral codes, and rites of passage. They are brought to life, and more importantly, they are embedded, they are remembered. As well, there are many cautionary tales, all with ways of revealing human faults and failings. Or tricksters and demons. Yet, and this is crucial, many tales point to the hero, or the redeemer.

Collectively, myths tell the story of humanity, for as long as humans have been capable of giving voice to them. 

For millennia myths have sought to explain the universe ... what it is, where it came from, and why it exists in the first place. Soon enough, there came the need to explain our own existence, and our place within the “whole sort of general mishmash”. That’s a quiet nod to Douglas Adams; he was also a remarkable thinker. Anyway, the central idea in what I’m getting at here, is that we evolved, we have become meaning-seeking creatures. We’ve long since been capable of wondering at the mystery that is life. And we’ve long since been able to express ourselves, to convey shared, and increasingly complex, capital M, meaning.  

I wonder if, paradoxically, this questing, this questioning, all began when we first started to puzzle over, and look intently at, death. After all, there came a point in the development of our human brain when a sufficiently developed sense of self arose ... and we realised that the difference between living, and not living, really mattered. I reckon that sitting next to, perhaps prodding, the suddenly lifeless body of your clan member would furrow the brow of even the earliest of Homosapiens. Where did she go? However primal, in a very up-close and personal way, we needed to understand, in a way that offered us some solace, some sense of it all being ok. And that’s just the beginning of the conundrum, the puzzle that is life.

Now, from the macro to the micro. For all their universality, myths, more precisely the right myth, can resonate on a deeply personal level. I was relieved, and greatly heartened to see, that my personal story had mythic dimensions. Yep, mine. More importantly, that it offered me a pathway out. 

For Campbell, finding one’s myth, one’s archetypal story, and then living, and I mean really living it, was key to a life that was both purposeful, and spiritual. Myths can serve to help us live a larger life, seeking answers to questions both universal and deeply personal ... and is this not a worthy life’s endeavour? Or maybe I’m wrong. Maybe it is, after all, little more than Candy Crush, food porn, buying more and more shiny things, and getting likes, and then more likes on social media. 

One’s own myth can also give great insight, insight into the multiplicity of characters, who, as it happens, all exist within. So while we might naturally feel very drawn to the lead character, we also have to recognise that we are very much invested in more than the starring role. All the characters are worth studying, just as deeply, because they too, are who we are. For us to be able to recognise the ways of the trickster, the saboteur or the fool, would certainly help one to gain the upper hand when they showed up within. As Campbell would have it: “as far as we may think we are traveling out, we always arrive at our centre”.

I didn’t know of my personal myth until a couple of years ago. But here’s a head’s up for you ...

I am Persephone. I am the eternal maiden. I was abducted, raped and held captive in the underworld. In my absence, Mother Earth is made barren, made desolate. Hermes, he is the communicator, the orator, the wordsmith, he is able to travel between worlds, and he is the one who will accompany me out. Upon my return I will understand the ways of the underworld. Indeed, I will also be its Queen. I will have a bond with Aphrodite, goddess of love and beauty. And I will be able to inhabit that liminal space, like the entrance to a cave, not fully in the world, but not entirely removed from it either.  Hecate, the wise elder, she also knows the ways of the underworld, and will become my constant companion. I will be a guide to the living who either visit the underworld, or who are abducted into it. 

Before we wrote stuff, important stuff, down, we used the stars, the sky, the landscape, the sea, and the animals as our paper and pen. Myths are rich and poetic because they are borne of symbolic language. With the stars and the sky came notions of the transcendent. Or, the supernatural forces, those that were far removed, and so very un-relatable, being so separate from our human experience. Then closer to home, and far more earthy, to forces of nature, and our inter-dependent relationship with all of it. This brought notions of the other aspect to our experience ... imminence. Imminence, that which we feel within our bodies, that which we have direct access to.

Campbell had a particular fondness for the hero’s journey. Wherever and whenever these stories have appeared throughout the history of humanity, one central theme is that the hero goes beyond what they thought themselves capable of. Sometimes a hero consciously embarks on a quest. And sometimes they are simply thrust into it. But either way, it’s because they are ready. Psychologically these are ultimately stories of transforming consciousness. A conscious, well-intentioned journey is a hero’s journey. Yet even before any conscious journey, to simply be born, to be thrown from the safe and warm womb into the world, all harsh and bright, can be seen as heroic in itself. So well done you, just for doing the whole being born thing, let alone making it this far. 

Before I read about Persephone, the only other Greek myth I knew of was the myth of Sisyphus. In the brief span of time being a university semester, I read about him. Yep, me. Philosophy. Would you have guessed? Existentialism too. I got a High Distinction for that subject. I don’t quite know how, because I’m not really sure I understood all that much. 

This bit, however, I understood. Sisyphus was the chap who was punished by the gods to forever push a boulder up a hill. Amongst other crimes, he was said to have put death in chains. And those fickle Gods, they figured there was no greater punishment for a human than futile and hopeless labour. By day he would do this task ... only to have that seriously fucking heavy boulder roll back down overnight. Not just again, again, fucking again ... but forever.

You might not think it possible, but what Camus took from this myth was ultimately positive. “I leave Sisyphus at the foot of the mountain! One always finds one's burden again. But Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates the gods and raises rocks. He too concludes that all is well. This universe henceforth without a master seems to him neither sterile nor futile. Each atom of that stone, each mineral flake of that night filled mountain, in itself forms a world. The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man's heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy.” 

I mentioned my nihilistic sensibility right back on page one. I read about Sisyphus long before I discovered Jung and Campbell. This was in my early 30’s, only a few years after I lost my  eyesight. And I’d like to be all poetic and say, as well, when I lost my way. After all, losing one’s way in the face of such a life-changing loss might be completely understandable. But the truth is that I hadn’t really found my way in the first place. So I could certainly relate to this myth. Too often already, I’d woken up to face another day, much the same as all those yesterdays, all seemingly futile.  

turn the lights out, when you leave. No, we don’t believe in anything ... turn the lights out ...turn the lights out - Turn the Lights Out

More recently, I’ve come to appreciate Camus anew. He believed the world we live in is, well, absurd. It’s like this because of our insistent need to find reason, or truth and ultimately, meaning.  If the world was not absurd, then innocent people would not be imprisoned. And healthy young people would not suddenly take ill and die. And cruel misfortunes would not befall kind and gentle people, and so on, and on.  

In essence, the most important philosophical question for Camus was that of suicide.  Judging whether life was, or was not worth living, preceded all else. In short, his conclusion was to live, baby, oh yeah.  Revolt with great gusto against the whole absurd lot. Suffering exists for us all, and it should serve as a force, to have us cultivate more compassion in this desert of a universe. 

His take home message is that life, therefore, is whatever you are doing, right NOW, in order to not kill yourself. Ok, that’s a bit extreme perhaps. But at the same time, I get it, I really do.  

And now while I’m dipping into some of the ideas, the beliefs that have shaped me ... here’s another. Buddhism has been a long-standing belief system in my life. Actually, that might be understating it a bit, considering  that I spent nearly 5 years ordained as a nun in the Tibetan tradition. I’ll say more about that later, but for now, it’s true to say the teachings resonated within me, yes indeed. The foremost teaching in Buddhism begins with the statement, the truth, that there is suffering. For all the countless array of joys and delights in this precious human life of ours, who can deny old age, sickness, and death. And what about all the other trials and heartaches along the way?  

We live in a plane with time as an arrow, heading always and only in one direction. This means change is inevitable. And, as if the hardships weren’t enough, change isn’t always to our liking either. Because in the first place, we are forced to let go of the way things were, however much they may have been to our liking. Or sometimes more simply, even if the way things were, was not so much to our liking, it may have been enough for us that it was still within our comfort zone. It’s fair to say that we crave familiarity. The known knowns. And so much so that our comfort zones need not necessarily be all that nice.  Then, secondly, we may not be well pleased with what comes in the wake of, well, whatever those winds of change brought our way. And again, too often, it seems that we are not. 

Suffering is a big word; it’s kind of intense. But the translation of “dukkha” is not actually the word suffering. No, it’s more like “not quite right”. Imagine the axle on your ye olde cart, that it doesn’t fit properly into the wheel bit. On every rotation of the wheel, there’s that bit, clunky and jarring ...  it’s not quite right. This is Dhukka. 

Understanding this translation means we can see that the not quite right bits in life might be minor. Yet often enough, we are still bothered by them. These ideas I was already truly familiar with. My lived experience confirmed it all, yes. From the wide array of mild bits of not quite rightness ... to some really pretty wrong bits too. 

For now, there’s just one more idea I’d like to mention. Namely, that we, as a species, are very keen on being dualistic. We excel at being binary in our worldview. This is a deeply hardwired trait, a function of our earliest brain. Most simply, it’s geared towards approach this ... retreat from that. Or this is good...  that is bad. Clearly this has helped us to survive since life began. To find food, and food that was fresh, or fresh enough and importantly, food that was non-toxic. It helped us to avoid bigger or tougher animals, and harmful or lethal situations. All the while too, it helped lead us to the next special someone, the next in the line of breeding opportunities that enabled us to perpetuate whatever species we happened to be at the time. 

But these days, as sophisticated humans, wherever we go, we continue to divide the field, the field of our experience. We divide it into this good or bad dichotomy. And with our sophistication we invariably bring our tribal stories, we bring judgements. To all of it. To everything.

We are really crap at just letting things be exactly what they happen to be. Quick as you like, we decide which of it is Good, which is bad, which is right and which is wrong, which is pleasing, and which is not pleasing. We might be loving the live music performance, let’s say, except for that group of people in the audience over there, just a little too pissed a noisy. The music might be fabulous, but the experience would be better if it were just a little warmer, or the drinks weren’t so pricey. And perhaps worst of all, there seems to be a distinct lack of breeding opportunities. 

But we always take it beyond what our own experience might be, in our own little corner of the world. No, it seems we can cover the whole planet with our personal filters. We look out and decide who is good and who is evil, who is us and who is them, who is other ... it all gets very tribal.  To the point where we can dehumanise others because we have deemed some to be more deserving than others. So whichever way you slice or dice it, when the field of our experience is divided, we have instantly rated one as superior, while the other as inferior. Before you know it, for any or all of the above reasons, we have conflict. And more than that, we have a suffering, one that is entirely of our own creation. 

For Campbell, and thousands more besides, it wasn’t that we should say no to these trials and heartaches, these conflicts. Instead, we should do our best and try not to judge any of the whole messy lot. Because that would bring us, once more, back to being dualistic. We would again be dividing the field. And in so doing, we would set ourselves just on the outside of it all, we’d be behind whatever filters we brought. Instead, we are called, called to fully engage with all of it. This is the hero’s journey, to participate with decency, as best one can, with all of life.

Campbell’s work became a fresh lens for me. There was my seeking self, seeking purpose, meaning and satisfaction in life... as in the whole overarching show. And then there were times when it was more about my survival strategy ... as in let’s just get through today. In either case, his ideas helped. 

“We should not even have to risk the journey alone, for the heroes of all time have gone before us. The labyrinth is thoroughly known. We have only to follow the thread of the hero’s path, and where we had thought to find an abomination, we shall find a God. And where we had thought to slay another, we shall slay ourselves. And where we had thought to travel outwards, we shall come to the centre of our own existence. And where we had thought to be alone, we shall be with all the world.”

––––––––
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SO WHY DOES IT MATTER, that I write this memoir, this particular slice of my life? And then make the effort to offer it up for others to read? You might have already gleaned that, paradoxically, sometimes I don’t think it matters. Not in the least. Until now, my writing has mostly been a private affair, how I process my life, or what I sometimes call, my psychodrama. And then there are times when I think no, even that, that doesn’t matter either.

But recently I started reading about the life and work of Oliver Sacks. And it’s a tribute to him that I’m pushing on, that I’m writing more about my own experience. Pushing on, in spite of an undercurrent of nihilism that persists. I’m intrigued by him. I wonder what it felt like being him, from the inside out. What was his mental landscape like? I recall a documentary about him, it was made in the months before he died. He spoke about his earlier years, which happened to be seriously drug-fuelled. He’d regularly load up on speed, and ride his motorbike flat out, through the California deserts, all night, his body pressing against the machine. He’d be, as they say, absolutely off his  nut. It was the sort of thing that could have easily seen him dead, though in his lost and reckless way, he didn’t seem to care.  

It was also the sort of thing that could have seen him end up with a completely broken mind. I suspect he went to the edge of madness. And possibly, at least some of that teetering on the edge experience remained. Yet he was able to keep it contained. I think he recognised his own instability ... and kept on being an incredibly high-functioning human being regardless. I have the greatest respect for his life in its totality. First that he survived, then that he found his way. His work was extraordinary. And I can relate to him on a personal level, though certainly not the high-functioning bit. It’s more that he was a fringe dweller, he was someone who was often excluded. 

His work involved a deep exploration into people who had all manner of neurological conditions. In his book, and then the movie, Awakenings, he gave a voice to many who were already long forgotten and lost. They were still alive, but voiceless, all having what we now call locked in syndrome. In the history of human existence there have been billions of humans who passed without remark... and then were almost immediately forgotten.  If it weren’t for him, there would have been more.

Locked in syndrome, effectively this is another way of saying underworld. being trapped in one world and unable to access the other, even though it is so tangibly close. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE INTIMACY, THE INTRICACY THAT WHICH WE CALL VISION 
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Vision ... seeing ... looking ... watching ... viewing. Yes, I’ve got some thoughts about it all. 

Vision, it’s our dominant sense. Nearly one third of our brain is dedicated to vision. This, by itself, says a lot about its central importance. So naturally, human societies have always been set up and have functioned according to what our eyes could do. In short, we discovered how to send different communication signals at a distance, and quickly, no need to waste time with perilous travel. We painstakingly found ways to craft the things of nature into ... stuff. And then into even more stuff. This meant we could, and did, increasingly crowd our spaces with objects, then even more objects. And along the way, we discovered ways and means of moving at pace, faster and faster... and then even faster still. 

We codified our words, we gave them written form. And then we began to send those words further and further afield. Our reach really grew. We could communicate, we could be understood at a distance, all while remaining right where we were. Such was the speed and ease with which we discovered how to be in the world. And not just navigating it, we were changing it all the while. All of this, seeing did offer, vision did enable. 

And now, we can even reach back in time, to witness little baby star systems emerging from the nursery of our early universe. We have discovered how to build machines, machines that could detect what we could not see. Just as when we set sail in rickety boats, we’ve truly been able to reach beyond the borders of the known. 

Vision, seeing, it’s also one of the deepest, most intimate of human experiences. Consider for yourself seeing babies being born.  Or loved ones breathing their last. Or a moment when you just happen to witness people in unguarded moments, when there’s no pretence. And you can witness events that will never be seen by another. Like the fleeting moment of a dew drop, glistening, revealing a tiny rainbow as it nestles in a delicate leaf, the morning light just so ... just for you. 

All of those wonderous things aside, even in your most mundane moments, think about what you see. Ok, so it may well be an ordinary scene, and perhaps a very familiar one. But the very place where you are standing, the angle of your head, and the particular play of shadows and light, well, it’s all creating an image. One that appears for you, for your eyes only. Then, with all your personal filters, those cultural sensibilities , and the accumulation of experiences that have made  you who you are, well, you really do have a truly unique view. On everything. And what draws your eye, what captures your attention, will be different to the next person. 

Vision, and the ability to share what you see, transcends language. It doesn’t require any personal familiarity, at least not much beyond a shared understanding of being a fellow human. You might delight, let’s say, in the sight of a really cute puppy, still wobbly legged, being all sleepy yet playful. You might smile at the mental image this conjures for you now. Equally you might call up your own version of a delightful sight. And Whatever that sight is, you can communicate something of your response to it to another, someone who was also present. Then you can both share in the delight. Wordlessly. 

And it all begins with two pairs of eyes, making eye contact. In the micro moment it takes to exchange a glance, so much is conveyed. At the most essential level, it begins with ... “I see you”. And, I see you, leads to “I feel seen”. Importantly, sometimes what’s conveyed is, “No, do not engage”. We are, in a fast and furious fashion, hardwired to identify who is in our tribe, and who isn’t. As the science folks have told me, within a micro moment of seeing, we make so many judgements, we draw so many conclusions. So in the seeing, we also do a lot of assessing. 

But if a sufficient level of safety has been detected, Then, just as split-second quickly, you can have yourselves a little wordless human interaction. Perhaps with a series of facial expressions, possibly gesturing, and maybe even miming. Yes, you understand each other. There’s some affinity, even if only in a moment, a once-off moment. A moment, in the turning towards another and making eye contact, then sharing an experience, and everything contained in that moment becomes larger. Somehow, it’s all made more real. 

If a picture does indeed tell a thousand words ... well, how many more words might there be, in a micro moment of sharing? A micro moment, a micro dose, of belonging. Perhaps a skilful author might write an entire novel or create a profound plot-twisting point.  Or perhaps, try as you might, words may never be truly adequate. 

––––––––
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I'VE COME TO UNDERSTAND both how precious and how subtle it is, this, the business of seeing. I know this now, so acutely, so poignantly, and indeed paradoxically, having been blind for more than half my life. Not being able to see, nor appreciate a reassuring look, from a friend, a loved one, or even a passing stranger, when a reassuring look may have been exactly what I needed.  And not being able to look, in wonder, curiosity, amazement, and well, you can pretty much insert whatever emotional response you like, at the same sights as the people around me. As much as people have been willing to describe sights, views, spectacles, or visual delights, I’ve never been able to feel it, I’ve never been able to respond, not nearly as fully as others. Because I’m not bearing witness in the same way, as intimately, as intricately. For me, there’s no making such a moment somehow more real, more memorable, by turning to another, then sharing wordlessly, or otherwise affirming, the experience.   

And most of all, to be missing out on all those smiles.

I know there is something utterly ineffable in bearing witness to monumental, awe-inspiring, or spectacular visual moments. Whether alone or with another. Some people get to star gaze in parts of the universe before stars were even born. While the rest, those without the mega-powerful telescopes, can still gaze at stars that have long since died. But again, let’s not overcomplicate the mind-blowing display that is the universe. Remember the simple moments, like watching sunlight dance across the water in your favourite creek, the pale rocks adding to the glare, then the flash, just before the sun dips behind the mountain. Just for you, the viewer. 

I fully understand why some people say their version of spiritual resides in the natural world. But my trips into nature are usually fairly brief. Because without all that glorious visual dimension, I’ll soon enough start to get bored. Yes, I get it, it can be captivating, even fucking spectacular. But instead, I can, and I do, appreciate nature’s more elemental experiences. Like the musky, rich, earthy tones, freshly released after rain. Or the bracing air on my face, on a cold winter morning by the creek, perhaps after snowmelt. And then to feel the stark contrast of a burst of sunshine. I love the sound of small waterfalls and creeks, fresh, bright and bubbly-lappy. I love the dawn chorus in particular.  The stillness of the night being slowly peppered, once more, with the sounds of nature stirring. But I only like it in small doses. I like it more though, when I’m on the arm of someone whose company I enjoy, so that we might walk and talk, allowing my inner landscape to have its own occupation. 
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