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Down and Out in a Pandemic

––––––––
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Every great plague needs well, a great pathogen. I present to you on the world centerstage, weighing in at 2.5 attograms, (one millionth of a trillionth of a gram, a real heavyweight contender and newest 21st century pugnacious star, the novel or newest strain of the coronavirus team, Covid-19, that stands for a coronavirus disease discovered in 2019. The corona name was attached to this virus because of its crown like protrusions that stuck out of its main body. Is this virus a king wearing a fraudulent crown or is it just another run of the mill virus wreaking havoc on the human population? Perhaps time will tell, and history may record other reasons for its existence. This narrator wants to paint a different portrait of this dangerous new invisible bedfellow that wants to send us off to the big sleep!

The first pangs of a pandemic are felt in the heart and brain as the media harps on its lethality and omnipresence, albeit invisibility, as it scourges through the population ravaging both young and old and middle age but mostly the aged with compromised immune systems. This stealthy microbe somehow hacked its way into my Microsoft word program to delete and shame me by erasing a previous document that held this story in storage mode but is now destroyed forever. I can run and hide and store my stories only to lose them in the wake of this formidable yet mysteriously invisible foe.

We all know that the real measure and devastation of a pandemic is how it affects people in societies. A walk just yesterday through the local Square One Mall revealed much more than what our leaders in government and the medical field could ever reveal. The empty parking lots, the suspicious, ghostly people milling about sporting homemade masks designed from uncreative people who watch far too many videos on YouTube, screamed oodles more volume of information about where we’re at than ever before. It was quite refreshing to glide through the streets on my bike in a silent refrain. Though empty places still needed people to spring the mall back into life and get people shopping again to keep the economy going, I think we need the break. We can give a big heaping sigh of relief for a while at least. Do we really need another Rolex watch or overpriced T-shirt to survive and function as a citizen of Mississauga or Bangkok for that matter?

During the first stages of the emergency plan that brought everything to a screeching halt, I noticed that my imagination was starting to run wilder than usual. I walked along the creek near my home, and I saw a man leaning against a concrete wall smoking a cigarette and tapping the screen on his cellphone. He had a massive head and looked like a large human rat, if that is even morphologically or genetically possible.

People were acting stranger than usual. People were taking large swaths around you as they approached from a distance. Suddenly I felt I had the power of a superman as people repelled me like the opposite end of a magnet! Plexiglass partitions were resurrected in front of people working the cash registers in stores and the front desk of the concierge in my building. St. Peter had one installed in front of the pearly gates of Heaven. He only asked you one question upon arrival. “Did you see the film, ‘The Irishman’ in its entirety without falling asleep once?’ If you responded honestly, he would let you in. If you lied you went back down to the pandemic through reincarnation and were born to some godforsaken family in Quebec or Scarborough, Ontario if you were Canadian.

A worse fate awaited you if you were American and if you lied to St. Peter you would end up as a baby in Staten Island or Alabama. Italians and Brits, who didn’t take precautions from the social distancing but who saw ‘The Irishman’ were tested as well and if they lied to St. Peter, they were sent back to earth to watch soccer games in empty stadiums alongside a few insurance salesmen and saleswomen that would try and sell life insurance to them after the game. This was the new type of hell on earth.

Meanwhile I am still walking around empty streets and malls and can’t seem to get the image of the human rat out of my head. He haunts me day and night as the new proud mascot of the pandemic. There are no cheerleaders to support him and there are no basketball or hockey games to watch. This human rat sneaks around alone chain smoking and passing the Covid-19 virus from one person to the next and somehow penetrating my computer and ruining my stories. The last time I checked, the virus attacked one of my stories and translated it into Fijian. Instead of blowing my top or ‘spinning out’ as a friend calls it when you lose your cool; I just shook my head while sipping my second martini and reflected on what I lost to the big black and gaping hole of cyberspace. It seems that the adage of, ‘You don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone’, was never truer.

Moving forward I can only get better at my writing when I lose my old stories. Why, because what doesn’t kill you, like the pathogen, only makes you stronger. What you lose when you lose a story you’ve written or a memory that fades with time, makes it easier to remember when you have time to be alone and reflect on days gone by. When I feel like I lost something I bounce back quickly and get even more ferocious and stalwart. Writing is no exception and so I hope I can find new eyes as I follow my instincts as someone observing the pandemic of 2019-2020. Your eyes will be refreshed to allow your ears and mouth to map out a brave new world full of hope and a different way of seeing things.

The one startling thing I have noticed lately, besides the random and sudden onslaught of memories I thought were buried, is how people and any memories attached to them, seem to be fading away from my life. I have a cousin who is a self-declared pariah in my extended family. He’s a con artist or ‘Flim-Flam’ man who had been exploiting members of my family for years, scamming them for money and hair-brain schemes. He once lived in as storage unit in the outskirts of the city with the enthusiasm of a boy scout aching to have strange new adventures. Only his were misadventures relegated to an artificial concrete and steel bunker that housed the losers of this world, shun by family and society to struggle on their own while hoping for better times.

During my periods of extreme self-isolation, I have come to rely on my memory of events and especially people I have known. The events come back to centre stage and in my mind the theatrical resurrection of the people who take part in my past are fading from view and barely recognizable. Time and space seem to be stretched beyond the known limits of the universe to obscure my sense of reality. My weird cousin seems to drift toward obscurity even more these days. I wonder why?

Does this pandemic have the power to scrub our minds clean of certain memories that make up who we are? How can we erase that which was and continues to make up the sum of a Jack or a Mary? How can we even fathom living without the memories of the past and the people who persist in haunting us day and night for good or bad? It can’t be done even though we are distracted by the media hype and parade of experts who bombard us with facts, charts and projections that point to a confusing future with our newest bedfellow, COVID-19. Yet this is only a temporary affliction of the human condition. 

We’ve had pandemics before like the erroneously named Spanish Flu of 1918. What seems to make this one different is the way the novel coronavirus can force people to sanitize everything in its wake. From the millions of people washing their hands twenty times a day to the makeshift masks being created by YouTubers eager to get their seventeen minutes of fame, we are becoming terrible performance artists frozen on the pandemic’s canvas. Carbon fuel emissions are down and so is pollution. The metrics on human relationships and where they’re at and whether they have become reinforced or dismantled will soon surface and tell a different story. All the secrets hidden in the chasms of our minds or trapped in the cobwebs neatly nestled in the closets of our homes will soon be dispersed and take flight. What will we have become?

Some stories, some secrets will go with us to the grave. Many will be forced out in the open to be dealt with and analysed. In my opinion the truth has its own way of showing up like the words of an Italian song I have come to love by Vasco Rossi. 

“La verita arriva quando vuole!-La verta si sposa!”

The truth arrives when it feels like it-The truth is getting married!”
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The truth wants to be married to you and liberate you from what you have feared might be revealed in you; the truth of you! We have been oppressed since childhood and forced to hide truths about ourselves so that we might survive and adapt to the myriads of changing conditions whether harmful or beneficial to our nature. In a certain sense the Covid-19 virus has penetrated past the layers of the onion, the years of oppressive conditions under which you have lived so far, to get to the heart and soul of who you really are. The virus has forced us to self-isolate and look into the mirror to look for any cracks, fissures not just on our face but in our soul. This virus has driven us to the brink of the abyss to finally see into the depths of our place in the universe. Once we have plummeted into the depth of this pandemic, we will bounce out of this big black hole to see toward the expanse of a limitless universe. At least this is my hope. 

We need to observe now while we can and document everything as I am trying to do now on this page or record events in that recording device called the human brain. We need to have a much-needed overdue dialogue between the heart and the mind so that they can get along and live in peace again in the soul. When was the last time you experienced this kind of harmony? The pandemic has delivered it to your door, and you don’t even know it.

Perhaps all the closure you sought from broken relationships and the evil you perceived as something perpetrated specifically to you, might have been shunned by you until now but this may be the right time of reckoning. Now is the time to look into the mirror and find redemption. Forgiving the fallibility of people and their inability to reverse and eliminate all that was bad in your life. We expect the priest, rabbi or lover to erase those aspects of your soul that gnaw away and make you miserable. The abuse you have had to endure at the hands of your oppressors is not easily erased from memory and leaves a stain in your psyche. Yet if your recall all the love you’ve had on its own terms and remember it showed up when it felt like it like the song I have mentioned before; ‘The truth arrives when it feels like it!’ So does love and it is unconditional, and tailor made just for you. Count your blessings and accept love on its own terms and you will be happy!

Learning to accept the pandemic on its own terms is difficult since it works surreptitiously and invisibly. We race for a vaccine only to discover that the virus has mutated, transforming itself into another molecular structure. If we understand its genetics, perhaps, we can find a way to reverse its lethal path of destruction once and for all. Yet the nature of a microbe is to survive like the host it preys upon and kills; us. Is it a hidden war that will have collateral damage and a high human cost; yes, perhaps but it may well have to be? There are sacrifices to be made and debts collected. It will be a test of the human character, and it will teach us something important about ourselves. Like Seneca used to say, just to accept whatever comes our way as a gift from Heaven and to learn from its lesson. If not me then who? Why not me and what can I learn from this silent killer?

I have been feeling more tired lately and my age is catching up to me. All my pseudo-macho attempts at prolonging my youthful prowess; the skiing, swimming, cycling and hiking feels dead in the water. There is a growing sense of futility at why I do these things when a simple walk by the creek where I live would suffice. The immortality game is an illusion as much as I like to think otherwise. To stay young at heart is a fine thing but when you see the people you’ve grown up with get older and not all of them gracefully; I wonder if it’s worth pursuing? These days I prefer a video chat with a friend and if I am chatting with a lady it must be a martini, with a male friend a whiskey. The long reflective walks can be delayed until the fog lifts down below.

Yes, and when the fog does finally fade away in this year of the pandemic and all our strength returns in spurts, spats and false starts, we shall gather up our precious loved ones and return to our jobs and a sense of normalcy; and then what? I suspect that all the fissures and foibles of our human personalities will resurface in a new light; a post Covid-19 light. When the obsequious banter dies down and the mousy little bitches that have sucked up to their superiors before Covid-19 (B.C.) will return to their former states and continue to play their roles and collect their pay. Nobody will have noticed that we were in a pandemic as we put it all behind us. The superficial side of our natures will return to explore the discount bins at Walmart, and our eyes will scan the cosmetic section and latest fashion displays of our neighbourhood mall to buy stuff that will guarantee a clear path toward immortality. After all we deserve it for surviving and defeating the lethality of an invisible enemy. We can safely add one more feather to our fedora!

I admit that I sometimes lie and cut corners to get through the day and occasionally grab a fistful of ‘free’ almonds from the bulk bushels at the grocery store to stuff in my mouth, so I don’t feel like a loser. When I do re-enter society, I’m pretty sure the truth will still be lurking in the shadows, ready to pounce on me and destroy my chimeric view of life. In the empty, shallow grin of the reflection in my mirror I will probably continue to look for some sign of a former life, a happier life with young love and hope, instead of an absurd sense that I pursue a fake version of reality that I parade in front of people all day long. To be human is to shake off a false sense of humility and a feigned existence that cheats and pretends to go through the motions at work, in church to show what a great Catholic I am.

In the post-pandemic world, nothing and everything changes. We will see ourselves differently and suspect that the other guy or girl is a carrier of some kind of pathogen, long after the buzz of Covid-19 dies down. I hear all the words of praise each day in the sermons while we are still alive and the eulogies for those of us who are dead. Yet what does a life stand for if it can’t find a meaning that lasts past the grave? This life was given to us by a generous source and must be returned like that tuxedo you rented for a weekend to attend a wedding or a graduation prom. 

The reason I feel weary lately is because I think I try too hard. I get this sense that I need to earn enough air miles to fly to some place in my soul where there is a meaning that is complete and self-sustaining. Perhaps, it was love after all that made me feel so good and feeling good is good enough. Self-pity is not an attractive trait so all I can say is poor me, poor me; pour me another drink to reach a level of inebriation where things are lucid, at least for a while.

If time is such a precious thing, something we shouldn’t waste but keep for ourselves and not give it away for useless causes such as imploring a friend for a small favor and never receiving it; time can be both a curse and a blessing. When under self-isolation or quarantine time seems to slow down and freeze in a slow simmering soup of suspended memories, events or a transparency of nature and things unimaginable before. Each day seems to be strung together in one amorphous chain of undecipherable days, each one indistinguishable from the next in a succession of beating clocks hung across the space you happen to occupy. Tick-tock, tick-tock goes the beating heart and Sunday feels like a Monday or a Saturday, Tuesday felt like it never arrived until Wednesday, and all-day Wednesday you thought it was Thursday. Have you ever awoken from a nap on a Tuesday and thought it was Wednesday or Thursday?

Time or at least our human conception of time which seems to elapse right in front of you, is on its way or you may watch it float past you and fade into an ever-receding past. Yet all of it, the time you spend in killing time doing puzzles or reading the paper, as you prepare for work or go out shopping or meet a friend; is and can only be an illusion that must be filled with your aspirations. The pandemic is filling your time with a certain anxiety, an apprehension of something bad that might come your way; a death of someone close to you, your own death or the experience of surviving this plague and beating the odds.  People are averse to calling this pandemic a plague, why, probably because it conjures up images and paintings of the infamous Bubonic Plague of Europe. 

Although there aren’t dead people being piled up and carted off on wooden wagons dragged by horses, this Covid-19 rages on with its victims being taken to unattended funerals, by army trucks in Italy. Modern plagues crown the victories of ancient ones. Rome and Greece had their share of plagues and in recent history cholera epidemics have scourged certain cities all over the world from the unsanitary practises of its citizens and governments.

It may seem that many sectors of society are slowing down and coming to a painfully screeching halt but that is a mere illusion. People have never been more on the move, and I will tell you why? They are scared shitless by what they’ve been fed by the media, our leaders in government offices and the medical experts that pop out of the woodwork for the first time. These sheep follow the mass hysteria and form those long serpentine line ups at the grocery early on before the rest of us, beleaguered and confused about what resources to store for the long haul, react and head out to hunt and forage. The hoarders are out early in the day wiping out the counters and buying, wait for it; rolls and rolls of toilet paper. They are more concerned with what is coming out of their ass than what is going into their mouth. Once they get their priorities right, they then realize to start cleaning out the shelves of cans of chickpeas, soap and sanitary products, frozen food and more toilet paper of which you can never have enough since it is quite the versatile product. 

They wipe their asses, blot out the over application of make-up before they settle into binge watch Netflix and the arrival of the other three horses of the Apocalypse. In this century’s line they shall include the four stars of the End of Times. The first of course is Covid-19, the second star is the environmental catastrophe of the Greenhouse Effect, the third might be either a rapid succession of sunbursts that fry the planet and the last star of Armageddon is going to be a shortage of toilet paper. People will be seen running hither and thither or if you prefer in simpler terms, running amuck, pillaging and looting and possibly murdering other people for that last sheet of two-ply toilet paper. 

The planet will explode from a final bombardment of meteors as the waters boil, and everything is sizzled to a crisp from the sunbursts, but our anal sphincters will be shiny and clean and ready to perform our last tango on Earth. The sun will implode and slither into a black hole as we all fall into it in suspended animation while staying two meters apart. We are after all sheep that respect common sense and the authorities. It will be the last tango but since we will continue to respect social-distancing, or in this case social-dancing, we will dance alone.

That is unless we can upload our consciousness via the brain, before we expire, onto a USB key and store it until we implant it into someone else’s brain so they can reap our knowledge and wisdom. Some unfortunate soul in the future who has not had the benefit of my colourful life and didn’t have the privileges I had could now have an advantage, in this new uploaded world, despite his or her marginalized conditions of the past. I might sign an agreement with some agency that guarantees that my consciousness will live on in a new soul born sometime in the future.

Imagine some child growing up in miserable conditions with no hope of a decent future start to remember a past life he never had but through the memory of my consciousness which has been downloaded in his brain for a modest price. People can choose to download what they like as freely as they do music or a favourite film or video from YouTube. Well, why not as the post-humanists and transhumanists tell us. This will happen and it is only a matter of time they say. We can pick and choose what experience we want to download into our brain from a store that sells this digital technology the same as picking a certain apple out of the bunch in a grocery store.

It’s too late to get the brain of a Seneca or and Einstein or an Albert Camus. We have only to enjoy their literary works and stand on their shoulders to learn what they knew without having to repeat the life they had. What about that sexy woman you’ve fantasized over and wondered what it might be like to be her and think like her. There might be some new revelations about what it feels like to be a woman when you’ve thought and acted like a man your whole life in a man’s body.

You might wonder where is he going with this line of thinking? Well in a post-pandemic world where most of the humanity is wiped out, those that have uploaded their consciousness before dying, could take up their disrupted life in a new body born into the future. Thus, we would have reached a state of immortality in a succession of lives that proves we can defeat any disaster that attempts to annihilate mankind. This is after all not the end but the beginning of the post-humanist world. We could die as humans must someday die but we would have lived on in a post-human state unlike our corporeal past. What would this new state of existence look like and feel like? Would it be some random person walking around with my conscience or could it be just another video to watch with my consciousness on display for anyone who wanted to know what it was like to be a real human that lived from 1956 to ........?

Suicide doesn’t have to be an option anymore. We could simply have our consciousness downloaded via our brain’s neural activity and stored in the hardware of a USB key or compact disk, your choice. Many people who are tired of the mundane life, the drudgery of a day-to-day existence without hope of any meaning might choose to download and salvage the little bit of dignity they have left for future uploading in some entity or human that has a leg up on life. A lacklustre life would be temporarily interrupted to continue in another corporeal state later. Perhaps you want to come back as a cat, dog or bat, hopefully without the novel coronavirus. I’m sure that a bat that has the coronavirus pathogen wouldn’t be affected by its inhabitation in the host bat.
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