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            There's a rumor of rising damp,something shifting in clay foundations.
    Gillian Clarke 
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Then on a summer night it came to pass,

While the great banquet lay along the hall,

That Galahad would sit down in Merlin’s chair.
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Tennyson

An NHS ophthalmologist has made it clear. The darkness will take me. 

It brought me no comfort when he added that despite losing my vision I could live another two decades. So I ask now hope, nuance, where have you gone? Vanished apparently, hand in hand with gratitude. So much vitriol and pig-headedness. One entitled generation after another intent on the survival of an extreme either-or mindset. I must take action. I know what I’ll do. I’ll find a platform online and craft a new identity for myself. In mask and opaque glasses in front of a microphone, I’ll indulge in endless tantrums and rants, spitting bullets and poison darts, knowing all the while I’m not required to face the subjects of my derision and any consequences related to my so-called objectives and enlightened opinions. 

Nope. I’d rather go sightless day by day in anonymity, wrestling the python of fate.

*
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Today is the two-year anniversary of a phone call that brought the worst kind of news. It was from my brother Kirk. 

I have only two brothers left now, both of them older. When I had three, the oldest one was Carl. I miss him. 

Rolf’s the second oldest. Kirk, more outspoken, must have felt it a duty to phone me from across the Atlantic. What he told me, well, I couldn’t believe it. I kept telling myself it wasn’t happening. Just a nightmare. But Kirk wouldn’t lie. Not to anyone. 

Carl, the oldest of four sons raised by Roberta and Emil, wasn’t supposed to die. It’s not right. Nobody should die. There was a spasm in my rib cage not unlike the one I felt when I learned Emil had died. Now, I hear Kirk fumbling through an explanation, his words echoing. Cancer. We didn’t know. He kept it a secret. He should have told us. Why didn’t he tell us?

Kirk, I still don’t know.

*
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Fairness, where have you gone? Did you ever exist? 

I don’t think so. Yet I storm through cyberspace looking for it. I cast down bolts of vitriol as if I’m an angry god with a right to do so. Again without consequences, shielded behind a screen within a screen inside of a microchip.
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Briefly they abide, these memories and impressions at times a tad hysterical, rendered off the cuff – they’re not only meant as a gift to you, Fellow Sojourner and Kind Reader, but to myself, as well. 

Accept them as a way for us to discover what’s left of any humility I may still possess. 

What do I miss? Thoughtful of you to ask. I’ll start with the subtleties of careful argumentation and a cleverly placed bon mot. 

I miss those individuals attendant to the public sphere who once risked humiliation by showing candid yet genial eccentricity. Those men who wore bow ties, those women in hoop skirts, and those couples who attended a square dance or a church bingo night once a week for the entire four decades of their marriage. 

One of those couples would be my parents, Emil and Roberta. They were elegant square dancers. Jitterbug, and Charleston hoofers too. Who dances now? Even those who go out, do they let their bodies unwrap themselves as they speak their opinions into the faces of strangers chucking toxic salvos meant to belittle them? No, they don’t. We old-timers have watched disco and punk and all these other music fads come and go. Now, digital forms of intelligence will make music. Will write books. Will argue points of law. 

Humans will continue to get weaker and weaker. One doesn’t need both eyes to see it happening. Name one technological innovation, I dare you, that hasn’t reduced humankind’s physical, spiritual and mental capacities. It’s not unlike the enabling practiced by those who claim they care about their alcoholic loved ones. Most don’t choose a car or a phone nowadays. They need them, can’t live without them.

To hide within one’s shell is a sign of insecurity, of course, but how can one do otherwise if home alone all the time? Not alone but online at the screen, on one’s phone doom-scrolling, agitated, irate, flummoxed, unwilling to accept there are others out there who think and see differently, who might not be uninterested in the career-ending repercussions of whatever team wins the latest election into political power. I miss frank, raw, honest courage, to be sure. Based individuals, that’s what the kids call them. They’re labelled immediately and despised. I prefer them. They’re not always right, but they’re sensible, aware, alert, both feet on deck. They appear to comprehend that any ship can sink, and probably will given enough time.
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Objectives, these jottings, this record spontaneously elucidated for posterity. This is what I’m living for now. 

I don’t like waking each morning to hear my inner voice remind me I’m waiting to die. That my best years are behind me and apocalypse is certain. So, I dish up these chronicles, canzonets, recollections, riffs, rants, soundbites, whimsies, flurries, passages, hymns, confessions, madrigals, minuets, chunks of lignum vitae, shards of obsidian glass, flights of memory and spurious cerebral flames in order to keep my mind honed and active. They’re all worth living for and when I’m dishing them up I don’t feel as if I’m waiting. On the contrary, they elevate me and I start to consider what my definitions of mind and memory really are, after all. 

What is consciousness, for example? Do I project out to you or do you seep into me? Is there, indeed, a membrane between us? I don’t think anyone knows. This is why I have abandoned a plan or a schedule to follow. I view my soul not as an object or a solo actor under a spotlight, but as an amorphous gale that in harmony with unseen forces agreed to shape me. It didn’t connect me. I’m detached, one who now seeks any images, or conjures them, that suggest a sense of connectedness. 

This vanishing of cohesion is what I’ve been mourning. It seems we’re residing inside of a weeping fracture. The experimental framework of liberty I’ve come to take for granted is collapsing beyond repair. Perhaps this has always been the case. The conjured images I seek don’t exist, after all, they never have, they’re part of my delusional view of the universe and I’ve failed to keep them real or bring them to life. 

Conversely, perhaps there are not images. Perhaps image is reality, present, always has been, and my faculties of perception have wearied and deteriorated to the extent I can no longer see an image for what it is. 

Again, I must be honest. I possess no inside track, no occult knowledge. I’m fumbling along in the growing darkness and find a liberating sense of release in such an admission.
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When seated, I’m not in Merlin’s chair. Even if such a throne were available, I don’t deem myself worthy of it. 

I’m nobody’s prince, never was, though I preened in my youth as a peacock and gadabout. Those who loved me, such as Roberta and Emil, may have encouraged this behavior, seeking to bolster my confidence, but I wouldn’t dare view them as culpable regarding any negative and less than admirable displays I’ve exhibited throughout various periods of my development. 

I lay no blame on them for my failures either, or my ungrateful reactions to the way they were prone to conscientiously showing me care and affection. It’s too easy to play victim. To say one was wronged or not given a chance. I admire those who’ve conquered difficult odds, who’ve achieved and who stay quiet about it and just carry on with their lives not expecting accolades.

Youth should be dangerous, selfish, sometimes resilient, dynamic, fearless and open. At other times impertinent, snarky and judgmental. Youth is overrated, concupiscent and impetuous. No young people ever see themselves as mortal until one of their own, starting perhaps with a pet, boots the bucket. Until that happens and humility begins to seep in, a young person is willing, rightfully so, to churlishly embrace self-serving moods while expecting if not demanding respect and immortality. Oh, the horror.

Experimentation is not only a path meant for learning. It’s meant to demean, to show conquest, to cry I’m broken by your system and you can’t fix me because I’m the only one who knows how. With youth comes performance energy, an urgent need for certification of some sort. All this, of course, blessedly fades with time and regrets, the endurance of losses and a comprehension of the senseless shapeless haphazard nature of existence. This is perhaps why we learn to tell ourselves God exists. Why religion comforts with its rules and rituals. 

I was for so long a faithless inept turd living without humility or any sense of regret. It’s only now, losing sight, my hair soft, bones crackling, balance questionable as I glance over aching shoulders fearing a cunning pursuer, that I rue past behaviors, my impulsivity and so many poor choices. I wouldn’t be human if I didn’t. 

As I said the other day to my wife, Rhys, “It’s not a stretch to say as children and adolescents we’re all annoying Galahads seeking our grails before time teaches a lesson or two, death dropping its hammer on those we cherish.”

Rhys replied sardonically, “Maybe there’s hope for you yet.” 

Nowadays, I’m what you might call a boring adult; however, I don’t use this word “adult” as a verb. Some of the trendier set tend to as if they know what it means. 

I still don’t. At this juncture, for me to be an adult is to think of myself as one who inhabits a more or less vaguely defined cloak of insufferable responsibility, rather than any comprehended and clearly delimited state of existence on a higher plane. This definition may change, however. It’s fluid. 

I’m less inclined to take risks or trust my ability to bounce back after a fall. I venture outdoors alone to walk a prescribed route, one I know well. I cook for Rhys, who’s ten years younger than I am and still trots off to work each day. I contribute with my pension but try not to spend money unwisely if I can help it. I keep our flat clean. I listen to audio books and music. I pray. Once full blindness comes, I’ll need an assistant, perhaps a live-in homecare provider. No doubt I’ll have to relearn some skills. 
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Nostalgia’s slow indigo vibration. I believe my appetite for the past to be a mild disorder, an obsession and at its worst perhaps an incurable disease. 

In an age that celebrates spectrum disorders, bouts of nostalgia aren’t rare among those like myself of a certain age. Nor are they a problem, per se. The older one is, the more willingly one sinks into the slow indigo. 

Most of the shape-shifting dancers in my nostalgia ballet embody longings in regard to where I fit various installments into my created record. Lots of little fusing swirls, slashes and jots that I’ve stopped trying to link as if they were urges moving toward and between what was and what might have been. I prefer to let them either rise, die or fuse on their own. May they conjoin into a whole, even an imperfect one. Ultimately, this ballet, all my words and images and memories will replace the body that I’m burdened with now. 

There are too many pictures. Too many frames and captured moments. Digital pollution. Blindness is an answer to my prayer that it disappear little by little as I wiggle and scribble and gape like a minnow. As squirrels hoard acorns on the patch of grass below my window. As acorns become trees. God, if you’re out there, please keep letting it all resume.

*
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I’m becoming amorphously at one with aches that have informed my perspectives despite my growing weary of them. All remains elusive. 

I find myself situated farther afield, observing from a distance capricious manifestations of what some label answers and their matching tensions in the making of all heat and cold, the extremes that bind us. 

I can’t name the hour when my latest revelations and insights forced me to accept yet again I’m unfinished, still evolving. There’s an illusory nature to all I believe I know, though I’d never admit it, not even to Rhys with whom I share everything and have done so for the twenty years of our childless marriage. 

A grumbler I may be, but I take pleasure in facing the cruel, curative functions and delights that the status of being-one-under-construction demands. My as-yet-fully-formed status suggests that as an adolescent, I took no pleasure in anything like my current state of being – it was all too solemn – so perhaps adulthood, as such, is not so earnestly vital after all. 

Perhaps adulthood means moving into those rooms within my heart where morning light brings more joy than I’m willing to accept exists. I’m the one who is miserable, not life itself. 

How disproved remain the last of my fading convictions. Awake, dreaming, I’m a filter. I’m party to forms of incomprehensible enlightenment with the dilating of each pupil. This existence is a gift, is it not? What I ask for is clarity, a sense of wisdom. It comes sometimes. As do flashes of optimism when I recall those who once loved me. 

*
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Tell me, Fellow Wanderer Among The Philistines, what does Godliness mean as a thing attained when we are born not out of certainty but rather a myth, a speculation, a question of one God? 

Perhaps there are many gods. Isn’t this mystery, this lack of knowing, our birthright? Should we not draw comfort from it.

As Nietzsche wrote, we are the ones who killed God. Yet such a patricide would not have been possible if an old gray beard, or many of them, one for each of the natural elements, hadn’t already been alive within us. 

The works of Nietzsche terrify and intimidate. I often don’t understand his ideas, but I relish the experience of reading them. I believe he was more of a religious genius than his reputation as madman suggests. I suggest that I am too. More religious and insane, that is, than one might think of me at first glance. 

I’m hoping these specious stabs at ordering the chaos in my mind, though they may or may not be inspired by Godliness, will help to inspire a keener more self-aware sense of consciousness in you too, Kind Wanderer. For I suspect you’ve come to my text in search of something, have you not? This is what texts, tablets and codes of conduct are for, despite our not knowing or trusting their messages completely. 

Just let us be lost, I say. Let our mistakes act as signal beacons and forms of self-awareness and enlightenment. 

We pursue, all of us, a greater psychic stake. Many of us won’t admit it. If we did, however, we might help ourselves define the now and a perturbing you-and-me that overwhelms the way we stare at indentations and signs of damage, say, in our flesh, our pillows and, in my case, what I see on foot in town each day. 

Wanderer, you’ve a yearning, as I do. I seem to attract your sort. 

Dreamers, that’s what we are. We’ve got the steely nerves for it and we’ll provide sanchismos to help our Don Quixote get closer to windmills. 

We want a message, a totem, forms of solace to lead us. We want to be found.

*
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Old worn objects made of wood appeal because they’re smooth between the fingers and marred in ways by time’s nibbling brutalities. They’ve an artfulness to their time-rendered imperfections. 

I look for these signets of damages inflicted while I’m out on the public pathways each day. I seek to approach them with the concept of respecting wabi-sabi, as the venerated Japanese tradition dictates. 

I try to approach people in the same way, each of them struggling to maintain a veneer despite their warped faces, their scars, bruises and boils. I like to take pause now and again in order to reset. This helps when I’m looking at anything that could be deemed either ugly or beautiful or both. In these reflective moments, I remember that we abide by notions one starts and ends with rushing about to arrive at what one’s already been and can remember and has chosen not to believe. 

I ask this: are we not each derived from gravity, fused to the sleet of our father’s longing and our mother’s calm? 

I posit this query because I suspect you, Wanderer, don’t have a reply. None of us do. What we have and can rely on are old abrasions and wounds healed over by new ones. It’s neither categories nor accomplishments but rather scar tissue that defines us. 
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The ghosts of Emil and Roberta visit me at the most unexpected of times, jarring my solitude and sweetening it, as well, whenever I close my eyes and see myself as a boy watching them opening curtains together in the largest room of the house where I spent my childhood. They became so silent in that room, as if they were in church, pensive ruminative expressions settling over their faces as they absorbed a pre-dawn light. 

Roberta’s eyes, especially, would gleam. They were onyx pin-pricks, glossy, set too close together to suggest the boldness of an inquisitive rodent. They looked out of place set into Roberta’s fleshy mien and her rather large muscular body so often fueled by a fondness for cakes and puddings. 

As a toddler I’d swoon with her during pious interludes and imagine stars that would one day guide my sailing ships as a grown-up, me the bearded adventurer, a Marco Polo, a Shackleton, a Byrd, a Vasco De Gama, a Jack London character stoking a fire at his encampment in a valley embraced by ice-blue tors and trails too dangerous to trek by night.

I would ask Roberta: What is this sum that trickles through my senses? Where is, indeed, this sense of unity I once counted on? 

She would never answer. Her way of teaching was to suggest in silence that she didn’t know. I was supposed to interpret this silence to mean I must find out for myself. 

Have I been in decline perpetually and am I only now waking up to notice? What is this absence in me? I think my questions reasonable. I think them absurd, too, since part of me believes I should have and probably answered them long ago. 

I hear birds, but mostly I hear silence. It’s louder and less trustworthy than thunder. 

I think of Roberta, of my loved ones. They haven’t died, though maybe they’ve left all my rooms. How they inhabit me as I continue to walk the forested park near my flat to visit the local train station, pausing now and then to wait and wilt and quiver upright in the wind. Childhood feels so very far away.
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My friend’s daughter, just a sprite but oh so adorable and piquant in her clever posh ruddy-nosed fashion, asked me the other day what is comeuppance. Not just the word’s meaning, but its application, an understanding of it as a concept. 

I deemed this a reasonable question, calling it a slightly musty word these days. I told that lass to just look in the mirror. 

“Let it find you,” I said. “I think it will because it’s what balances us in the universe. Another word for it might be karma. But they are not the same.”

Now this word karma she knew. Her Daddy had used it a few times.

I repeated my assertion that karma and comeuppance aren’t synonyms, not identical twins and best to think of as cousins. She’d need to live longer to parse the subtle differences between them. I was happy to see she understood me, generally, though I didn’t tell her I thought neither word expressed punishment or reward. 

I did say this, however. “Many times, these words stand for merely what happens. Not out of any action or moral equivalency or alleged propriety in the behavior of the universe, but for no good reason at all.”

This, of course, left her more confounded than she’d been to begin with. Good, I thought. As a geezer, I’d done my job. The young shouldn’t be lied to. They should be encouraged to understand how frightfully difficult it’s all going to be. 

Consider those wonderful tales of Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, for example. The amount of cruelty they offer is a way to define the ghastly cretins we humans are. Honesty is prudence. Losses are what we earn. Nobody gets only what they deserve. 

My friend, a shrewd loving father, knows this. He took his slightly bewildered daughter under his arm and with a loving squeeze told her not to worry. He said to her that comeuppance and karma, once we understand them, keep us from behaving in the same ways over and again, because if we don’t change our behavior, we’ll continue to injure ourselves and others. 

“It’s because we can be such prats,” he added. “We think we’re sly, but we’re not.”

I couldn’t have said it better. I don’t even know why she asked me, of all people. Maybe she doesn’t always trust her Daddy. This is typical, nothing new. Or maybe she thought I’d provide a more pat and digestible answer. 

My friend is the type of man who should be a father; he’s stern but kindly, tolerant but abstemious when it comes to permissions. In a moment of unguarded generosity he probably told her that I was more intelligent than he is. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

If anything, I’m one who acts on instinct alone. Wolfish, you might say. My friend is less cunning and stoic, more cerebral, a leaping frog who sings now and then.  I never sing. This might be why we get on so well.
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If people are bound to each other, especially if they’re Christian (I wouldn’t dare speak for any other religious believers), it’s not only by the guilt of accepting original sin and the fall, but it’s also by adhering to a lexicon shaped from the raw clay of their disappointments, expectations and achievements. 

It’s not our reaching for the spiritual that divides us. It’s the dogma, the rules, the petty rites and shamanic chants, the demands religious institutions and practices place on us. 

I think those Christians – and I include all the branches in this – who really believe, no matter which branch, come to understand that we’re formed not by what’s known, stolen or unpredictable, but by what we’ve been given by mere serendipity. We come to know who we are by measurements against who we’ve injured, what we’ve damaged, all of it occurring
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