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Where do I start?
What's a blind man doing writing books? Well, it worked for Homer, so I thought I
would give it a go. (That's the Greek poet, Homer, not the US cartoon character, just
in case you were wondering). If Homer could do it without the aid of modern
technology, surely I could do it. In case you are already worrying, this is not a Greek
epic like the Iliad, it's intended to be more of a comic tragedy and there are, as far as
I can recall, no Greeks involved, blind or otherwise. This is a short, personal account
of some of the adventures that have befallen me since I lost my eyesight. I hope it
makes you laugh. I also hope that it makes you think.
Anyway, blind or not, I've always enjoyed writing. Ideas pop into my head
from who knows where and once they are there they cannot be unthought, so they nag
away at me. Sometimes they go away after a while, just like a virus, but sometimes
they stay in my mind, pestering me, jumping up and down, waving at me. "I'm here!"
they cry. "You'd better do something about me."
So I try to work on them, to make a story out of them. A few develop so far
that I take the plunge and sit down at the keyboard to try to write about them. Most of
those end up being, quite frankly, rubbish. Turning ideas into stories that people will
enjoy reading is not always easy. One great idea I had years ago has ended up on my
computer, unread by anyone else because the damn thing turned into a pantomime
farce rather than the comedic novel it was supposed to be. It made me realise that
people who write good comedy have a very special talent. A talent that, sadly, seems
to have passed me by.
So I turned to writing about what I know best and I had more success at that.
My first published novel, "In the Shadow of the Wall", was very well received and,
while it may not be a work of great literature, is still something I am very proud of.
Note the dangling preposition at the end of that sentence. It is written in a way
that my old English teachers would have marked me down for (oops, there's another
one) because, of course, the book is "something of which I am very proud", not
"something I am very proud of". However, these days I side with Winston Churchill
who declared that this particular rule of grammar was a convention up with which he
would not put. The book is something I am proud of. So there.
I digress. Sorry, you may have to get used to that. It was during the course of
writing that story that my eyesight began to deteriorate very rapidly. I had always
known it was likely to happen. My condition, Retinitis Pigmentosa, often referred to
as "Ret Pig" or simply, "R. P." is also called, rather erroneously, "Tunnel Vision". The
first signs were diagnosed by my optician many years ago but was not at all serious,
barely even noticeable. I had it, it would almost certainly get worse at some stage and
there was no cure. Get on with life.
Like so many ailments, R.P. is a hereditary disease. I blame my father. It
comes from a defective gene in his family but, out of eight cousins in my generation,
guess how many inherited it? Yep, that's right. One. I've always been lucky that way.
Still, there was nothing I could do about it and the symptoms were very mild
so I carried on with life. What was the option? I held down a good job, got married
and had a family. As the years passed, R.P. made it difficult to see in the dark and
slightly reduced my peripheral vision, but I still played sports (some of them not very
well, although that had nothing to do with my eyesight, just my sporting ability) and I
led what I suppose would be called a normal life.
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But the doctors and opticians knew their stuff. I got to my late forties and,
wham, things went downhill rapidly. I began to lose my eyesight the way the Banks
lost all that money in 2008. R.P. is so unpredictable and affects its sufferers in so
many different ways that I suppose I was lucky it waited such a long time before
hitting me. It had lurked away in the background, biding its time but when it struck, it
was like some dinosaur out of Jurassic Park, leaping at me from ambush and
devouring my vision.
A few years have passed since then and adjusting to life has brought some new
experiences. Some of them are funny. Some were painful (literally, not in any
emotional or figurative sense). Friends and family kept saying, "You should write a
book."
I replied, "I have. It's called, In the Shadow of the Wall. You should try
reading it."
"No," they insisted. "A book about all the things that have happened to you
since you lost your eyesight. Those stories are so funny."
Great, I think. I have found a new role in life. Someone that people can laugh
at. I wanted to write comedy, not be it.
But they were right. I don't claim to be an expert on coping with disability. All
I can do is tell my own story and hope that people will understand it. Oh yes, they will
probably laugh at me as well, but that is OK. I am used to it now.
So the decision has been made. I must write things down. But where do I start? There
are so many aspects, so many things to cover, that my thoughts are all jumbled up as I
sit typing this out on my special RNIB large font keyboard and hoping that the letters
appear on the screen as something recognisable. I should confess that anyone editing
my typing struggles with some of the output I produce but, to mis-quote the late, great
Eric Morecambe, "I am pressing all the right keys, but not necessarily in the right
order."
Qjsy s ftwsy nzb.
So here I am, waiting for inspiration. I suppose I will just have to hit the keys
and see what comes out, the written equivalent of opening your mouth and letting
your belly rumble. If you can bear to put up with my ramblings, read on. You should,
though, be warned. I am now at the stage of life where, as the memorable quote from
someone whose name completely escapes me says, my broad mind and my thin waist
have changed places. What follows may well include some ranting. So, now that those
of a sensitive disposition have put this down, let's see where the keyboard takes us.

Coping with the Onset
Some people have said to me that I am lucky because, although I am certainly not
wealthy, I am comfortably well off. I have to admit that is true but I had to work
damned hard to achieve it. However, now is time for the first confession.
I worked for a Bank.
There. I've said it. Or, at least, written it.
In my defence, I would point out that banking used to be a respected
profession and I like to think that I and the people I worked with upheld that tradition.
It was hard work, often involving working days that lasted twelve hours or longer.
Demands for instant responses were an everyday occurrence. But it paid the bills, I
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quite liked it (as work goes) and I liked the people I was working with. Well, most of
them, anyway. If any of my former colleagues are reading this then, yes, of course
you were one of the people I liked.
When my eyes really started to go downhill, I have to say that my work
colleagues were magnificent. They helped in any way they could, made allowances
for me and set up arrangements to help me travel to and from work outside the manic
Edinburgh rush hour. Without that help, I would have been forced to give up work
much sooner than I eventually did. As it was, I still somehow felt I was not pulling
my weight. (And readers should know that I have a fair bit of weight to pull).
But here's the nub of the problem. and it is one that anyone suffering a
disability has to come to terms with. It is acceptance of the facts.
I've always been quite strong-minded. OK, some would call me stubborn. All
right, everyone calls me stubborn. I did not want to let losing my eyesight change my
life. I wanted to be normal. Unfortunately, there are some things you can do nothing
about. However much I tried to cope with it, I kept bumping into things, either
knocking them over or injuring myself depending on what it was I had walked into.
When it started to get really bad I eventually went to my GP and admitted that I
thought I should have a test to see whether I qualified as being partially sighted. It
was something he had mentioned before and I had dismissed because, quite frankly, I
didn't think there was much point in it. However, he referred me down to the hospital
and, after the usual wait of several weeks, I received a small card notifying me that I
had an appointment to see a specialist at the local eye clinic.
I hate these appointments. When the R.P. was first diagnosed, I was often
called up to the hospital for checks. I stopped going after a while because, although I
saw a different doctor every time, the diagnosis was always the same. "You've got
R.P. It's very mild but it is there and it will probably get worse at some time in the
future. Oh, and there is no cure."
As if it was not bad enough sitting around for three hours to be told what I
already knew, there is another ritual that is always observed at these appointments
which turns them into a horrible experience. Invariably, the nurses put drops in your
eyes. For one thing, they sting like . . . well, like something that stings your eyes.
Your pupils dilate, which means that bright lights give you a headache and you can't
focus on anything, so reading is pretty much out of the question. Oh, and did I
mention that most eye clinics have bright lights on the ceiling?
"It will wear off in a couple of hours," they tell you, all happy and cheery as
they squirt the bitter liquid into your eyes. "Don't make such a fuss." Then they leave
you alone to allow the poison to work while they go off to torture the next victim.
Sorry, I mean patient.
A couple of hours? Bollocks. Either they have never had it done to them or
they have a policy of telling you what they think you want to hear. Believe me, it
takes at least eight hours to wear off completely. Once or twice I tried to go back to
work in the afternoon after these drops had been put in my eyes. I ended up with
terrible headaches and feeling so sick I could hardly eat. The only way to handle them
is to go home, lie down and shut your eyes.
You'll understand why I wasn't really looking forward to this latest
appointment but this day was different. It must have been near lunchtime because no
nurses were around. Or perhaps they had so many other victims they did not have
time for me. Whatever the reason, the consultant called me in, sat me down in front of
some strange contraption that looked suspiciously like a medieval torture implement
and said, "Let's have a look then."
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"I haven't had the eye drops," I told him. Should have kept your mouth shut, I
thought to myself. He'll shove acid in your eyes at the slightest opportunity.
"It doesn't matter," he quipped. "Let's have a look anyway."
My hero.
So I sat there, chin resting on a small plate, staring into bright lights that
completely dazzled me.
"Look up."
I rolled my eyes to look upwards.
"Look down."
Down I looked.
"Look left."
My eyes rotated to my left. I presumed he could see something inside my
eyeballs but he gave nothing away.
"Look right," he said.
"I wasn't sure whether it was bad enough to qualify," I said to him, thinking to
myself, how bad does it have to be before you are officially classed as partially
sighted? Will I be entitled to a white stick?
"Oh yes. You certainly qualify," he said. "We'll get a certificate sent to the
Council so you can be put on the register. They'll be in touch soon."
So that was it. I was grateful that he did not bother telling me there is no cure.
There was not much more to be said. I left the clinic and went home to tell my wife
that I was going to be registered as partially sighted. I would get a certificate to prove
what I already knew. It was all a bit of an anti-climax but at least I didn't get the
dreaded drops in my eyes.
A few days later the certificate duly arrived in the post. I opened it feeling
more curious than anything else. What do these things look like?
That was when I found out.
"This is to certify that Gordon Anthony is Registered Blind".
I stared at it. "That's not right," I said. "I can still see. It must be a mistake."
The social worker who came to the house a few days after that assured me it
was no mistake. That was my first surprise. The vast majority of people who are
registered blind can still see something. Partial sight means you can actually see quite
a lot (relatively speaking). Apparently I couldn't see much at all.
At the time, this registration was good news for me. I qualified for some
benefits, I got free bus and train travel anywhere in Scotland and I could still see (a
bit). Whoopee!
That state of affairs lasted a few months. It seemed a long time while it was
happening but R.P. is inexorable once it gets a hold and soon I was seeing less and
less, struggling to read and really struggling to find my way around.
Acceptance.
There is no point denying a disability. Many people grow angry at the thought
of being defined by disability. "He's in a wheelchair," or, "He's blind."
No, I thought, I am me. I am not just a blind man. I can still speak, I can still
think. What is the point of a white stick? I don't want to get one and become
dependent on it. I was, you see, in stubborn mode but my wife pointed out that if I had
broken my leg I would quite happily use crutches to get around while I was in plaster.
"What's wrong with using a white stick?" she asked.
As usual, she was right. I got the white stick. I accepted that I could not see as
much as most people and there was no point in trying to hide it. It didn't make life any
easier except inside my own head, but I felt a sense of relief that I did not have to
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make excuses if I bumped into someone or something. The trick is not to deny it but
also to understand that you can adjust. Once you get over that hurdle, the biggest
problem is other people's attitudes, so let us move on to how to deal with them.
Oh, and by the way, I am now almost completely dependent on my white
stick. I feel lost without it. Even walking to the end of the driveway I feel that I need
to have it with me. Does that mean that I am a weak-minded fool? Perhaps. But not
any more than people who wear specs and can't read without wearing them. The stick
is a necessary aid, that's all.

Hell is Other People
There are all sorts of people in the world. I will never meet most of them and of those
I do meet, I can live without meeting many of them again. "Oh," I hear you cry, "that
wasn't nice."
No, it probably wasn't, but when you are disabled you only ever remember the
difficult things and the difficult people. It's a bit like getting stuck in the slowest
queue at the supermarket checkouts. Everyone thinks it always happens to them when,
logically, it can't. It stands to reason that some people must be in the fastest queue but
nobody ever remembers when that happens. Only the slow queues count in the
memory. Dealing with other people when you are blind is the same; unless you work
at forgetting them, only the problems remain in the memory. But then, how can you
deliberately forget something?
I am constantly told by friends and family that other people get out of my way
when they see me coming along the street, brandishing my white stick. I will have to
take their word for it because I can't see that. All I see, or hear, or, more usually, feel,
are the ones who collide with me.
Many people have a strange view of disability. I was at a football match
recently where one of our party of visually impaired fans went to the toilets at half
time. Or rather, he tried to. A steward stopped him, telling him that the tunnel he was
going down was reserved for disabled people.
"I am disabled," he said.
The steward, resplendent in his orange vest and with the full weight of the
football authorities behind him, replied, "You don't look disabled. Where is your
wheelchair?"
Nice one. Caring, understanding and supportive, just as you would expect
from someone who is trained to deal with the public.
Sadly, the understanding of what counts as a disability is improving only
slowly. The other problem is that even if you do look disabled or have some visible
symbol, like a white stick for example, some people just don't seem to make
allowances. Not that I am looking for special treatment as a matter of course, but a bit
of understanding would be nice. For example, I was crossing a road once, at a
junction that was controlled by traffic lights but, for some reason known only to
Edinburgh Council, had no pedestrian lights. To get across, you have to try to judge
when the changing lights will delay the cars long enough for you to hurry to the other
side. I admit that I was a bit slow but walking quickly when you can't see what is in
front of you is not easy. So there I was, white stick in hand, more than half way across
but obviously not quick enough to reach the pavement before the lights changed.
Immediately, the driver of the first car in the queue leaned on his horn and
began shouting at me to get a bleeping move on. What a nice man, I thought as I
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studiously ignored him. Needless to say, I slowed down for the last part of the
crossing. Stubborn, you see.
We all know that a certain aggressive tendency shows itself in people the
minute they get behind the wheel of a car but pedestrians are, sadly, just as bad. In my
experience, the aggressive tendency is always there, it just manifests itself more on
the road.
I once crossed paths with a woman who was in a hurry and whose route met
mine at a junction in the mall. As you can guess, she walked into my stick as she tried
to dash past me. It got tangled in her legs, nearly sending her sprawling. Somehow,
she retained her balance and avoided going her length on the ground. She hurried on,
leaving her plaintive cry of, "For f***'s sake!" ringing in my ears.
"Are you OK?" I asked, as if I had walked into her. Well maybe I had, but she
was the one with the eyes that work. As far as I was concerned, she had come out of
nowhere and the first warning I got was the jarring impact on the stick. Still, she was
the one who had nearly fallen and she might have been hurt, so I thought I should try
to be considerate. I would have been better saving my breath. My question was
ignored and she stormed off, still intent on completing whatever urgent mission she
was on and still swearing loudly.
Well, f*** you, too, I thought.
If there is any lesson to be learned from examples like these it is that you have
to put up with other people's attitudes. Losing the head at them won't help. It is not
always easy to remain calm, but these days I tend to apologise first, as if the collision
was my fault, even though I am usually pretty sure it wasn't. Having said that, some
folk seem to think that it is my fault for being blind, so I am in the wrong for daring to
try to go out in public. What can you do against that sort of attitude? Grin and bear it.
In fact, it is my wife who gets more annoyed at people. When we are out
together and I am holding on to her arm for guidance, we try to avoid crowds but
sometimes it is inevitable and at other times I just think, "Sod it, I am going to the
shops anyway." At times like these, my wife ends up fuming as people constantly step
in front of us, or stand in shop doorways having a conversation, refusing to move to
let us pass. I think that my white stick must have some sort of special magical quality
which generates an invisibility field so that not only can I not see other people but
nobody else can see me either.
The white stick certainly makes people think I cannot hear them. Once or
twice when I have been feeling particularly brave, I have muttered, "I can't see but I
can still hear," just loud enough for other people to know that I have heard them
swearing about having to move to let me past.
Most times, though, I try to avoid crowds and if I do come across people
creating an obstacle, I hardly ever ask them to move. I made that mistake once. It was
in a supermarket where I was trying to get down an aisle which was completely
blocked by two women, each with a heavily laden trolley. I say completely blocked
but, to be fair, a four year old child might have been able to squeeze past them. A very
thin four year old, anyway. There was certainly no room for a middle aged,
overweight man like me, especially not with my shopping basket in one hand and
white stick in the other.
"Excuse me, please," I said, trying not to interrupt their conversation which
seemed to be about the misdemeanours of some mutual acquaintance. Something
about her husband coming home at an inopportune moment. Riveting stuff, I'm sure. I
might have stood there listening in if I hadn't been anxious to finish my shopping and
get home for lunch.
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The conversation continued without a break, although they did shuffle slightly
to one side. Now an anorexic six year old might have made it through.
"Excuse me, please," I repeated, waving the white stick a little to show I
needed a bit more leeway than they were allowing and that they might get a rap on the
legs if they did not move aside.
Big mistake on my part.
They did eventually move but I got an earful of abuse as I passed. Clearly the
white stick had worked its magic, making them think that I was deaf as well as blind.
This time, I chickened out and pretended I was.
Nowadays, if a supermarket aisle is blocked, I just turn around and find
another one. It saves any trouble and keeps me slightly fitter by making me walk
further. Of course, I often have to go home without half the stuff I intended to buy,
but I view that as the supermarket's problem. If they really wanted my custom, they'd
keep other people out when I am in the shop.
Time now for some sweeping generalisations. There are, I am sure, many people who
are exceptions to each statement I am about to make, but in my experience the people
who seem to have the least regard for disabilities do tend to fall into certain broad
categories.
First off, teenagers, especially the girls. This is, I suppose, understandable as
most of them have no concept of disability. They usually stream through the shopping
malls in groups of up to eight or nine, and never fewer than three, with their mouths
constantly working and all other senses shut down. I am fairly certain that none of
them ever hears what any of the others have said, so surely they must realise that none
of the others are listening to what they are saying themselves. That does not deter
them, though. Oblivious to everything around them, they march on in a gaggle and
woe betide anyone who does not get out of their way.
People like me, for instance.
Fortunately, I can usually hear them coming but sometimes the sound of their
babbling is muted by the background noise of other people talking, small kids
screaming and the thumping beat of absurdly loud pop music billowing out from the
open-fronted shops. When that happens, collisions are inevitable because one thing is
for sure; they aren't going to move out of my way.
On the plus side, bumping into teenage girls is not always unpleasant.
As women grow older, they do become a lot more considerate. By the time
they get to their forties, they are usually the most considerate group of people, often
helpful, almost always polite. Unfortunately, they continue to change and gradually
transform into the worst offenders of the lot.
It is not quite like Monty Python's "Hell's Grannies" but it is not far off it.
Little old ladies refuse to move for anyone. They come towards me with expressions
that say, "Out of my way, sonny. You may have a white stick but I've got a handbag
and I'm not afraid to use it."
Be warned. Don't mess with these people.
So much for the gentler sex. Men have a slightly different profile, more linear
than that of women. Teenage boys are much the same as their female counterparts
except that it is much more painful when you collide with them and not nearly as
much fun. Unfortunately, this teenage stage seems to last a lot longer in men and
many of them retain their attitude until they are much, much older. It is only by the
time they get to their sixties that they transform, becoming the most considerate of
people. My theory is that is probably because by that time their own bodies have
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started to develop aches and pains or more serious ailments and they can empathise
more with other people's difficulties.
These attitudes persist despite the wave of political correctness that has swept
the western world in recent years. As an aside, it is worth mentioning that, officially, I
suffer from profound visual impairment and acute residual pain following a lower
limb thrombosis. I find that it is much easier to describe myself as a blind cripple.
While this description startles some people, it does let them know that they do not
have to worry about addressing me in a politically correct manner, although people
working in some professions will always use the more formal terminology. One social
worker who came to see me assured me that I was not blind. My hopes were raised for
a moment when I thought he was about to announce some miracle cure that the
medical profession had overlooked. However, these hopes were quickly dashed when
he went on to solemnly, and almost apologetically, inform me that I was profoundly
visually impaired. Same difference.
It must be said, though, that attitudes towards people with a disability are less
overtly hostile as a result of the P.C. movement. However, it seems that political
correctness has yet to make much impact in other parts of the world and I have often
found that some visitors to the UK are less than sympathetic towards my attempts to
get around as a normal member of society. When I first came across this, I worried
that I was being overly xenophobic, but I have since learned that, in some cultures,
people with disabilities are often stigmatised and although most governments
throughout the world are now making laudable attempts to pass laws to prevent any
discrimination, ingrained social mores and customs cannot be swept away overnight.
This has actually made me realise how fortunate I am that I live in the UK.
Disabilities are not confined to Western Europeans. In fact, as a result of poverty and
inadequate facilities, developing countries often have a much higher percentage of
population who suffer some form of disability. I can only shudder at the thought of
what it must be like to live in a society where having a disability is viewed as being
divine punishment for some sin, or as indicating that the sufferer is in some way subnormal and should be shunned. These attitudes will change in time, but they are still
prevalent in some societies.
In practical terms, this does present some difficulties when I encounter people
who come from outside Western Europe or the USA. Obviously, not every person
from outside Western Europe holds these views but, as usual when you are blind, you
only ever notice the problems. These can be exacerbated because overseas visitors
tend to go around in crowds and any crowd has a tendency towards looking after its
own members rather than paying much attention to anyone else.
Of course, none of them are as bad as little old ladies, but they come close. I
could give numerous examples but the ones that stick in my mind most are my early
morning encounters with a group of foreign students.
When travelling to work, I used to get off the early morning train at
Haymarket Station in Edinburgh. I always went in early to avoid the rush hour
because, whatever their sex, age, religious beliefs or ethnic background, anyone in the
rush hour is inclined to barge you out of the way. I had been physically knocked over
three times when walking at rush hour so I decided to travel to work early to avoid
presenting such an easy target. This tactic generally worked well but there was a
period of a few weeks one summer when my arrival in Edinburgh coincided nicely
with the time that a group of twenty or so foreign students were heading into the
station. I don't know where they were from; Indonesia or south-east Asia or some
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place like that, but it does not matter. What matters is that they were going towards
the station while I was coming away from it.
If you know Haymarket Station, you'll know that the pavement leading away
from the doors narrows just where the Starbucks coffee shop is. Sod's Law dictates
that I would reach that narrow point just as the first of the students would come at a
brisk walk in the opposite direction. Well, on the first day I decided to bluff it out and
try to walk through them, white stick in hand. It was not a pleasant experience, not
even with the female students. Suffice to say that the buffeting and jostling I received
as they elbowed their way past me was enough to put me off trying that ever again. I
ended up being pushed onto the road with a number 27 bus bearing down on me.
For the next few weeks, I reached the narrow pavement and I stopped,
stepping back to let them pass. From the expressions on their faces, I think my white
stick's invisibility spell was working again because not one of them ever did so much
as glance at me while I stood there, patiently waiting for them to pass. They did not
even give me a look of triumph. There was just complete indifference.
It wasn't enough to make me want to join the BNP because even in my most
irate rantings about other people, I am not that extreme, but it does make me wary
whenever I hear a foreign language being spoken.
Now the apology. I dare say that some of the people reading this may be from
outside western Europe. There is a fairly good chance that some of you will be men or
women. If I was a gambling man I'd put money on that. I expect that you may be
sitting there, seething with indignation, thinking, "I'm not like that!"
I am sure you are not. But if you are reading this in a public place like a train,
an office, a park bench or an airport, take a look around at everyone else. Go on, do it
now.
See what I mean? You are not like that, but they are.

Do You Need Any Help?
There is a scene in Mel Brooks' film, Blazing Saddles where the Waco Kid, waking
up with a severe hangover, is asked this question as he hangs upside down from the
top bunk of his prison cell. His answer is, "Oh, all I can get."
Sometimes, quite often in fact, when you have a disability, that's the answer
you want to give when some well meaning soul asks, "Can I help you?"
A word of caution. Beware of well-intentioned people.
If you are blind, the first problem is that you are never actually sure whether
they have asked you or are, in fact, speaking to somebody else. I know from personal
experience how embarrassing it is to answer, "Yes, please," only to be told, "Ah
wisnae talkin' tae you, ya bam."
"Sorry, pal. My mistake."
But even if you get over that hurdle, there could be worse to follow. Helpers
are always well-meaning but often create more problems than they try to solve. It is
amazing how many people cannot tell left from right. It is no wonder there are so
many accidents on the roads. The mere fact that they are giving directions seems to
confuse people's own internal sense of direction. I have lost count of the number of
times I have been told, "Just turn left here," only to get an apologetic, "Sorry, I meant
turn right," after I have smashed into a wall or a chair or some other obstacle. The
follow up explanation, "I always get that wrong," does not help. If you always direct
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people into walls, either stop trying to help, or learn your left from your right, you
muppet.
Sorry, I switched into rant mode again just there. I did warn you. Still, it is
hard to get angry with people when they are trying to help but the frustration doesn't
go away just because you smile and tell them, "It's OK, I am always banging into
things and getting bruises. Another one won't hurt." Not much.
Bumps and bruises are not the only danger, though. Well-intentioned helpers
can create other problems. Anyone with visual impairment will tell you that knowing
exactly where you are is essential to help navigate your way around. If you stop
concentrating even for a few seconds, you can lose your sense of where you are, take
a wrong step and end up lost.
I once ended up behind the butcher's counter at my local supermarket because
I took a wrong turn. A lady in a white coat and striped apron politely told me I should
not be there and guided me back to the correct side of the counter. My eyes may be
bad but they quickly fastened onto the massive meat cleaver she was holding. I hope it
was because she worked on the butchers' counter, but you never know, so the sight
certainly helped speed me on my way.
Another time, I got lost in my own street. I kid you not.
It was a dark winter evening. I had been working late and got off the train
around eight o'clock. My wife was out somewhere that evening so I was supposed to
phone a taxi but there was a big queue, my house was only a mile away and I knew
the path well, having trudged up and down it nearly every day for twenty years in the
days when I could see. Armed with my new, long, white stick with its roller tip, I
decided to see if I could find my way home on my own.
I really could not see much at all. The occasional dull orange glow of a street
lamp, the headlights of a car whizzing past on the road above the footpath, and the
dark shadows of trees that lined the path. No problem, I thought. I have been on the
training course. I know how to use the stick to keep me on the path and I know
exactly where I am going.
It worked.
I took my time, feeling my way with the stick, and I found all the junctions
easily enough. It took me a while, but I reached the end of my street without a single
mishap. I even managed to avoid walking into the overhanging branch that usually
slapped me in the face as I rounded a particular corner on the footpath.
But, as we all know, pride comes before a fall. I got half way down the street
and then it happened.
I stopped concentrating.
I may have been distracted by wondering what was for tea, or maybe I was
just rehearsing how to tell my wife that there was no need for taxis because I could
find my way home on my own. I was, as the saying goes, fair chuffed with myself. So
chuffed, in fact, that I completely lost my bearings and could not tell where I was.
I stopped, utterly confused. I looked all around. There were lights, there were
the dark bulks of houses with square patches of light to show the back-lit, curtained
windows but I had no idea which house was which and certainly not a clue where my
own home was. What a plonker.
I stumbled around for quite a while, convinced that I would find my bearings
or bump into some familiar landmark but no, it was not to be. I hit a couple of
lampposts, walked into a parked car and I am pretty sure I trampled on someone's
shrubs in the border of their garden but I still could not figure out where I was. I was
no more than fifty yards from home but I was utterly and completely lost.
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Modern technology saved the day. I eventually dug my mobile phone out of
my jacket, felt for the correct button on the keypad and pressed the speed dial number
for home.
My daughter answered. "Where are you?" she asked when I explained that I
needed help getting home.
"In the street somewhere," I replied confidently, although by this time I wasn't
even sure of that.
I still don't know where I was. My daughter came out, found me and led me
back to the house, laughing all the way in that caring, supportive way my family tend
to react to my escapades. That did not bother me, though. There was only one thought
on my mind. "Don't tell your mum," I said.
You see, the simplest thing can be a problem. As another example, I visited our local
hospital some time ago. I got in OK but a problem arose on the way out. They had
installed new, large revolving doors, the kind that you walk into and that keeps
moving all the time, so you have to keep going at the speed of the door. Tricky stuff,
but I got into the doors OK.
And I stayed in.
I tapped the edge of the circular walls with my stick but the doors must have
had a re-curved lip because I never found the exit. Round and round I went. Once,
twice, three times. I plodded on, using the tactic of hitting the bottom of the walls
harder and harder with my stick in the hope that some sort of gap would magically
appear. Or maybe a security guard would come to see who was vandalising their
lovely new doors.
I was getting dizzy by this time. Fortunately, as I was starting my fourth
circuit a couple of ladies got into the doors. "Are you all right?" one of them asked.
"No, I'm trying to get out but there doesn't seem to be an exit to these doors."
To their credit, they didn't laugh as they showed me the way out. At least, they
didn't laugh while I was in earshot.
These tales show, I hope, that knowing where you are is essential and that
there are occasions when you must accept help. If you want to do things for yourself,
you can't afford to relax for a second or disaster will strike. Even worse,
embarrassment and humiliation will strike. But that is the other important thing. After
mishaps like these, I am now way past embarrassment. If you are blind, you just have
to accept that things will happen to you that other people will laugh at. It is better to
laugh with them. Better yet, get a friend to follow you with a video camera and send
the films of your accidents to You've Been Framed. That way you'll earn a bit of cash
to compensate for the accidents. You could end up rich.
Well, I have wandered off the subject of helpers but that is the way of reminiscing.
One more story will show the dangers of accepting help and also show why you need
to laugh if you wish to avoid becoming a gibbering wreck.
It was a routine train journey, the type I have made many times before, back in
the days when I could see. I travelled from Dundee to Haymarket where I had to
change trains to get to Livingston where my son would be waiting to collect me.
Haymarket is my preferred station for these changes because, although it is Victorian
and rather dilapidated, it only has five platforms and I know how to find them. There
is only one access corridor with three staircases leading off it to the platforms. It is
easy to navigate around Haymarket, unlike the refurbished Waverley Station which is
a complete nightmare. All the platform numbers at Waverley seem to have been
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changed and there are new stairways and passages that completely confuse me. I
won't be going there without a guide, that's for sure. So, Haymarket for me. As a
bonus, Haymarket actually has live station announcers rather than robotic, preprogrammed messages. More on those later.
So I got to Haymarket and found my way to Platform 4. Scotrail staff are, to
give them their due, usually very helpful indeed. One of the porters, highly visible in
his orange jacket, asked me where I was going.
"Livingston," I replied.
Then he asked the dreaded question. "Do you need any help?"
My normal reaction these days is to say, "No thanks" but the fact is that I often
can't find the doors on trains and I had visions of standing on the platform, thumping
at the side of the train with my stick in a vain search for a way in. So I said, "Just get
me to a door, please."
The train pulled in on time, he grabbed my arm and hauled me across the
platform. "Front or back carriage?" he asked.
"Not fussy," I said. "As long as I know which one I am getting on."
So far, so good but that is where it all started to go wrong. I think a station
announcement must have drowned out my words because he never did tell me which
carriage he had put me on. Or perhaps he did and I just didn't hear him.
I don't know exactly what happened next. I got to a door, stepped up, said
thanks and looked for the internal door into the carriage. The problem was that it was
an older train, with a single door at each end of the coach and, more importantly,
absolutely useless internal lights that give off less illumination than a firefly with
asthma. I wasn't sure which carriage I was in but I thought it was the forward end of
the rear coach, so I turned right. I found the illuminated button to open the door,
which confirmed my guess was correct, pressed it and strode confidently into the
carriage, determined to wallop my stick against the legs of whoever had nicked the
priority seats next to the door.
I didn't hit legs, I hit a problem. More precisely, I hit a wall. "That shouldn't be
there," I thought. "Where are the seats?"
I tapped around with my stick and found a solitary seat. It was a porcelain one
with a lid that lifted up. Damn, I was in the toilet.
By this time the train had left the station and was rocking its way along the
track, making standing upright that little bit more tricky. On the plus side, the room
was so small I didn't think I would be able to fall over without hitting a wall. On the
negative side . . well let's just say there were lots of negatives, the largest of which
was that the door had shut behind me and I could not find the button to open it.
It is at times like these that I try to remember the words of Corporal Jones
from Dad's Army. "Don't panic!" I tell myself. "Don't panic! Stay calm. There must
be a button to open the door."
This is what I try to tell myself but Dad's Army has a strong influence and,
inevitably, the words of Private Fraser were all I could think of. "You're doomed,
laddie. Doomed."
Stop it. Don't panic. Feel for the button. There must be one somewhere.
I ran my hands up and down the door without finding anything. Then I tried
the walls at either side. Hooray! Relief washed over me as I found a switch. I pulled
it.
The toilet flushed.
Back to feeling around. I found the emergency stop handle. Boy, was I
tempted. I resisted, but decided that if I had not managed to find my way out by the
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time the train got to Livingston, I would wait until it had stopped, then pull the
handle. Surely they would find me then?
More fumbling around but there was no sign of any way out. Then the train
stopped at the first station and I heard the outside doors opening. I banged on the
toilet door. Trying not to sound too hysterical, I shouted for help. A woman's voice
replied. "Are you OK?"
"Can you open the door, please?" I begged.
"You want me to open the door?" She sounded hesitant, as if she was
expecting that opening the door would reveal some pervert in a long raincoat who
liked to hang about in railway toilets and leap out at unsuspecting passengers. In
hindsight, I can't say that I blame her. I should have told her I was blind but these
obvious things never occur to you at moments like that. However, she bravely opened
the door and I was free. Life had rarely smelled so good. Well, actually it had,
because the toilet smelled like most train toilets, the rest of the train smelled of oil and
machinery and the lady was pushing a buggy with a small child who smelled of soiled
nappies. But I am not one to quibble.
We had a good laugh about it but I still have no idea how to get out of a train
toilet.

Helping is at Hand
In Treasure Island, Blind Pew is able to find his way with the aid of a simple walking
stick which he taps as he travels around England delivering black spots to errant
pirates. In the TV series Kung Fu, Master Po is blind but can fight off bandits with
ease, using his stick and, no doubt, some well-rehearsed choreography with the stunt
men. For these fictional characters, being blind is little more than a minor
inconvenience. Which is just as well seeing as the only technical aid they have is a
long, and usually quite thick, piece of wood.
Fortunately for us in the modern world, there are countless aids available for
people with visual problems. Health Boards can supply some magnifiers and a lot of
good advice. The RNIB have a wonderful online shop, as well as real shops in some
locations, and sell a lot of great stuff at reasonable prices. Anyone with a visual
problem should spend some time looking through their catalogue or, if necessary get
someone to do that for them. I have bought a watch, a portable electronic magnifier,
several reading lamps, some of which are portable, some with magnifiers attached,
and I have also purchased reading cards which blank out a page of writing and leave a
small gap to highlight the line you are reading.
One gadget I use a lot is a little device which you hang over the side of a cup
or glass and which beeps at you when the liquid gets near the top. The biggest
problem with that, of course, is that I am never very sure whether I am pouring the
liquid into the glass or all over the kitchen worktop, but if I get it in the glass, the
bleeper tells me when to stop pouring. Clever stuff, although I daily expect the
batteries to run out and to realise this only when I am knee deep in fruit juice.
As is so often the case, the best aids tend to be the simplest ones. And it is not
just tangible objects that can help. There are routines that make life easier, too. Little
things can make a huge difference, so I'm going to take a bit of time to look at some
of the things that can help.
The main thing is that the house should be orderly and everything always put
back in the same place. Let me repeat that. Things should ALWAYS be put back in
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the same place. When you are blind, having something move even a few inches from
its usual place can completely throw you. If an object is not where it should be, it may
as well be on the moon for all the chance I have of finding it.
Unfortunately, my family do not seem to be able to grasp this concept too
well. As considerate and helpful as they are in other things, tidiness is not a word that
could truthfully be used to describe their habits.
"Where's the dish towel?" I will call through to the living room.
"On the kitchen bunker," is the reply.
"I can't find it."
"Just feel around. It is there somewhere."
So I feel around. My fingers locate a very sharp knife. Needless to say, I locate
the blade, not the handle. Sucking the blood from my fingers, I move on, using the
other hand to feel for the elusive dishtowel. Instead, I find a plate. A dinner plate with
the leftovers of someone's meal. I don't know what they were eating but the remains
are thick, slimy and sticky. I know this because my hand went right into it.
A bout of swearing brings help. My wife comes in, finds the dish towel lying
on the table at the opposite side of the kitchen to where I was vainly fumbling around.
She throws it at me.
"I couldn't see it," I explain apologetically.
"That's always your excuse," she says.
As excuses go, I thought it was pretty good, but there you go.
Now this is the sort of story that will get me into real domestic trouble so I
must point out that since I stopped work, my wife has taken on just about every
household task. As well as working long hours, she does all the housework and all the
cooking. My main role these days is to sit about and be waited on like some real-life
Homer Simpson. All things considered, she's allowed to get testy sometimes. As long
as she continues to bring me my food and drink, I can put up with that.
This brings me on to some of the other advantages of losing your eyesight. In
the pub there is no way I'm going to reach the bar and be able to carry drinks back to
the table. In a self-service restaurant, I've got very little chance of reaching a table
with all the food still on the tray. These are the times when having a friend or family
member around is invaluable. "I'll have steak and chips, a bottle of Beck's and an ice
cream. Here's the cash. Go fetch it for me."
On one of the few occasions I did go into a pub alone, I had a few problems. I
was supposed to be meeting some friends but, as usual, I was early. It was a Friday
evening, just around 5 pm and the place was filling up. Still, I had been there before
and so I strode confidently in what I knew was the direction to the bar. I found a
wooden shelf in front of me. Bingo, I thought. I stood and waited.
And waited.
And waited.
Someone tapped my arm. It was a slightly drunk and very amused office
worker who had probably gone out for lunch and never quite managed to get back to
the office. "Are you looking for the bar?" he asked me.
"I'm there, aren't I?"
"No mate, that's just a ledge round one of the pillars. The bar's over there."
He showed me the way before going back to join his chuckling friends. At
least I had given them some entertainment.
Once at the bar, things went smoothly. A barmaid got me my drink and led me
to a table. She even carried my drink over for me. Fortunately, my friends arrived
shortly afterwards so I did not have to make a return trip to the bar. Or the ledge.
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Having a sighted guide makes everything a lot less stressful. You get to places faster
and you find things a lot easier. When visiting anywhere new or anywhere busy, a
sighted guide is almost essential. But why, people constantly ask me, do you not get a
guide dog?
OK, I admit that it is amazing how guide dogs can be trained but there are
several reasons I don't want one.
1. I hate dogs.
2. Dogs have teeth. They bite.
3. Dogs are essentially wild animals.
4. Dogs smell and leave hair all over the place (And other things).
5. Dogs have a tendency to attack me.
6. I hate dogs.
There are other reasons, too. Most of all, I need someone with me to help me
find new or unfamiliar places and to read signs and labels. When they can train a
guide dog who can understand instructions like, "Take me to the nearest bookshop."
and who can read signs and labels in shops, then I might consider getting one. Until
then I will give it a miss.
My one experience of interaction with a guide dog rather proves my point. It
was at Haymarket Station again. Most of these things seem to have happened around
there. I had my disabled pass and was trying to get into the station. The guard
helpfully opened the gate for me and I walked forwards, only to find that he had
actually opened it for a blind lady who was coming the other way with her guide dog.
Well, I saw them too late to avoid a collision. The stupid dog just stopped and stood
there, blocking the gate. Unable to give any vocal warning to anyone, it waited
patiently while I clattered into it with my white stick. I suppose the guard could have
warned one of us but he was too busy trying to stifle his laughter as we tried to
disentangle my stick from the dog's harness and my foot from the dog's paws.
That's guide dogs for you. On the whole, I think I'll give them a miss.
OK, I admit that it is unfair to pick on guide dogs. They are superbly trained
and many people could not live without them. On the plus side, that particular dog
didn't bite me when it had the chance. Guide dogs are, to give them their due, better
than most dogs you meet out on the streets. Some of these are almost as mad as their
owners.
I was walking home from the station one evening when I had a most peculiar
encounter. It was daylight this time, so I had no problem finding my way down the
footpath but I still held my white stick in front of me, more as a warning to other
people than to help keep me on the path, which was pretty well defined. There is an
underpass about half way on the journey and, beyond it, a junction where I needed to
turn left. I emerged from the underpass to find a woman standing at the junction,
holding two dogs on leashes. Thank goodness they did have leashes.
One of them was small, of indeterminate breed and yapped a bit but appeared
otherwise relatively harmless. I was fairly sure I would be able to fend it off if the
need arose. Probably.
The second dog was an entirely different matter. It was big. I have no idea
what breed it was. It wasn't a mastiff or a bulldog or any of the so-called "dangerous
dogs". To my foggy eyes it looked a bit like a St. Bernard but slightly smaller. It's
behaviour, though, was anything but mild and welcoming. No barrel of brandy for
distressed travellers from this hound. If it had carried one, I suspect it would have
smashed the barrel on the head of any lost alpine skier before savaging the poor
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person to death. To say it was not happy with me would be an understatement.
Snarling and barking, it tried to get at me. It bared its fangs which seemed
disproportionately large although, to be fair, that may have been my imagination as it
was pretty much at the outer range of my eyesight.
The owner grabbed hold of the leash, tugging the dog back, shouting at it to
stop it.
I froze. The only thought in my mind was that it had been years since I had
had a tetanus jag and were they any use against rabies anyway?
"He's not normally like this," the lady informed me as she dug her heels into
the path to help her hold the beast back. "It must be that stick you are carrying."
There were several responses I could have given to that. I settled for. "Well,
I'll just wait until you have gone." This seemed the most sensible option. I had no real
desire to turn round and walk all the way back to the railway station and her direction
was obviously off to my right, exactly opposite to my intended route. I reckoned she
had only stopped to allow her monstrous hound to soil the footpath beside the lamp
post.
What did she do?
Nothing.
Correction. She stood there, holding the dog, her orders to it to behave being
drowned out by its frenzied barks as it struggled to get to me.
After a couple of minutes of this stand-off, I got fed up waiting. "I need to get
past," I called to her. My stubborn streak was kicking in. I could have folded up the
stick but then, if the creature broke free I would have nothing with which to defend
myself. (I hope you are impressed by my good grammar in a crisis!). I wasn't sure that
the thin metal would be enough to deter such a fanatical attack but I would rather have
the stick than not. In any case, maybe it wasn't the stick that was annoying the mad
hound. Maybe it was my tie, or my suit, or, more probably, just me.
I waited, determined not to move first.
Eventually it must have sunk into the woman's tiny brain that standing there
shouting at the dog was not going to resolve the problem. Muttering to herself, she
reluctantly hauled the manic creature away, still barking and growling, down the path
to my right. The smaller dog followed but directed a yap in my direction, presumably
to show solidarity with its larger companion. I couldn't hear what the woman was
saying but it sounded a bit like a comment that people should not be allowed to
provoke innocent creatures by waving sticks around. She may have said something
about people like that being dragged away and shot. Or perhaps I misheard.
I waited, watching to make sure they were really going away. I could not help
wondering which of the three of them had the most intelligence. Probably the woman,
I decided. She, at least, had not tried to attack me.
So much for dogs. What other things can help the visually impaired? This is very
difficult to answer because there are so many different conditions that affect people's
eyesight.
I must at this point mention the superb help provided by many football clubs. I
still go to Tannadice to watch Dundee United and the club allow blind fans free
access to all home games. Brilliant. Local rivals Dundee charge a small entrance fee
but allow each blind person to be accompanied by a sighted guide. Both clubs have an
arrangement with the Dundee Blind and Partially Sighted Society to allow a
commentator to describe the action, with the fans having an earpiece to listen in to the
match. This is fantastic. Without it, I would have been forced to stop going to matches
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because, quite frankly, I could not keep up with the play. I still miss a huge amount of
the action but I manage to see some of it and I hear all of it. Above all, I am in the
crowd, savouring the atmosphere. Well done to both Dundee football clubs.
Back to my point. Of the fans who attend regularly, no two of us have the
same eyesight problem. One chap is completely blind, yet still comes along. Another
can see better if it is an evening match and the floodlights are on but struggles in
daylight. Another can see anything up to around twenty yards distance and then it all
goes foggy. The commentary helps us all but in other situations each of us has
different problems and it is very difficult to say what could help.
Contrasting colours on signs is one thing. White lettering on a yellow or pale
green background might as well not be there as far as I am concerned. Black on
yellow or white on black are much better. Then again, you can't expect shops to
design stuff just for the visually impaired, so the simplest thing is to ask for help.
I used to go into shops and wander round and round, peering at things on
shelves, picking them up to see if it was what I was looking for. Now I just find the
counter, wave my white stick and ask, "Do you have [insert item of choice]?" Most
shop assistants are very helpful and will fetch whatever it is you are looking for or
take you to it although, as you would expect, there are a few who simply wave a hand
and say, "They're over there."
Over there. That way. This way. All instructions which are utterly useless to a
blind person. Try closing your eyes and finding something that is "over there".
"Over here" is a little bit better. At least you have the sound of the voice to go
towards.
"On the left" or, "On the right," can also be helpful provided the person giving
the directions is one of the tiny minority who actually know their left from their right.
Quite often, it is wise to move in the opposite direction to the way they have told you
to go.
If I am told by a surly shop assistant that something is "over there", I either
walk out of the shop (if I can find the door) or I wander in an arbitrary direction,
bumping into things until the shop assistant relents and gives me more specific
directions.
The main thing is not to be worried about asking. Shops are in the business of
selling things. If you ask for something, they will more than likely rush to find it in
the knowledge that they have a sale. That's the best help you can get.
Time, I think, to move on. Let's go over there.

Getting Around
Readers who have stuck with me so far may have gained the impression that walking
is dangerous for anyone with poor vision. Actually, it is often the least stressful mode
of transport. It really only becomes a problem when there are lots of other people
around. By and large, I enjoy walking and most journeys are completed with nothing
more serious than being whacked in the face by an overhanging branch or having my
heels savaged by a passing dog. But what about longer journeys?
There is no doubt that being driven by car is the easiest way to get around. If
you have a driver, life is made much more simple. As a bonus, and depending on the
skill of the driver, not being able to see can sometimes be a blessing as you have no
idea how many close scrapes and near misses they are having. The only real downside
is when you are asked to watch out for a specific street or landmark. Even people who
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know you are blind will ask you to do this. I will forbear from making any derogatory
comment on the grounds that I will no doubt need to ask these people for a lift at
some time in the future so I'd better not insult them.
Public transport is, of course, a different matter. Let's start with buses.
The first thing is to know where the bus stop is and which bus you need to get.
You can usually master that by simply going to a bus stop with a friend or family
member and getting them to read the timetable for you. I wouldn't bother with Bus
Company websites which are, quite frankly, uniformly hopeless. Better to phone them
if you are in doubt. If you are lucky, you'll get someone who knows what they are
talking about. If you are unlucky you'll get a call centre in India, so saying things like,
"I need to get to the chemist on the High Street," will be a complete waste of time.
Then you have the problem of catching the bus. Conventions differ in various
towns. Do you hold out your hand to stop a bus, or is it sufficient merely to be waiting
at the bus stop? I mean, what else would you be doing there? Unless you are a teenage
hoodie drinking Buckfast, the chances are that you are standing there in the pouring
rain because you are waiting for the bus. You would think the bus drivers would
realise this.
Apparently not.
This is an issue for me because I often don't see the bus coming and at least
three times when I have been alone at a bus stop, the bus has simply sailed regally
past without stopping because I did not put my hand out. This left me with a half hour
wait for the next bus.
On two other occasions, the bus went past, then screeched to a halt some fifty
yards down the road. The driver got out and walked back to ask if I was waiting for
the bus. I am so proud of myself that on both occasions I bit back the Basil Fawltystyle response that was lurking in my brain and said nothing more than, "Yes, I am."
There then ensued a fifty yard trek along the grass verge while cars queued up
behind the abandoned bus and the other passengers all peered out the windows to see
what the problem was and which idiot was delaying their journey. How to win friends
and influence people.
With me eventually safely seated, the bus moved off. Of course, I always tell
the driver where I want to get off so that I don't miss the stop. Sometimes they
actually remember. Most times, they don't. Fortunately, I have never gone more than
two stops past where I wanted to get off. The driver is always, "Sorry, mate."
Buses then, can be tricky. What about trains?
It has to be said that the trains in Scotland are considerably better than they
used to be. Sometimes it is even possible to get a seat. Generally speaking, the staff
are well-trained in customer service, very helpful and friendly. Top marks to Scotrail
and Railtrack for that aspect.
My first gripe is with the automated station announcements. If you can't read
the monitors, you rely on the announcements to tell you which platform to go to.
However, the robotic voices always announce the platform number first, then the
destination of the train. For example, "Platform 99 for the 13.06 to Glasgow Central,
calling at . . ." etc. Of course, there are so many of these announcements that your
brain only kicks in when you hear the name of the station you want to get to. By that
time, there is no way you will remember which platform number was mentioned and
the announcement will not repeat it. The only thing you can be certain of is that it will
be the most distant platform from wherever you happen to be standing.
There are other things to watch out for, too. Travelling in the rush hour is, as I
have already mentioned, a really bad idea. You will not get a seat because most other
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passengers will pile on before you. If you try to go first, you are likely to be pushed
and jostled or, as has happened to me, physically shoved aside by someone who is
desperate to get on before you. This is so that they can reach the Priority Seats first.
These seats are near the door and often have slightly more leg room than the other
seats. They are supposed to be for the use of the infirm or disabled but they are always
the first seats to be taken. The sign instructing people to give these seats up for those
who need them is helpfully placed on the side wall of the carriage, above and behind
the heads of the people sitting in the seats. This gives them the perfect excuse to claim
that they did not realise they were being ignorant. Eyes closed or buried in
newspapers and books, they will studiously ignore any infirm or disabled person who
has the temerity to look for a Priority seat.
I once wrote to Scotrail asking for these signs to be placed on the backs of the
seats in front so that they were plainly visible. They wrote back, thanking me for my
suggestion and saying they would consider it. That was more than five years ago so I
suppose they didn't consider it for very long before deciding not to bother.
With the priority seats taken and the carriage filling up, the search for
somewhere to sit can be interesting. It is a sad fact that many people seem to think it
is more important for their bag or case to occupy a seat than to allow someone else to
sit beside them. I wouldn't mind so much if they paid an extra fare for the bag to have
a seat to itself, but they seem to think it is their right to occupy two seats and allow
other people to stand. Fortunately, I have a good excuse. I usually genuinely cannot
see whether someone is sitting in a seat, especially in the older trains which, as I have
already mentioned, have poor lighting, so I toddle down the aisle, gently waving my
stick to tap against people's legs or to verify that the seat is unoccupied. If I find an
apparently vacant one, I try to sit down. Quite often I get a glimpse at the last moment
of a bag on the seat. Nowadays, it does not stop me. I sit down on it anyway.
"Oh, sorry!" I say as I stand up after having squashed whatever was in the bag.
"I didn't realise that seat was taken." I move on in the smug certainty that the person
whose bag has just been flattened thinks that I am the one who is being rude and
selfish.
On a busy train I once got three bags that way before the fourth person
clocked my tactics and moved her bag to allow me to sit down. "Thanks very much," I
said as genuinely as I could, once again suppressing the Basil Fawlty inside me. "Are
you sure your bag will manage without a seat? I wouldn't want it to get too tired out
by being forced to sit on your knee or, heaven forbid, on the luggage rack which is, as
it happens, designed to hold bags. I'd hate to think that a blind cripple like me was
depriving your bag of a seat unnecessarily. After all, I could stand, I suppose. It is
only an hour and a half for the journey and your bag might get uncomfortable. You're
not from Barcelona by any chance, are you?"
I'm not going to say too much about taxis. They are very useful if you don't know
where you are going. You travel in relative comfort, free from bags and cases
squatting on seats and you know the driver will get you close to your destination.
Whenever I visit an unfamiliar town I usually get a taxi from the station and ask the
driver for the phone number of the cab firm so that I can call a taxi for the return trip
rather than wander the streets trying to hail one. Taxis are great until you discover the
cost. Ouch. Let's move on.
Air travel. The only way to reach distant places in a relatively short time. In some
ways air travel is quite good for the visually impaired traveller. The airline and airport
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staff are usually helpful and often let you skip the queues, guiding you to the front to
the great annoyance of other passengers. I am long past getting embarrassed about it.
OK, I think, you may have to stand in that queue for an extra five minutes of your life
but at least you can see. What's five minutes against a lifetime in the dark?
Unfortunately, People really do get annoyed when they see anyone getting
ahead of them. When a flight is called, there is a mad scramble to form a queue at the
departure gate. The airline workers on the gates always ask for those travelling with
young children or anyone needing extra time to come first. Fat chance. By the time I
have got to my feet and found the gate, there is a queue a mile long. Obviously every
passenger thinks they need extra time because of their disabilities. I have come to the
conclusion that it is their manners that have been disabled.
In fact, the only airline I have ever seen consistently enforce this rule is
Easyjet who don't mind telling people to naff off because the call was for disabled
passengers first. Boy, does that annoy them as I tap my way past to the front of the
queue. What is their problem? The plane isn't going to go without them, nor will it
leave any earlier if they get on first. To be honest, I don't mind waiting until I am last
but that causes problems for the passengers who have already boarded as I struggle to
my seat, unable to read the seat numbers. I wallop people with my stick, tread on toes
and clobber people on the head as I fumble around, trying to find a space in the
luggage lockers. Unlike my bag-squashing tactics on trains, none of this is deliberate
but people do get injured no matter how hard I try. The strange thing is that this sort
of thing annoys people less than me getting on the plane before them.

Are You Talking To Me?
I hope that readers will bear with me for a little while as I delve into some
observations on human biology and psychology.
I am fairly sure that I was taught at school that man is a hunter because his
eyes are placed on the front his head. (OK, and her eyes and head, but I am talking
here about man as opposed to animals rather than man as opposed to woman - which
he usually is, of course). This arrangement gives binocular vision which is common to
all predators. This was cited as a reason why humans are omnivores, eating meat as
well as fruit and veg. (Or, in the case of children, eating meat instead of fruit and
veg).
I was always pretty comfortable with this theory although I have a suspicion it
may have been put forward in our Biology class by a teacher who had just ended a
relationship with a vegetarian because on closer examination it doesn't really stand up
too well.
All apes have binocular vision and so, too, do creatures like koala bears. I am
no zoologist but I am not aware that koalas are in the habit of hunting down their prey
and ripping it to death with great teeth and talons. Then again, I have never been to
Australia so I may be wrong. However, I do know that sharks don't have binocular
vision but are nevertheless among the world's top predators.
So what? Well, my point is that we rely on our eyesight a great deal, although
not necessarily for hunting. Personally I think that losing my hearing would be worse
than losing my eyesight. I can at least interact with other people because I can still
hear them and carry on a conversation even if I can't see them, although this
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sometimes leads to me finding myself talking to an empty space when people move
away to find somebody more interesting to talk to.
But we still live in a world which has largely been built for sighted people and
where people's behaviour is conditioned by the quite natural assumption that everyone
else can see perfectly well. For example, I quite often visit the Bank or the Post Office
where I have to join a queue that follows a convoluted zig-zag course marked out by
those ubiquitous expanding barriers. I can usually keep my place in the queue by
rapping my white stick against the feet and legs of the person in front. After doing this
a couple of times they tend to keep me right on where I am, if only to prevent them
being bruised too much. "You're next," they'll tell me when they have been called.
That is when the fun starts. "Cashier Number Three, Please," the automated
voice says. Great. I know that there are small, illuminated numbers that flash at the
appropriate time and show where the particular cashier is hiding behind the great
screens of reflective plastic. The problem is I can't see them. My approach to the
counter is usually accompanied by shouts of, "Left a bit! Keep going! Stop!" Readers
of a certain age will remember the TV programme, "The Golden Shot." I am just like
Bernie the Bolt.
Other situations can be just as awkward. I have already mentioned the
problems of responding to questions which a blind person may think are directed at
them but are not. This is particularly difficult if I am out for a walk on a nice sunny
day. I usually go out in the morning, after 9 o'clock because the schools are in and the
dog walkers have mostly gone to work, hopefully leaving their lovable pets / deranged
monsters (delete as appropriate) safely locked indoors. This means that the footpaths
are relatively quiet. Strolling along, hopefully avoiding ambush by overhanging
branches, I often pass other walkers. I know it is only good manners to say hello, but I
usually don't notice the passer-by until the very last moment. Frequently, they are too
busy dodging my flailing stick to bother speaking to me. On other occasions, I will
hear someone say, "Hello!" and will give what I hope is a cheery response, only to
hear them saying, "That was just some blind bloke. He thought I was talking to him.
Daft bugger." It is only then that I realise that their initial greeting was to the person
they were speaking to on their mobile phone.
Of course, saying nothing in case the voice you heard was not directed at you
can give people the impression that you are just being ignorant. I am not quite sure
why people think that I should know which particular disembodied voice is
addressing me, but they do and some of them can get quite annoyed if I don't
immediately respond to them. All in all, it's a lose - lose situation.
Another small diversion now, on the subject of human psychology. I am not sure what
this says about people but it is something that I have noticed, even with my pretty
awful vision.
This is most noticeable if I visit a shopping mall where there are nice, wide
avenues between the shops, although it can, and does, happen on narrow outdoor
pavements as well. In a mall, I tend to walk slowly, navigating by reference to the
bright shop signs which are mostly in big, bold lettering. Apart from the usual
problems of people stopping in front of me or trying to cut across, there is one other
thing I have seen on a fairly regular basis. If the mall is relatively quiet, which it
usually is at the times I go there, and I am walking along with another shopper
coming towards me, they nearly always do something very peculiar. If, for example,
they are slightly to my left, they will avoid me by walking across in front of me and
passing me on my right. It has nothing to do with how much space there is on either
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side of me because the next person may be slightly to my right and will cross in front
to pass me on my left. Why on earth do people do that? Perhaps they think, "Oh,
there's a blind man coming towards me. I'd better get out of his way. The best way to
do that will be to walk in front of him so that he has to stop."
The way people behave can be bizarre.
One thing that anyone with a disability notices is that it is often less
humiliating to go to meetings on your own. Whether it is a Travel Agent, or a
Solicitor, or a Social Worker or even just an acquaintance we happened to meet in the
street, I often find that if I am with my wife, the other person will talk to her to ask
questions about me. Maybe it's that invisibility field again but it can become quite
irritating. We sometimes used to try a little trick whereby if the person asked my wife
a question about me, she would turn to me, repeat the question, I would answer her
and she would then relay this answer to the other person. We soon gave this up
because it doesn't seem to make any difference; they just carry on speaking to her as if
I am not there.
My wife understands what this feels like because she had a bad fall some years
ago and broke her ankle. She was in plaster and in a wheelchair for a long time. If she
managed to persuade a friend or neighbour to push her around the shops, she
discovered that other friends would come and ask how she was, but would not ask
her, they would ask the person pushing the wheelchair.
These habits seem to be so deeply ingrained in so many people that there is,
sadly, no option but to accept them and try to laugh them off. Believe me, it's not
always easy.

It's Life, Gym, But Not As We Know It
Keeping fit when you can't see is a bit of a problem. I would never claim that I have
ever been an athlete. I do suffer from Athlete's Foot but I don't think that really
counts. However, back in the days when I could see, I used to play a few sports and I
was averagely fit. Of course, as we grow older, our capacity for staying fit diminishes
and when you start a family, other priorities can sometimes get in the way of exercise
routines. These are all pretty good excuses for getting fat. But when you add going
blind on top of them, then exercise becomes really difficult.
For a while, having given up racquet sports and cycling due to the dangers
both to myself and others, I resorted to walking everywhere, and walking quickly so
as to get my heart rate up. Unfortunately, this phase did not last long, not because I
got fed up of walking but because I found I was having to walk more and more slowly
to avoid suffering concussion whenever an overhanging tree branch whacked me on
the forehead, or to avoid tripping over some obstacle on the footpath. Walking at any
sort of pace that was fast enough to count as exercise soon became impossible.
What to do? The choices were to go on a diet or to join a gym. No contest,
really; there is no way I am giving up food. My wife was already a member at the
local gym so she took me down and signed me up. "You'll enjoy it," she assured me.
I was a bit nervous about this. The very idea of a gym was not something I
had ever really believed in. A lot of the exercise choices seemed incredibly boring. I
mean, why sit on an exercise bike when you can get out on a real bike? But the "real"
choices were no longer open to me, so it had to be a gym.
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It started off reasonably well. I got a little tour, where I was shown how to
operate some of the machines to see which ones I fancied. The cycles did not appeal
and the cross-trainer was a nightmare of pedals and levers all of which seemed
designed to confuse and trap me. I settled for the treadmill, reckoning that I could
hang on to it and walk as fast as I liked for as long as I liked without having to risk
bumping into anything. It might be boring but the young lady who was showing me
around proudly told me that I could plug a set of headphones into the TV screen in
front of me so that I could watch daytime TV while I walked. However, I didn't want
my brain to melt, so I settled for taking my iPod so that I could listen to some suitably
up-temp rock music.
Having explained the equipment, the gym assistant then helpfully suggested
that my wife and I should use the family changing room as we could go down in the
morning when children were not allowed in and my wife would be able to help me
find my way around.
We were sorted. What could possibly go wrong?
We decided to give it a try. A session in the gym would be followed by a swim
in the pool which, my wife assured me, was usually fairly quiet. So we went to the
Family changing room, got kitted up, and headed up to the gym. I took my time
getting used to things but I climbed onto the treadmill, got set up and began walking.
My iPod headphones were in my ears and I was off, ready to walk a few kilometres
while listening to an audiobook.
What I had not realised was that gyms seem to think their customers enjoy
club music, as if exercise is somehow similar to getting drunk in a bar on Ibiza. Even
with my iPod turned up to full volume, the pounding bass beat of the loudspeakers
managed to drown out the narrator's voice. As if that wasn't bad enough, an exercise
class started up in the next room, where someone hooked up to a microphone was
yelling at a group of middle-aged women to keep moving, to lift those knees and
stretch those muscles. I think he needed a microphone so that they could hear him
over the music but, not to be outdone by the gym's own selection of inane, re-mixed,
re-vamped dance hits from the Seventies, he had his own music which, naturally, had
to be turned up to full volume.
"It's not usually as loud as this," my wife said.
"Eh? I can't hear you," I yelled back.
"Why don't we go for a swim?"
"It's about half past ten."
"No! I said why don't we go for a swim?"
Eventually, through a combination of yelling and miming, I understood what
she was saying, so we left the gym and headed back down to the changing room,. Of
course, as soon as we got out of the music zone, my iPod nearly deafened me because
I had left the volume turned up.
It had been a disappointing start but I was fairly confident that the swim would
be more restful. However, there are some problems for visually impaired swimmers. I
am sure everyone will know the old adage that when one sense shuts down, others
take over. This is true. Now that I can hardly see anything, I am very aware of sounds
and I rely on being able to hear people moving around to avoid collisions. I knew I
would have to rely on this when we went swimming because there is no way of using
a white stick while you are in the water. But the pool had lanes roped off, so we got
into a middle lane and I was pretty sure I would be able to swim up and down a few
times. Not that I am any great shakes as a swimmer, but I knew that I should be able
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to get up and down the length of the pool a couple of times without sinking or
colliding with anyone.
What I had not realised is that the pool is also used for other activities. One
half of it was given over to an aqua aerobics class, complete with a miked up
instructor who needed a microphone because, yes, you've guessed it, he had to be
heard over the sound of the music. He had what used to be known as a Ghetto Blaster
and, boy, was it blasting.
Now, I don't mind loud music, as long as the music is half decent, but once
again we seemed to have Nineties re-mixes of Seventies disco music. More
importantly as far as I was concerned, it was LOUD. This meant that my attempts to
swim were reduced to splashing around without being able to see or hear anything. I
hit the lane ropes a few times, crashed into the edge of the pool and almost drowned
when I passed the aqua aerobics class because of the tidal waves that were being
generated by their energetic leaping up and down in time to the muzak. After ten
minutes, I had had enough.
"Let's try the jacuzzi," my wife suggested.
So we went to the jacuzzi.
It wasn't working.
"Let's go home," I shouted. I managed to avoid screaming.
My wife wanted to do some more swimming, so I decided I would find my
way back to the Family changing room and get dressed. I knew where I was going, so
I didn't anticipate any problems. I made it, but as soon as I walked in. there were
plenty of screams. The place was full of half-dressed, elderly ladies demanding to
know why I was using their changing room. My initial reaction was that I had
blundered into the wrong changing room, which was not impossible. I hurriedly
waved the white stick, saying, "Sorry, I thought this was the Family Room."
"It is," I was informed, "but the Ladies is shut for some repairs, so we were
told to use this one instead. You shouldn't be in here."
I beat a hasty retreat to wait for my wife to finish her leisurely lengths of the
pool. Once she was able to check that the coast was clear, we managed to sneak in to
get changed.
I must admit that I wasn't sure all this was worth £40 a month.

Where Have You Bin?
Whatever you are doing, there are some days when you should just stay in bed, days
when everything goes wrong, no matter what you try to do. I had one such day
recently so, in the spirit of sharing my experiences, here is what happened.
I had a book to collect from the library. An audiobook, in case you were
wondering how I managed to read. We also needed some bread, so I said that I would
walk up to the library then visit the supermarket opposite. I have done this walk many
times so it should not have been a problem. Famous last words and all that.
To begin with, I had forgotten it was bin day. The pavement was awash with
wheelie bins awaiting collection. That was not too much of a problem as I had my
white stick and I could usually navigate around them. However, I had not walked
more than twenty yards when the massive, yellow, refuse lorry arrived. Because our
street is a cul-de-sac, it roared past me, screeched to a halt, then proceeded to try to
turn round in a fifteen-point turn. Now, these lorries are big. As it reversed, the tail
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end protruded over the pavement in front of me, so I stopped. That is always the safest
thing to do.
Eventually, the driver got the lorry facing the right way then a group of men
began grabbing at wheelie bins to put them onto the back of the lorry.
"Come on, pal," one of them shouted to me. "You'll get past now." He then
wheeled a bin across the pavement in front of me but I am sure he meant well. He
missed me. Just.
On I went. It had been a delay, but only a short one. Nothing serious.
Soon I was on the long footpath, away from roads, pavements and bins, and I
was making good progress. I didn't collide with a single tree.
Of course, as I have mentioned before, there are other things to watch out for.
Dogs, for example.
I was on a straight stretch but the sun was quite low in the sky so I could not
see a great deal. I was aware of a person walking towards me but that was about all I
could make out. Then I heard a woman's voice calling, "This side! Come to this side!
This side!"
How helpful, I thought. There must be a bike coming and she is trying to help
me. I dutifully went towards the voice, leaving the rest of the path clear. Naturally, I
almost collided with her.
"I was talking to the dog!" she snapped irritably. The said pooch then shoved
its head at me, trying to sniff at my crotch. I backed away but it obviously didn't fancy
me as it wandered off down the path with its owner muttering something under her
breath as she followed it. She clearly believed that the near collision had been my
fault. Same old story.
Once she was gone, I carried on. It had been another short delay and a minor
embarrassment, but nothing serious.
In moments, I found the path blocked. Two more dog-walkers were having a
conversation in the middle of the path while their hounds dashed around, clearly being
left to roam free. Fortunately I had been able to hear them in good time, so I stopped
some twenty yards back, thinking they would soon end their conversation and go their
separate ways. I decided to wait rather than risk being attacked by the dogs.
I waited.
I waited.
Then I waited for a bit longer.
I do try to be patient at times like these but I was getting a bit fed up.
Eventually, the two of them called their mutts and put them on leashes. At last, I
thought, they will move away in separate directions now. Once one of them has
passed me, I can get moving again. But no, I was mistaken. They did walk off, but
they both went in the same direction, away from me. It seemed they had merely
stopped to have a conversation while their dogs fouled the footpath. Or perhaps they
were not capable of talking and walking at the same time. It's hard to tell with some
dog owners.
Still, I was on my way again. It had been another delay, a lengthy one this
time, but it was nothing serious. I still had five hours before the schools came out and
the path became really busy. Surely I could complete a two mile walk in that time?
But the day was not going well. The next obstacle appeared within a matter of
seconds. As I turned a bend in the path I saw that my way was completely blocked by
a Council van. This was a bit of a surprise as I was walking on a designated footpath
but there was no doubt that it was a vehicle. The flashing hazard indicators - which I
am sure most people use to mean, "I know I am causing a hazard by parking in a
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really stupid place but it is OK because I have switched on these flashing lights" - the
clunking of the idling diesel engine and the man with a bright yellow reflective jacket
were signals that even I could see. Then I realised what was happening. It was bin
collection day and this poor chap had the unenviable task of emptying the dog litter
bins that were attached to the lampposts. Some people have really shit jobs.
I wondered whether I should tell him about the dog-walkers who must have
just passed that particular dog litter bin having recently allowed their pets to soil the
grass but I thought I would keep out of it. I was hardly likely to be able to pick them
out in an identity parade, so it probably wasn't worth the hassle.
My immediate problem was getting past the van. However, I reasoned that the
driver would be moving soon and would be heading in my direction, so I stepped off
the path and onto a wide area of grass, trying to take care not to step in any recently
deposited dog litter.
Sure enough, the driver got back into the van and moved off. I thought he
would drive past me, perhaps giving a wave of acknowledgement that I was patiently
waiting for him to pass. Not a bit of it. He drove off the path onto the grass, went
behind me and stopped. Then he leaned out of his window to shout, "OK, mate. You
can get past now."
"Thanks very much," I called back, wondering why he had not simply driven
along the path but that was none of my business. He was trying to be helpful and I
was sure he knew best. I stepped back onto the path and set off again. I was almost
half way to the library now but at the rate I was going, it would take all morning to get
there. Still, it had been only a short delay; nothing too serious.
Believe it or not, I made the second part of the journey without further
incident. No bins, no dogs, no vans.
My next problem came when I got to the library. It should not have been a
problem because I know my way there but, for some reason, I lost my bearings
slightly and could not find the door. After trying to break in through the glass wall a
couple of times I did eventually blunder into the right opening but it took me a little
while to find my way in. Still, it was just a short delay; nothing serious.
With my new audiobook safely in my bag, I ventured outside, crossed the car
park without being run over or abused by hurrying motorists and reached the
supermarket. I went for a hand-basket. How hard could that be? Well, quite tough,
actually.
The first one had a jammed handle that was stuck round the rim of the basket.
After struggling in vain for a few moments I left it and moved to the next stack. This
time I picked up a basket which brought three others with it. I shoved them down and
moved to the final stack. Fortunately, a little old lady took pity on me and lifted the
top one easily, handing it to me without laughing too much. I thanked her, turned
round and walked into a large billboard sign.
Now, pavement signs can be a bit of a nuisance. For example, in Edinburgh,
they are a real menace, taking up around fifty per cent of the available pavement
width in some streets. To add to the problem, many shop owners seem to place them
opposite lampposts, thus making the pavement even narrower. However, signs should
not have been a problem at a wide, pedestrian approach to a supermarket, except that
this one had been placed between the hand-baskets and the main entrance so that
customers could not possibly miss it. I certainly did not miss it.
There was a short delay (nothing serious) while my little old lady friend
helped me put the sign back. Thanking her and flailing my stick around, I tried to find
the door again. This time I hit a brand new bin which had been placed at the door so
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that customers could drop in any old batteries for recycling. Fortunately, the bin did
not fall over otherwise I would have been knee deep in Duracell.
Third time lucky, I made it to the door. I even found the bread aisle at the
fourth attempt and was only struck by two trolleys whose shoppers were even less
aware of what was around them than I was. Finding a checkout was tricky but I
achieved that by waving my stick and asking where the queue was.
Only the homeward trip to worry about now. Phew.
I admit that I was not in the best of humours by this time. The walk had
already taken twice as long as my usual round trip but I gritted my teeth and plodded
on, refusing to take the easy option of getting a taxi. I was determined to do this by
myself. Have I mentioned my stubborn streak?
First, I was attacked by a large bush which must have leaped out to grab me.
(Short delay while I disentangled myself; nothing serious). Then I walked into the
pole of a bus stop which was, admittedly, silly because the damned thing has been
there for more than twenty years and I should have remembered it by now, but that
was just the way the day was going.
I made it down the hill until I had almost reached the point where I had
encountered the Council van on my way up. This time, at nearly the same spot but on
a narrow part of the path with trees on either side, there was another large van, hazard
lights blinking away furiously. It was completely blocking the path. Worse, it was
facing away from me.
I stopped, wondering how I was going to get past this one. Fortunately, the
driver must have been in the cab having a tea break. He saw me in his mirror and
came out to guide me past.
"Thanks very much," I said. Then, trying to appear friendly despite all the
tribulations of the morning, I added, "You know, in twenty years of using this path
I've never seen a car or a van on it until today, but this is the second one I've come
across this morning."
The man replied with no trace of humour or irony in his voice, "Yeah, the
other guy got stuck when he drove onto the grass to let you pass. I was sent to pull
him out."
I said nothing. His voice had a slight hint of annoyance, as if it had been my
fault, so I thought it best to keep quiet. I expect I will soon get a bill from the Council
to cover the call-out charge for the breakdown truck.
After all that, I got home safely enough, two and a half hours after I had set
out for what should have been a one hour walk. Like I say, some days you should just
stay in bed.

What's It All About?
There is no justice in disabilities. For myself, I can only talk about the problems I
have with my painful leg and my increasingly useless eyes. I often joke that I must
have been someone very evil in a previous life but the fact is that, compared to some
people, I am lucky. For many years my eyesight was good enough to allow me a full
and active life, travelling, playing sports, raising a family and holding down a full
time job. I know what things look like because my memory still works even if my
eyes don't. When I am writing stories, I can visualise scenes and countryside because
I have seen them before. Some people never have that chance. Some people are in
wheelchairs, others are in a lot more pain than I am or cannot control their limbs.
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Many people have suffered from birth so have never experienced the simple joys that
those without disabilities have enjoyed. So I think that, in the greater scheme of
things, I have been lucky.
But life is still not easy. I have adapted but there are so many things I cannot
do now. I tried playing table tennis with my sons a while ago. I used to be quite good
at table tennis, playing in amateur leagues. This time I couldn't even hit the ball.
I tried badminton. My wife beat me 15 - 0 and I never even saw the
shuttlecock.
Sometimes I get frustrated when I cannot even complete a simple task like
finding the salt and pepper in the cupboard. Sometimes I wonder, why me?
I don't know, but I suspect that it is easier for me than for someone of a
religious bent who suffers disabilities and can only console themselves with the
thought that whichever god they believe in moves in mysterious ways and has, for
some unfathomable reason, chosen to inflict pain and suffering on them. Then again,
perhaps they can find solace in their faith despite the obvious signs that god is not
particularly nice to many people. Personally, I am inclined to follow the teachings of
Terry Pratchett's wonderful fictional philosopher, the great Ly Tin Wheedle, whose
mantra goes, "Shit happens. Deal with it."
But whatever your beliefs, the thing that gets you through any adversity is
strength of will. Feeling sorry for yourself will do nobody any good. That is not to say
that you cannot have the odd bout of feeling down and kicking a few walls but you
should get that out of your system in private. Life is there to be enjoyed and if you
can't do the things you would really like to do, then find other things that you can do
and take pleasure in them. As I write this, the sun is shining on a lovely Friday
afternoon. I can no longer do a normal job and today I have been writing for a bit
longer than I should, so my leg is getting pretty sore. It is time to go downstairs, put
my feet up, lie in the sun that will be streaming through the windows, and have a cold
beer.
Hey, life is tough, but you have to get on with it.

A Final Plea
Well, that's it. If you have enjoyed this little tale, or even if you haven't, please send a
donation, however small, to the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB).
Details of how to donate are on their website www.rnib.org.uk It doesn't take long and
it will make you feel good. Please don't put it off until later. Do it now while you
remember.
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