How I See It
Stargardt’s flavimaculatus is my condition. What are its effects as far as I’m concerned? There are many holes in my vision, where the rods and cones have become detached. When I look ahead to whatever I’m trying to focus on, well it disappears. So I look off centre. I’m cock-eyed in other words. People look over their shoulder, to see, to whom I’m talking to. But I get by. 

Some people ask me, “What is your condition, exactly?”


“Stargardt’s flavimaculatus.” I answer. 


“What’s its common name?” 


“It doesn’t have one. I don’t have common ailments.” 
Which is not exactly true; I like everyone else have the common cold from time to time. But if people aren’t any the wiser, well, what can you say?  

I started to bump into people, and was afraid of getting a mouthful of verbal or worse, a mouthful of fingers and thumbs. So I applied for a cane, I was registered blind, after all.  Since then, people bump into me. There’s the difference. 


However, I do have some peripheral vision. It’s just, I can’t see anyone walking directly towards me, that means we’re on a collision course, especially when that other person is texting on a handy or mobile. 


I was at a zebra crossing on a busy road, the Uxbridge Road, London W12, waiting for the lights to change. Unbeknown, to me another soul was waiting on the opposite side. Waiting like me for the lights to change. Must have been! The beeps began. I started walking. She, directly opposite me did too. Must have done!  Suddenly she bumped into me. She cried out. She across the road went flying. Another cry. Her mobile phone skidding right across the road. It’s the sounds you see; you get used to them, the sounds of someone falling and the skidding of mobiles across the road and pavements. 

Once a man walked straight into me, my cane went between his legs; he put his hands on my right hand, the hand I use to hold my cane. My cane swaying left to right, right to left, between his legs. He was walking backwards. I was walking forward. A woman, walking behind me shouted, “Get out of his way, he’s blind.” 


“I’m in a hurry,” the man holding my hand said, still walking backwards.  I stopped so he could resume his journey. To stop abruptly doesn’t every time go well. People directly behind you crash into you. You can’t win. 

I was with my partner at the hospital reception. I was holding my cane.  I was wearing shades. I handed the man the form. “The touch screen is over there.” 


“Haven’t you had any disability awareness training whatsoever?” I asked in full voice.  He turned his back and walked out. 


“Can I help you?”, a woman asked. 


I handed her the form. 


“Sorry about that.” said the nice receptionist. 

“I have my cane; I’m wearing shades. Do I have to wear a card around my neck with blind written across it.?” 


“Well, at least you have a sense of humour. 

She accompanied us to the waiting area. 


I had accompanied my partner to a hospital before he died. He was by then, a wheelchair user, and had a carer to accompany him. I couldn’t push a wheelchair, could I? We all went into the ambulance, but when his appointment was over only two people were allowed in the transport, that is, including him, to bring him back home. There was room in the car, but that was the rule. Government order. Jeremy Hunt! In the lift the driver said, “Hold my hand.” I turned to Trish, Ian’s carer and said,  “Trish, the driver wants to hold your hand.” 


“It’s you he’s talking to. He wants you to hold his hand.” 


“But I’m already spoken for, Trish!” 


I didn’t hold his hand. When the lift door’s opened I strode out, banging my cane, loudly on the floor. Left to right, right to left. I had to walk to the bus stop, take two buses and walk between two to three bus stops before I got to his place. The driver was just getting back into his car. It was a minicab service. So a blind partner of a wheelchair user can’t travel with him, or her, when a carer is required to push a wheelchair. Terminally ill, he was. If it was hospital transport, and there was no room for me, that is different, I would expect to walk. 


On my way I was, to pay a bill. My cane from left to right, right to left the ground contacting. In the Post Office I was.  The little sight I have, being peripheral.  Suddenly, I know another suddenly. But that’s how it happens sometimes. He thought he’d get before me in the queue. I think he was in mid air when he realised he wasn’t going to make it. His arms flaying in the air as he attempted not to crash into me. He landed badly on the floor.  

“I think he’s in the queue before you,” the man behind me said. 


Well, I knew it wasn’t Rudolph Nureyev, he’s dead.  But some people! Just because you’re blind, or practically so! Anyway he had to queue like everyone else.  

I know the sound can get a little monotonous, annoying even. But think of me, I have R S I in my fingers. Making hard contact against the ground, the shock waves up the cane travel.  My fingers, out of their sockets come. It’s painful, very painful. I have to push them back in. It can happen, any time, any where, without warning. Even in my sleep! It wakes me up it does.  

Now, I’m not perfect, far from it. I had entered a book store; the store, way back in the past, it had a tangible connection with HMS Pinafore. The manager stood up, from behind the counter. I said, “Can you fetch me a Radio Times.”  I think I forgot to say please, my mistake. 

“It’s over there.” He must have pointed. 


“I’m registered blind.” 


“I didn’t notice.” 


“You should apply for one of these,” I said, raising my white cane. 


“Just because you’re blind doesn’t mean you can be a prick. Get out of my store; you’re not being served.” 


I was only a yard or two in front of him.  That’ll teach me not to say, please. I don’t like being called a prick, in public anyway! I did make a complaint, but the management believed the manager and not me.  That’s when I learned it was the manager. 

One day, whilst returning home, I had entered a tube station, I won’t say where. I didn’t sense a member of staff. Rush hour it was! I pressed the button at the information point. I didn’t have to wait long. “Oy, You! Oy, You! Oy, You.” Is she shouting at me? I asked myself. She repeated herself.  I turned and said as though I was on stage. “Are you speaking to me?” The station went quiet. 
“Yes, stop pressing that button.” 


“I’m registered blind. Is that the way you speak to all your disabled customers?” I’d studied, creative media and writing. Including performance. So I knew how to act. Well a bit. She was besides me within seconds. She did apologise, after all her job was on the line. 

I have a garden; it’s only 5 metres by 4 metres. It’s very time consuming.  Winter green it is. A little exotic. Sometimes I travel to a garden centre to purchase a plant or two. On one occasion I asked the young assistant for the name of a plant. 


“Some people call them freasures, but I call them fuchsias.” 

Now, I know I’m getting old, but  I know there is, a difference between the two plants.  I asked to speak to, well the manager. I explained the situation. His response, “I’ll leave you in the hands of my assistant.” 


“Just show me, please, the way out.”   


Let me tell you how authorities think. Take curbless pavements. They’ve been installed in City centres all over the country. Pedestrians have been instructed, make contact with the driver,  eye contact, that is, before you cross the road. Did anyone during the planning stage consider how a visually impaired person could do this?  That, by the way includes completely blind people. Some city centres, are considered now, by people with visual impairments as no go areas.  


And there was the incident at Shepherds Bush Green. I was there, changing buses. A man walking in my direction, stopped some inches before me. he said, “You can’t walk that fast.” I could smell alcohol as he spoke, he was that close. Just three inches. I passed the man and kept on walking. He started following me. He stopped at my  bus stop. He continued with his verbal onslaught. 

“Why are you abusing him? He’s blind.” A young man said before he punched the drunk.  Suddenly, a white van drew up and out poured a squad of police. I tried to speak to a police woman, but was told to be quiet, to shut up in other words. You couldn’t possibly a witness be. I had to stay around to say a word or two. I wanted to defend the young man.  In the end I did manage to say that the man who had been pinned against the shelter was just trying to protect me. They, the men in blue, after a while, let me speak to him. I thanked him, but because the police were there said, “You shouldn’t have hit him.” The young man leaned forward and kissed me. Perhaps I don’t look seventy all the time. The two men were released. When I got to my friends place, he said, “You’re late what kept you?” 

Now, I have to tell you this story. Another true experience! 


I was changing busses at Shepherds Bush Green once again. A young man, not the same one as above.  As I’ve indicated already, I can walk quite fast. The young man called out, “Stop, Stop, Stop.” I stopped. He started talking. “How did you lose your sight?” he asked.  

“Too much five against one.” I whispered. 


Well he turned towards the bus queue and announced, “Five against one, that’s why the man’s blind.”  He thought I’d been assaulted by five men. 


I whispered in his ear, “You must be the only person here who doesn’t know what that means.” 

“What!” 


“It means I’m a w… *   

“You can’t say that,” he said. 


At that point the bus arrived. 

*  
You’ll have to look five against one up on the Internet. 


Warned we were, so many years ago, 1950’s it was, advised against it, or face the consequences. 

I don’t know what it is about blind people, only the other day I was walking past the  bus stop closest to my home,  when a man shouted out, “F…  you!” And I don’t think it was a proposal! 
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