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The years go on by

I start forgetting names and faces

My eyes get so full of tears

Over those things that used to mean so much to me

After a while

They start losing their meaning

But they still mean something to me.

—from “Out of the Picture,” song by Dave Love, on his second album, Just to Be Different.
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On a spring day in 1979 when I was seven years old, my mom, my younger sister, and I set out to visit my grandfather’s farm. I said goodbye to a neighbor girl, a good friend who went to my school. I remember the scene: the brilliant blue sky, her flaming red hair stirring in a soft breeze, her shadow on the wall of her house. Then on the drive up to my grandparents’ farm, I stretched out on the back seat of my mom’s car—a black station wagon with wood paneling and a red interior—and stared up at the red ceiling. I loved that car. The song playing on the radio was one I’d never heard before: Bob Segers’s “Old Time Rock and Roll.” What a great song. It was all beautiful.

It was one of the last scenes I remember before a forklift accident on my grandfather’s farm resulted in the loss of my sense of sight, smell, and taste. I also suffered a brain injury with permanent effects, including frequent, severe, lifelong headaches. I knew something was seriously wrong when I woke up in the hospital. By then my family had been waiting seven weeks for me to come out of a coma. For about a year after the accident, I kept thinking “maybe I’ll wake up soon and this will all be over.” That’s about par for the course when getting used to a sudden disability. Ray Charles also went blind at age seven, but he was diagnosed with glaucoma when he was four, so everyone, including him, had time to prepare. But over the course of months of inpatient and outpatient rehab, it gradually sank in, for me and for my family, what the extent of my injuries would mean in my life. It’s an understatement to say that this was a difficult time for my entire family, yet they were all there for me. They, along with my church family, gave me emotional support through the highs and lows, encouraging me when I needed it and celebrating when I achieved something no one thought I could do.

I spent a few years at a different school, taking special classes and learning to navigate my new world, then rejoined my first-grade class in seventh grade. At first they were hesitant, all but my redheaded friend. Her family had moved away while I was in the coma, but now we picked up our friendship as if no time had passed. She got used to the “new me” right away, and eventually my classmates followed.

I’ve adjusted to the losses and changes and troubles because I had to. A doctor said to me when I was eleven, “You have to sink or swim,” and I decided to swim. As a World War II veteran, he knew what he was talking about. He had stepped on a landmine on D-Day and lost his leg. He wanted me to understand that he now had a wooden leg, so he stood in front of me and said, “Kick my leg.” I kicked it and realized it was hard. Then he said, “Kick it harder, you can’t hurt me.” That doctor was a gift in my life, who showed by example how to stay strong when things are difficult. I looked up to him and he was a great influence in my life. He didn’t coddle me; instead he told me what I needed to hear. I’m so grateful he was in my life. It’s also a good thing I’m stubborn—that has come in handy all along the way. It’s true what they say: If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again. Easier said than done, but an excellent long-term strategy.

A few years ago, I heard a song by Ray Charles while I was at the VFW called “That Spirit of Christmas.” After the song, I was walking to the men’s room and it struck me: This poor guy. He can never see a blue sky or a yellow sun. It’s always darkness. Then I realized, wait a minute, I’m in his shoes!

Vision impairment affects me every day, but there’s more to life than that. I live independently, spend time with friends, and love nature and animals. I showed horses in my youth, winning competitions against sighted riders. One award that meant a lot to me during that time was one I was given for sportsmanship, a traveling trophy. It said “Win or lose, it’s how you play the game.” I’ve thought of that saying a thousand times since then. If I dwelled on what I’ve lost, I’d be lost. Instead, I want to play this game of life the best way I know how—to live in the present instead of regrets.

Music plays a big role in my life both professionally and personally. I’m a musician and have a career as a music therapist. I’m a Star Wars and Star Trek fan. I saw the first Star Wars movie when I still had my sight, which makes it extra enjoyable to listen to Star Wars movies now. I can hear the voice of Luke Skywalker or Han Solo or Darth Vader and immediately see them in my mind’s eye. I’m also a Star Trek fan. One year my younger sister gave me a sculpture of Worf’s head (Worf is the Klingon chief of security on the starship Enterprise). I even wrote a song about it, thinking how great it would be to have a whole new head complete with five working senses. It’s called “Give Me a New Head or a Redhead,” on my Beyond a Shadow of a Doubt album. The truth is I wouldn’t mind having both—a new head and a redheaded woman in my life.

Faith is front and center in my life. I couldn’t judge people by appearances if I wanted to, but that’s not what God wants for us anyway: “For the Lord does not see as man sees; for man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.”—I Samuel 16:7

I’ve also discovered that I enjoy cooking. I use plenty of very hot spices, which I can feel in my mouth almost like a vibration, and it’s enough to make eating pleasurable.

People depend heavily on sight, but it isn’t everything. I’ve even found humor in the situation, with the help of friends. One friend gave me a refrigerator magnet that says “David Love, Uber Driver,” then repeats the words in Braille. It makes me smile. Another one refers to me as the designated driver for blind dates.

I often look at my life as a why/why not scenario. Instead of asking why, I ask why not. This idea isn’t new: George Bernard Shaw said, “Some men see things as they are and say why; I dream of things that never were and say, why not?” Kennedy quoted him often. Olivia Newton-John also talks about this idea in her song, “Why Me?” Her conclusion is to let go to God in His wisdom and to live each moment that life brings. I’m all for that.

I carry with me certain vivid images from childhood, having to do with light and color. When I was growing up, I would love to sit down on the living room floor at my grandparents’ farm and draw pictures. I will never forget looking at the different colored crayons in a crayon box. I did not have a favorite color back then, but there was a multicolored crayon that I remember happily and vividly. It has been suggested that emotional reactions are often influenced by colors, which are unique to every individual. The things we are fascinated with, the things we like, and their specific colors signal the brain, revealing areas where we are imbalanced. Your favorite and your least favorite colors will both impact your life.

I also caught lightning bugs, or fireflies, as a child. I loved the way they lit up in my hands. I even had one in a jar for a little bit, with poked holes in the lid. Maybe not so good for the firefly, but a wonderful memory for me.

I remember the magic of binoculars, how I felt I could reach out and touch the leaves of the trees, or a bird, or a person far away. It was thrilling. I also have a clear image of looking at the world through the red cellophane wrapper that fruit came in, a gift from someone, and how it made the whole world red. These memories are from the innocence of being a child, happy and wondering, and they are part of what makes up my visual memory today.

Although I didn’t realize it until several years after the accident, I also gained something, something most people regard as remarkable if they believe me: When I hear sounds, I see colors. It’s internal, meaning no one else can see, smell, taste, or touch my experience, though we all hear the sounds. It’s not easy to describe but it is something I am so familiar with that it has become second nature to me. I am talking about the colors, outlines, and components of voices. This is called synesthesia, wherein two senses somehow blend together into one sense in the brain. Anyone can have synesthesia, sighted or blind, and it often involves other senses too. In my case, synesthesia means seeing the colors of sounds. There is evidence that synesthetes are more intelligent, have better memories, and are more creative than the average population. If we ever meet, you can judge that for yourself and let me know. They are also better looking (just kidding).

The experience of synesthesia was described as long ago as 1880 in an article by Francis Galton, a cousin of Charles Darwin. Van Gogh probably had synesthesia. He described notes on the piano as Prussian blue or bright cadmium, leading his piano teacher to discontinue lessons because he thought Van Gogh was a madman. For a long time, synesthesia was believed to be a fictitious phenomenon. However, medical research today shows that it is genuine. There are many well-known people with synesthesia, including musicians Franz Liszt, Stevie Wonder, Duke Ellington, and Marilyn Monroe (known for her singing as well as acting). When conducting, Liszt might ask his musicians for a bluer or more rosy tone.

I also have Charles Bonnet Syndrome. This condition affects the part of the brain that controls the vision, even though the optic nerves don’t work anymore or don’t function properly. It creates phantom images in the mind in colors, and for me, this includes images from memory. These two attributes, hearing and memory, work together to provide the colors I hear in voices.

The first time I meet a person and hear his or her voice, I picture things in my mind concerning the voice, which I will go into later; but for now, I will say that all voices are based on the color white. Some show their whiteness more than others; it depends on the density of each voice.

In my childhood, I was just getting used to blindness and how that would affect my life. I started seeing colors around junior high age, and the experience has been growing deeper ever since. This is something I wrote in high school, when I was first becoming aware of the colors:

In my imagination, I see flowing connecting colors in a pie-shape form. Such colors as blue, green, yellow, and red fit together into one. It makes different shades of brightness and dullness, but other sorts of colors are present too. However, only one can be seen in a given moment, or can change to another color in a few seconds. Take it the way you like it, but this is only your imagination.

As you can see, synesthesia is complex. There is no right or wrong to a voice color, nothing good or bad about the colors that the voice is made up of, but over time it’s become more than a neurological phenomenon. It’s a language I’ve learned and keep learning, and it’s how I “read” people, if you will. We all form impressions based on the way people look and speak. This book arose to express my own experience of seeing the colors of sounds, especially voices.

In addition, my ability to interpret the nuances of the sounds of voices—that is, the language of careful listening—has deepened over time. The colors I see in voices plus the subtle cues and variations I hear help me understand people. Welcome to my world.
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Chapter One: Defining Colors
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What color is the sky? It’s blue on a sunny day, gray on a cloudy day, and nearly black at night. But is what you are seeing as the color blue what I see or what the person sitting next to you sees? Objectively, the wavelengths of blue are on the shorter end of the visual spectrum, but I don’t know exactly what you see when you look at the sky and you don’t know what I’m seeing when I say a voice looks blue. We can agree that blue looks more like green than red, and red looks more like orange—but beyond that, no one can tell what our perception is.

In my everyday experience, within sound travels the light energy of colors, even though sound waves travel through air and are mechanical and light waves don’t need a medium. They are oscillations of electric and magnetic fields and can travel through a vacuum. It gets interesting when a sound wave hits my eardrum because it creates a visual as well as auditory response.

Light energy, in this case, refers to the colors of the rainbow: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and indigo. Before Isaac Newton, everyone thought color was a mixture of light and darkness. The Color Theory Scale went from brilliant red, thought to have the least amount of darkness added, through all the colors, with dull blue at the opposite end of the spectrum, thought to have the most darkness added. This was considered to be the last step before black, which was a dead end where light is extinguished by darkness.

But Sir Isaac Newton proved that all colors of the rainbow—red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet—are already present in white light. He discovered this in his 1666 to 1672 experiments in which he refracted white light through a prism, bending it into its component colors, then recombining them through a lens. Now, thanks to Newton, we know that light alone is responsible for color.

Since Newton’s time, we have done further experiments to determine the wavelength and the frequency interval of colors. Newton included the color “indigo” in his descriptions of the visual spectrum, but it is not included on modern color charts. No one is sure exactly what he meant by indigo, and today it is considered a shade of blue.

The wavelength is the distance between the crests of the waves, or the distance traveled in one complete cycle, like the distance between the rings that ripple outward after throwing a rock into the pond. Wavelength intervals are measured in nanometers (nm).

Frequency means simply the number of occurrences of a repeated event per given unit of time, in this case, how many light waves pass a given point during a certain unit of time. The period of a wave is the duration of one cycle of this repeated event—how long does it take a complete wave to pass a given point? It is, therefore, the reciprocal of the frequency. If the wave is traveling faster, the period is smaller, and vice versa. Period is measured in seconds, frequency in hertz (Hz) or terahertz (THz).
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	Color

	Wavelength Interval (nm)

	Frequency Interval (THz)




	Red

	700–630

	430–480




	Orange

	630–590

	480–510




	Yellow

	590–560

	510–540




	Green

	560–490

	540–610




	Blue

	490–450

	610–670




	Violet

	450–400

	670–750
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