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To get back to the crutches, the truth about them is that they worry the onlooker more than the user.

—Flannery O’Connor, The Habit of Being: 
Letters of Flannery O’Connor
            


   
      

	

    
	
		Vision


Not long ago I accompanied my boyfriend to Jerusalem for his laser eye surgery appointment. From Cyprus, where Aias lives, Israel is a forty-minute flight; you’ve hardly taken off from Larnaca’s tiny airport before you’re skidding to a landing again at Ben Gurion Airport in Tel Aviv. The surgery took place in the private clinic of an Israeli ophthalmologist of considerable reputation. This ophthalmologist doesn’t smile much, but his mouth is slightly lopsided in a way that makes him look perpetually on the verge of a smile. He looks as though he is privately enjoying a mildly amusing joke, although after spending twenty minutes in his company one suspects there really is no joke, it’s just the way his mouth is. He is short and stocky and neckless, and though his eyes are small and set close together, and though he doesn’t truly smile, there is warmth in his face. He walks slumped a bit to the right, as if he has too much ballast in his starboard pocket, and moves through his clinic in a dogged way, like a weary commuter trudging through Grand Central Station at rush hour. His pending smile notwithstanding, I got the distinct sense that the surgeon was thoroughly bored with his job. At any one time there were approximately fifteen patients sitting in his waiting room, waiting for a first consultation or waiting for their surgeries or waiting, eyes bandaged, for their follow-up appointments. Each time I found myself in this room (I found myself there on three separate occasions), I could not refrain from counting the number of patients and doing a little mathematical calculation. If Aias was paying four thousand euros for his surgery, then the others probably were too. 15 x €4,000 = quite a lot. The ophthalmologist was possibly bored but certainly rich.
         

In first consultation, the surgeon explains the process with sentences he has used hundreds—perhaps thousands—of times before. His style is sleepily deadpan, which somehow lends him an air of incontrovertible authority. Probably because he is required to, he offers a brief overview of the possible negative outcomes of the procedure, that one-in-a-million chance that you will emerge from his surgery worse off than when you went in, that wholly far-fetched possibility that you might come out of his surgery not just your same old presbyopic self but plumb blind—or, if not blind, then at least optically diminished in one way or another.

After detailing these disturbing possibilities, the surgeon looks at you and blinks dryly, waiting for your horrified reaction. The dry blinking is a prompting of sorts, a cue, a wry indication that you have nothing to worry about, that it is extremely unlikely that you will go blind under his expert care. And so, somewhat intimidated by the entire enterprise, swept along by the rush of medical language and quite in the dark as to what it all means, a bit too polite to turn back now, the patient does not react in horror but simply nods and smiles with false detachment to show that, yes, of course, it would be ridiculous and perhaps a bit hysterical of him to think that he might come out of this costly surgery worse off than when he went in.

Before beginning his work on Aias that day, the surgeon asked me if I would like to observe the procedure from a small room adjoining the operating theater. From there, I would be able to see the surgery not only through a plate-glass window but also, highly magnified, on a television screen above the window—an exact broadcast of what the surgeon himself saw through his double-barreled microscope. Generally eager to observe just about anything new, greedy for any unusual experience, easily seduced by the wonders of modern technology, and lulled by the surgeon’s dispassionate manner, I said without thinking, “Yes.”

Of course, the moment I saw Aias’s eye—that most vulnerable of organs—tremblingly huge on the screen, I felt that perhaps I had made a mistake in choosing to observe. Magnified a thousand times, the eyelids looked like desert dunes, the lashes like wind-tossed palms, the creases in the skin like a hundred parched arroyos. The rims of the enormous lids were raw and pink, damp and very tender-looking, the blue iris so immense it looked astral, like an exploding star, and the crimson blood vessels were dense and tangled as tree roots. How horribly exposed that eye appeared, how creepily suprahuman. In a sympathetic reaction of discomfort, my own eyes began to blink and water.

Presently a sort of screen slid across the eyeball, like a paper-thin sheet of ice, and then it crumpled and the eye was bathed in a foam of crystalline bubbles that slowly dissolved. Next, a metal clamp appeared, dug deep beneath the edges of the upper and lower lids, and pried them wide apart. And then a spade-shaped scalpel blade moved into view, hovering half an inch above the glittering eyeball. At the sight of this razor so close to the eye, I felt my face clench into a grimace, and my right hand leaped involuntarily to my throat in a nonsensical gesture of self-defense. I had made a mistake in choosing to watch, but having agreed to do it, I could not look away now—it was a matter of both stubborn pride and obsessive curiosity. The tip of the scalpel pierced the cornea at the edge of the iris and began to carve its way around the brilliant blue circumference.

I am not a squeamish person, but at the sight of this piercing it was all I could do to keep myself from shrieking and running out of the room. (The cornea, the transparent film that protects the iris and the pupil, is by the way one of the most sensitive tissues of the human body, packed with so many hotly vibrating nerves that the slightest intrusion produces an explosion of excruciating pain. If you haven’t gleaned this fact from your own life’s experience, you are an unusual person indeed.) With a small hook, the surgeon lifted the clear circular flap of cornea that he had, but for a small connective strand of tissue, cut free from the eyeball, and flipped it up, like the nearly severed lid of a tin can. The black pupil at the center of all this activity continued to stare straight ahead, spookily, not moving a fraction of an inch left or right, as if mesmerized by visions of an apocalyptic future.

I looked away from the screen and through the window into the operating room. The surgeon’s back was to me. Dressed in a sky-blue robe and puffy blue shower cap, he was hunched over his microscope, his two small eyes pressed to its eyepieces, while a big-hipped nurse stood slightly behind him in the posture of a lobster—elbows crooked and lifted slightly away from her body, gloved hands raised near her ears, and a swab of cotton pincered between the thumb and forefinger of each hand. Several inches beneath the bottom lens of the microscope, Aias’s face was bathed in a pool of intense orange light. The surgeon’s gloved hands basked and darted in the pool like fish in a tank. More disturbing things happened in this surgery: drops of liquid were flung rudely into the eye, cotton swabs were raked across the eyeball, an intensely bright and vibrating laser strobe light circled around and around the dilated pupil, and all of this in a manner that seemed blunt and savage. It was like watching a seal pup being torn to shreds by a ravening shark.

At some point I realized that in my distress, my left hand had joined my right hand at my throat to assist in the self-defense, as if perhaps I was expecting the scalpel to jump out of the screen and take a stab at me. I watched the surgery but tried not to perceive it, saw the violated eye but tried not to comprehend it, yet it was impossible to remain calm while viewing this lurid physical anathema.
         

The surgical hook appeared again and fitted the slick layer of cornea back over the iris with a jaunty little flip of dismissal: Ho-hum, that one’s done. Next, please.
         

I stared, fixated. What would keep the almost severed cornea in place now? What would prevent it from falling out and dangling on Aias’s eyelash when he stood up?

From the corner of my eye I saw a rapid blur of motion near the window. It was the surgeon; he had turned toward me and was waving his scalpel in friendly greeting. Having caught my attention, he gave me a wink above his surgical mask and added to it a jocular little hula-esque swing of his hips and the double thumbs-up sign to show that all had gone well with the first eye.

The surgeon, though he didn’t smile, was kind of a humorous guy—an actor of sorts—and maybe, I thought, a touch peculiar precisely because he did not smile as he made these vaudevillian gestures. Though his mouth was hidden by the mask, it was obvious from the steady, lightless look in his eyes that he wasn’t smiling. His nurse, however, was smiling liberally behind her mask—her eyes narrowing a fraction and transmitting a sudden excited illumination the moment her boss began doing his little dance.

The surgeon must have seen that my face, as I’d been looking up at the screen, was twisted into a grimace. He must have thought I was nervous and afraid and must have been trying to reassure me. If that was what he was thinking, he was quite right: I was nervous and afraid, because I, for one, had a morbid fear of losing my eyesight.

  


When I was a senior in college I was playing squash with my friend Vicki one cold February evening when she wound up powerfully for a swing and, in the process, struck me square in the right eye with her racquet. The blow was so sudden and unexpected that I had had no time at all to close the eye, and the edge of the racquet scraped roughly across my exposed eyeball. I felt a hot pain that seemed to razor into my eye, go through my brain, bounce off the back of my skull, and ricochet back and forth that way several times. I covered the eye with both hands and dropped to a crouch, knees to my chin, for perhaps half a minute, during which Vicki’s hand fell on my shoulder and rested there sympathetically until, after getting no response from me, it sheepishly withdrew. She said my name a few times and asked if I was okay. I was unable to answer. As my silence and her worry mounted, she began to apologize in a voice of rising alarm, and her hand fell again to my shoulder, this time patting profusely. Finally I straightened up and tried to open the eye. It was impossible. The pain was too great, and when I opened it for a fraction of a second I saw nothing at all but the sharp white light of the squash court. “Shit,” I said. “Shit.”

Holding my elbow, Vicki guided me out of the court and walked me through the snow to the student health clinic several blocks away. In our hurry to get help, we had left our street clothes in the locker room and were out in shorts and sneakers. It had begun to snow. I remember the hissing sound of the evening traffic on the wet pavement and the feel of the snow landing against our bare legs in an effervescence of icy prickles. The pain in my eye was not like any pain I had felt before. It was as if a hundred grains of broken glass had been ground into the eyeball. I walked with my head bowed and one hand cupped over the eye. I knew that Vicki felt guilty and sorry, and to try to make her feel better and to hide my fear, I made some joke about going blind, but the joke was feeble because I knew from the volume of pain I was experiencing that whatever had happened to my eye was quite serious and that perhaps it really had been permanently blinded. That thought crept into my consciousness, and now I was beginning to have a hollow feeling of irrevocability, of the impossibility of reversing time and fate. One minute my eye was healthy and keenly following the trajectory of a squash ball, the next it was not and I was stumbling down Massachusetts Avenue with my hand clapped protectively over it.

At the student health clinic, a doctor thumbed my eye open in a way that seemed unnecessarily brusque while a nurse flashed a bright light into it. The doctor said, “You will have to see a specialist.” It wasn’t the gravity in his voice but the quickness with which he said it that frightened me. The nurse gave me a painkiller, put a gauze pad over my eye, then guided me outside to a waiting taxi and told the driver to take me to the Eye and Ear Infirmary at Massachusetts General Hospital. Vicki insisted on coming with me; I insisted that she not. I didn’t tell her that having company with me on a medical errand always felt like a burden heaped upon another burden. Under duress, I didn’t want to have to focus on my companion, to worry about her mood or whether she was becoming impatient or to feel guilty for taking up her time. I have always preferred to suffer alone.

I sat in the back of the taxi with my hand held lightly over the bandage. The familiar streets sliding hazily by before my good eye looked only half familiar, and in my heart I knew that I would spend the rest of my life this way, seeing everything in monovision, missing half my visual perception and therefore half the world.

This happened thirty years ago but I still remember the doctor’s last name: Cobb. Dr. Somebody Cobb. He was youthful and fit and by coincidence he knew my mother, had examined her eyes just a few months before, a fact that I found inordinately comforting. I remember that he put an anesthetic in my eye to numb it, dilated both my pupils with eye drops that streamed down my cheeks, pressed my face into a thing like a stereoscope, shone bright little lights into my eyes, and, finally, pronounced the cornea deeply torn. It would take several weeks for it to heal itself. He taped a patch over my eye and released me.

Because both my pupils had been dilated, when I left Cobb’s office, everything was a mushy blur. Even my healthy unpatched eye was useless. A nurse accompanied me through the revolving front door of the hospital, wherein I caught my sneaker between the moving door and the jamb, lurched forward, and banged my forehead smartly on the glass, an indignity that under any other circumstances would not have made me cry but that under these circumstances—insult added to injury—brought hot tears of frustration to my helpless eyes. The nurse said, There, there, now, with a not unkindly hint of riddance and handed me over to a taxi driver, who guided me by the elbow from the spinning door of the hospital, through the jumbled darkness, and into the backseat of the car. The cold seat shocked my bare legs as I slid myself onto it. As the driver drove me back to my apartment in Inman Square, the lights of the city smeared past the wet car window. Once home, I stumbled my way immediately to bed.
         

I remember the depth of the gloom I felt as I lay there that night. It wasn’t the unfathomable pain I experienced every time I moved my eye right or left or up or down but the certainty that my eye would never be right again. It made no difference that the doctor had said the cornea would heal. I didn’t believe him. How ignominious to be blinded by a squash racquet. How ignominious to be blinded by anything at all. What horrible luck. It gave me a dank, sinking feeling of dread. I imagined being totally blind forever and how unbearable that would be and began to panic a little.* To be blind would be to become one of those people I had always pitied and slightly feared, one of those people who through no fault of their own had been deprived of their vision and, thus, their real enjoyment of life, their effectuality, their potential. That it was no fault of their own somehow made the tragedy worse.
         

Most of us who have healthy eyesight are extremely attached to our vision, often without being conscious that we are. We depend heavily on our eyes and yet we rarely give them a second thought. I, at least, am this way. The physical world is almost hypervivid to me. The appearance of objects is registered instantly and boldly in my mind with no conscious effort on my part. I cannot help noticing tiny details. I have a friend—and not a stupid one—who once spent an entire lunch with a man and never noticed until the very end of it when she moved to shake his hand that he was missing his right arm. How, I have several times asked her with real bafflement, was that possible? Such a thing could simply never happen to me. Ever. I would have noticed within fifteen seconds if that man was missing merely a button on a shirt cuff. I would have noticed whether he had hair in the spaces between his knuckles, would have noticed the length of his fingernails and exactly what shape the fingernails were. I would have noticed the color of his eyebrows, the size of his ears, the condition of his teeth, the quality of his hair and skin, and all of this without making a conscious effort to do so. If one person in a group of ten is missing the tip of his little finger, I will notice it almost immediately.

This extreme attention to visual detail is not a virtue, just a fact of my person. It happens seemingly involuntarily and strikes me as neither good nor bad. Possibly (because I don’t seem to be able to control it) it’s a neurosis. Or maybe it’s just evidence that I am at heart a shallow person who can’t help fixating on inconsequential surface details. Certainly it’s superfluous. It doesn’t help me at all, I don’t need it to survive, and yet my eyes are always searching for information. I will spot an acquaintance on the street, a friend in the supermarket, an old classmate on a subway long before he or she has spotted me. I always remember a face. If I meet a person once, I will remember the face four years later, remember where I first met the face, what other faces were present, and what was the mood of the meeting. I will likely not recall the name, but the face I will remember.

But seeing and noticing aren’t a function of the eyes alone. They are as much a function of the mind, and in my case, perhaps they aren’t as involuntary or superfluous as I tend to think. On further consideration, I suspect that my mind could not really operate without my eyes, because in fact it is my mind that is constantly asking questions of the visual world, looking for evidence, for information, judging existence on the basis of what I see. In me, it’s a kind of tireless vigilance and possibly even a defense. I am like a security camera ever on the watch. The furtive quality of vision feels to me like an incredibly valuable weapon. Everything I see gets transformed into a private sketch or painting in my mind, stored away for future reference, future evidence, future ammunition. I fear that my mind would starve and that I might find myself in danger if I had no visual information, that it’s chiefly the light, the shapes, the spaces, the colors that I see that compel me to keep moving forward in life and that keep me safe. The first time I read John Berger’s Ways of Seeing, I was struck by the sentence We only see what we look at. I believe that what Berger meant by this was We see only what we look at. But the sentence seems to me as significant in its other interpretation: We, alone, know what we are looking at. Unless some keen witness is watching every movement and focus of your eyes, you alone know what you choose to see and perceive. The employment of vision is private and even covert. And, of course, the beholder chooses not only what he will look at but what he will make of what he sees.
         

Lying in my bed that terrible night thirty years ago, I concluded that being blind was worse than being dead. Being blind was like lying alive within a locked coffin. I’d be trapped and hidden in that dark box but able to hear the world outside carrying on entirely without me. Blind, I’d be left behind. I would want to hammer on the lid of the coffin and shout, For Christ’s sake, let me out! but my arms would be pinned to my chest in that tight space and all I’d be able to do was scream. But the screaming would get me nowhere. I’d be imprisoned that way for the rest of my pointless life, conscious of my predicament and helpless to change it.*
         

Surely being blind was like being buried alive. I was certain then that I would rather die than lose my eyesight.

  


Aias came out of the surgery with hard transparent plastic protective covers taped over his eyes and moving a bit unsteadily at the side of the surgeon. I hooked his arm through mine and led him across the waiting room, in which that day there sat a preponderance of Hasidic women. Some wore heavy loaflike wigs that gave them an armored appearance, and those wigged women who had bandages on their eyes looked particularly baleful. As we moved toward the door, the surgeon gave me a startling nudge in the ribs with his elbow. “What about you?” he said. “You want the surgery?”

I laughed with false agreeability and nodded in a way that meant Oh, sure! Good idea! Thanks for thinking of me while in my heart I was thinking, Fat fucking chance. You wouldn’t catch me dead submitting my eyes to that knife.
         

For a while Aias had been encouraging me to have the surgery. He hated it when I reached for my eyeglasses, hated the way they looked on me. But even though it was true that at age forty-nine, I found my eyes rapidly weakening, I was adamantly set against laser eye surgery. I couldn’t read a thing now without magnifying lenses, not unless I squinted severely and held the text as far away from my face as my arms would allow. I often heard myself muttering with ornate irritation, “I cannot see a thing anymore.” And yet I would rather be dependent on eyeglasses and the annoyances of losing them, sitting on them, endlessly wiping fingerprints from them, replacing the loose screws on them, rummaging constantly in my bag for them or thrashing my way through the house in search of them when in fact they are sitting atop my head the whole time, silently mocking me—I would rather endure all those minor annoyances than surrender my eyes to anybody or anything over which I could not have complete control.
         

  


The surgeon said his unsmiling good-byes and admonished Aias not to exert himself unduly for the next forty-eight hours. We took a taxi back to our hotel, where Aias lay on the bed, head propped up on three pillows, hands by his sides, nose and toes pointing at the ceiling. With the bulbous protective cups over his eyes, he looked somehow incarcerated, detained. In an hour or so I was to remove the coverings and put medicinal drops in his eyes. It struck me as I looked at him lying there that being sightless was akin to being toothless. Self-defense and aggression both seemed to me difficult to achieve fully when you had no eyes or teeth. For a few seconds I imagined Aias toothless, his mouth caved in. Which would I prefer him to be: toothless or blind? Toothless looked bad, but then some kinds of blindness did too. Toothless was a condition that could be remedied with a bit of expert dentistry, whereas in most cases blindness could not be remedied by anything at all.* I sincerely hoped that Aias was not blind. Soon enough, when I administered the eyedrops, we would have the answer.
         

I went to the window and looked out. I could see Jerusalem’s old cemetery on the hill to the north. The stones of the tombs gave off a parched, senile yellow light and looked, from this distance, for all the world like the rubble of a ruin. A phalanx of stiff-spined cypress trees stood at the edge of the cemetery as cars crept by on the avenue below it—Israelis going about their business while the skeletons above them lay motionless in their tombs, a silent reminder of what was ahead for all of us.

Bored, I lay down on the bed next to Aias and held his hand. I knew he disliked being idle and debilitated. But he was a patient person, far more patient than I. Had I been in his position I would have been restlessly bad-tempered, complaining bitterly, and emitting dark vocal sighs of despair every sixty seconds or so. Aias, however, was silent and relaxed, waiting for time to take its course. He could even smile at his predicament, showing his strong teeth. I smoothed his knuckles and fingers, put my arm over his chest, kissed his neck and ear. I admired his patience and his equanimity. He made it easy to take care of him. I pressed my cheek to his, kissed him on the mouth. He kissed me back. The call to prayer suddenly began quavering from ten different directions outside our window, and we lay that way for a long while until one thing led to another and even though the surgeon had said that Aias should not exert himself in any way, we exerted ourselves. Gingerly we did so, and while we did, I was very careful to keep my hands away from his face, fearing I would damage his eyes.

Eventually, Aias’s eyedrops were due. I settled my eyeglasses on my nose and carefully peeled away the adhesive tape that held the protective plastic covers in place. The eyes were filmy and watery. Aias blinked and looked beyond my head in a testing way, trying to focus. I held his eyelids apart and put three drops into each eye. The liquid pooled, then streamed from the corners of his eyes and slid toward his ears. When his eyes cleared he looked at me for a while, minutely examining my face. Finally he said what I knew he would say: “Those glasses you’re wearing are no good.”

Surprised and relieved that he could see me through all that rheum, I said, “How come?”

“They make you look old. They make you look like an old schoolteacher.”

  


Just around that time I had, in fact, become a schoolteacher of sorts. I had recently taken a job as a volunteer teacher at the International Institute for Social Entrepreneurs in the city of Trivandrum in the state of Kerala in southern India—nearly as far south in India as a person can go without stumbling off the end of Cape Comorin and plunging into the Laccadive Sea. The school was not exactly in Trivandrum but eleven miles outside the city in what seemed to me a deeply insignificant coconut and banana jungle set between a tiny village and a muddy lotus-choked lake called Vellayani. Housed in a walled brick compound of brand-new construction, the school comprised four buildings—an office building, a dormitory, a dining room/kitchen that also served as an auditorium, and a classroom building. I was there to teach English and anything related to it. Communication, pronunciation, elocution, writing of all forms, grammar, punctuation, public speaking, whatever the students needed in this broad area, I was to help them with it. Not having had more than two years of experience with this sort of thing, and that nearly twenty years ago, I was only one step ahead of my students. There were some two dozen students between the ages of twenty and fifty-two. They came from thirteen different countries. There were two from Madagascar, three from Kenya, one from Norway, two from Ghana, one from Japan, one from Colombia, one from Nepal, three from Germany, three from Liberia, one from Sierra Leone, one who got chased out of Liberia as a boy and ended up in Sierra Leone, one ethnically Indonesian man from Saudi Arabia, two technically Chinese people from the Autonomous Region of Tibet, and one irrepressibly cheerful, fast-talking young woman from so extremely far northeast in India she might as well have been Bhutanese.

One of the criteria for admission to this school was that the student be proficient in English. For a couple of the students, that criterion appeared to have been waived. Though they could all put together simple sentences, only a few were truly proficient in English. The Kenyans’ national language was English and they were, of course, fluent in it, though their English was full of quirks and Britishisms and their accents were so rich that one had to concentrate carefully to follow what they were saying. The Liberians, for whom English was also the national language, were also very good at it. They knew English, understood it perfectly, but when they spoke it, they were almost completely unintelligible to the rest of us English speakers. No amount of careful concentration could solve this problem. The number of times I had to say “Sorry, what did you say?” to my Liberian students in the first few weeks of meeting them was a source of regret for me. I felt for them. With their nation, their lives, their education, their very psyches disrupted and dismantled by Charles Taylor’s nightmarishly weird Liberian civil war, they were not like any of the other students at the school, and they felt their difference and were, I eventually came to realize, quietly wounded by it.

The other important criterion for attendance at this school was that the student had to be either legally or entirely blind. Thirteen of them were completely blind. The rest were in various stages of blindness, low vision, or visual impairment. Some could see a little light, a little color; some could see objects dimly; a few could read printed type if the type was very large and they pressed their noses up to the page. Most could read Braille; most were in possession of a white cane.

My reason for going to India to teach blind and visually impaired people was not that I wanted to teach English or live in India. I have never really wanted to teach, and I might as well say now that, although I’ve tried over the years to see the charm of India, after five separate trips there—a couple of them extended—I still do not see the charm of India. No, I was teaching at this school solely because I had developed a strong curiosity about blindness and wanted to meet blind people, to spend time with them, to get to know them, to find out how they think, to see how they live in the world, how they navigate, how they talk and eat and dress and write and shave and brush their teeth, and learn just about anything else I could about blind people without trespassing too far beyond the limits of decency. Teaching in a school for the blind seemed to me a good way to learn, and I was given the rare chance to do that in Trivandrum, Kerala.

I had begun to develop this interest in the blind four years before, when an American magazine sent me to Tibet to write an article about Sabriye Tenberken, the blind German woman who, together with her sighted Dutch partner, Paul Kronenberg, founded Braille Without Borders, Tibet’s first school for the blind. At the time that I went to Tibet, I had no real interest in blindness beyond the usual reflexive dread of it, the usual pity for people who couldn’t see, the usual fearful wish that it would never ever happen to me. My dread of blindness was great enough that I was even a little apprehensive about meeting Sabriye. In preparation for my trip to Tibet I read a book she wrote about her experiences and saw photos of her (she looked normal enough, presentable enough; when I accidentally held her photo upside down for a moment, she looked oddly like me when I was younger); she was by all accounts a brave, adventurous, highly intelligent person, but still, she was blind, and that big, terrible fact made me uneasy and even reluctant to meet her. I didn’t know what was the appropriate way to behave with a blind person, whether there was some particular etiquette I should follow. There must, I thought, be rules about relating to a person so extremely disadvantaged in the game of life. The unfamiliarity of it worried me and the bleakness of it depressed me a little. I was forty-five years old at the time and had rarely spoken to a blind person.

My first encounter with a blind person took place thirty years ago in the waiting room of Raidió Teilifís Éireann, the Irish broadcasting company in Dublin. I was sitting on a couch waiting to do a radio interview when a blind woman came into the room with a guide dog and sat down next to me. She was moonfaced and pale and wore a red dress and black patent-leather shoes. Her thin hair was cut in blunt bangs across her forehead, and over her ears she wore the bulky headphones of a Walkman that she held lightly in her right hand. The guide dog lay on his side and stared dully at the woman’s glistening shoes while she listened to music with her eyes closed. Her eyes were slightly sunken, and the lids had a darkish hue, as if lightly dusted with coal ash. I was enthralled by the pair. The woman’s nose twitched repeatedly, as though she were investigating a breeze or a scent that was wafting across her face. Presently, a short bald man poked his head through a doorway and said to the blind woman, “I suppose you’d better come and operate the switch, Lisa.” She unplugged the headphones from the device, removed them from her ears, stuffed them into her handbag, then abruptly lifted the Walkman to within an inch of my chin and, with bold authority, said, “Pardon me, madam. I want to be sure the machine is off. Is it off?”

Startled, I took the machine in my hands, fumbled with it, accidentally turned it on, turned it off again, confirmed that it was off, and handed it back to her. She said, “Right, then,” and stood up and headed for the door with no guidance from the dog, who followed slowly behind her with an air of resigned obedience.

I remember wondering with intense puzzlement how the blind woman knew that I had been sitting there, for I had not moved or spoken or made any sound at all since she came in and sat down next to me. And how was she going to operate the RTÉ switchboard if she didn’t know whether her own radio was on or off? Above all, how did she know I was a woman? She had called me madam. Why? With strong feelings of suspicion, mistrust, fascination, and resentment I watched her and the dog disappear through the doorway.

Aside from one fleeting exchange with a blind man over the harness of his guide dog in a very small elevator in Boston, a vacuous little volley of small talk in which neither the blindness nor the conspicuous dog was mentioned, Lisa had been my only real encounter with a blind person before I went to Tibet. Fourteen years later, on my way to Lhasa I felt that my ignorance about blind people could somehow hurt both them and me.


*No, not just a little—a lot. A few years before this event I had seen for the first time the film version of All Quiet on the Western Front. One scene had stayed vividly in my mind: In the midst of a relentless bombardment, a band of German soldiers are putting up barbed wire to keep the enemy at bay. The younger ones are wild-eyed with fear. The bombardment worsens, and the soldiers are directed to retreat to their dugout. As they go, one of them gets knocked to the ground by an explosion and the next thing we know he is screaming hysterically, “My eyes! My eyes! I can’t see! I’m blind!,” and running around in jagged circles. The very next thing we know, he’s dead. It isn’t entirely clear what has killed him, but I think we’re meant to suppose it’s the injuries he sustained. I knew better, though. I knew in my heart that the soldier had died not of his injuries but of the sheer horror at knowing he’d been blinded. I had felt his utter despair, his psychic repulsion, so forcefully that I frowned at the television screen and said out loud, “It’s better that he died.”
            

*Years later, when I read in Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone that a man who had lost his sight was like “a man shut alive inside a tomb where he could live and move,” I thought that if he had only removed the second clause, his description would have been dead accurate.
            

*Later, I’ll discuss some of the cases in which sight has been surgically restored to the congenitally blind. The earliest reported instance came from Arabia in the year 1020. By the year 2000, there had still been only a very few successful cases.
            




	

    
	
		Braille Without Borders


I arrived at the Braille Without Borders school—which, Sabriye Tenberken later clarified, is not really a school but a training center for blind children—during what appeared to be a recess period. Though the air was cool, at eleven o’clock in the morning in downtown Lhasa, the Tibetan sun was hot on my bare head. The entrance to the school grounds was a formidable, fantastically decorated portal, like a gate lifted whole from the Forbidden City. At its center was a pair of wide-planked wooden doors painted bull’s-blood red and fortified with black iron straps graced with fine white filigree. Above the doors, a wooden lintel extended out over the head of the visitor, forming a kind of awning against the sun. Along the length of the edge of the awning hung a puzzling six-inch-wide strip of pleated red cotton; it fluttered in the breeze like a cheerleader’s skirt. (I soon learned that every door and window in Tibet is bedecked with a similar pleated length of cloth. Far too short to be useful as curtains against the sun, the cloths are simply fanciful frills that lend the buildings of Lhasa the festive air of a parade float.) The lintel was painted in a decorative pattern of lime green, orange, red, yellow, and blue and was supported by two wooden columns, the left displaying vertically the uppercase letters of the Roman alphabet, the right the letters of the Tibetan alphabet. The Braille equivalent of each alphabet had been carved into the wood beside it.
         

Affixed to the great door was a beautifully handwritten note that said BE AWARE OF THE DOG!, which is a euphemistic way of saying THERE IS A VICIOUS DOG IN HERE WHO WILL PROBABLY BITE YOU. More often than not, though, it’s really only a way of saying THERE IS NO VICIOUS DOG IN HERE, BUT WE WANT YOU TO THINK THAT THERE IS. Whatever the case, merely being aware of a dog is of no use at all if the dog is determined to attack. I hesitated, considered the possibilities, heard nothing beyond the door but the raucous clatter and shriek of children at play. Realizing that after traveling some eight thousand miles to write an article about this school, I didn’t have much choice, I rang the bell, an ancient-looking bronze cowbell dangling from a rope. I waited, staring at the magnificent gate. Had a winged, fire-snorting Chinese dragon come roaring out of it, I would not have been entirely surprised. Eventually the great doors were hauled open by a tall, skinny teenager in a double-breasted pin-striped suit jacket three sizes too big for him. He was smiling hugely, positively brimming with delight. One of his eyes was rolled back in his head and the other seemed to be looking intently westward. The sleeves of his jacket dangled several inches below his hands, making him look like an amputee.
         

The school’s courtyard, a little smaller than a tennis court, was full of blind Tibetan children of varying ages and sizes. Some were kicking a ball around; some were singing along with a Dolly Parton tune on a cassette player parked on an outdoor staircase; one boy, stripped to the waist, was washing his hair at a spigot in the corner of the yard; several were wrestling on the ground; one plump girl was descending a long flight of outdoor stairs with a pile of laundry hugged tight in her arms. Two boys were sitting in the sunlight at the bottom of the front stoop, snapping sheets of bubble wrap held close to their ears. A girl in a pink jacket with its hood pulled up over her head stumbled out through a doorway, leading by the hand a smaller girl in sky-blue sneakers. The scene had the cheery abandon and unself-conscious intimacy of a Brueghel village panoptic. Some of the children had damaged eyes; one or two had no eyes at all; some had eyes that didn’t open. Others seemed to be able to see a little bit of light with one eye or the other. One boy of about six with a Band-Aid on his forehead was standing in the middle of the yard with his face lifted to the sky, his thumb and forefinger curled into a circle around his left eye, like a monocle, and his mouth twisted into a grimace of extreme effort as he struggled to catch a glimpse of the enormous sun. Many of the children had white canes. A serious-faced, big-eared boy of about thirteen with an orange down jacket, orange trousers, and a head shaven nearly to baldness sat in the sun on a wooden bench worrying a set of Tibetan prayer beads, eyes closed, lips moving. He wore black leather brogues with thick heels and big square metal buckles on their tops, the sort of shoes in which the persecuted British pilgrims clunked about on the decks of the Mayflower in 1620. With the shaven head, the orange clothing, and the beads, the boy resembled a Buddhist priest. He seemed unaware that at the end of his bench a large Tibetan mastiff with an enormous head lay locked in a wire cage. The Tibetan mastiff is a famously aggressive dog so frighteningly tough and hardy that he can happily sleep through the night buried under a few feet of snow.
         

Distracted by the sight of the children, I didn’t realize at first that the blind teenager who had opened the gate was standing expectantly beside me, still grinning, waiting for me to identify myself. His double-breasted jacket seemed part of a costume, like the jacket of a dandified 1940s gangster. I thanked the boy for letting me in and said I was here to see Sabriye Tenberken.

At the sound of my voice, the entire yard of children immediately stopped what they were doing and turned their heads in my direction. Silence replaced the school-yard din. It was obvious from the way the children’s expressions suddenly changed, from the way they stood statue-still and tilted their heads at me, that they knew I was someone new and knew exactly where I was standing in relation to them. After a long silence, I said, for want of anything better to say, “Hi, kids,” whereupon several of the children began to approach me slowly, their faces keen with curiosity, their chapped cheeks not just pink but raw-beef red, as if rasped by the powerful sun. Their hair was raven black and glossy as shellac in the intense light. They surrounded me and began to run their small hands over the hem and sleeves of my coat, the legs of my jeans, and my hands. I said hello to them, and hearing English, they began to question me in English. They told me how nice it was to meet me, wanted to know my name, where I was from, why I was here, how I was feeling today. At the sound of our conversation, the rest of the children gathered around and they, too, began to feel my clothing. Their warm hands were all over me, gently exploring with a soft tap-tapping, like airport security guards frisking for weapons. They felt my shoes, my ring, my fingers, my belt, my legs, my handbag, their hands doing for them what their eyes could not. The children were open and bold and yet shyly respectful at the same time. I was a newcomer, but they seemed to have no real wariness of me—instead, they approached me as if I were a novel object. Those who could see a little light squinted a lot as they talked to me. One boy gave me his full name with a regal nod of his head. Another boy with no front teeth and eyes crazily skewed in their sockets held my hand and said, “I am six years old.” He looked no more than three. Later, as I came to know the children better, I understood that they were all small for their ages.

The only child in the yard who didn’t come to investigate me was the boy on the wooden bench, the monk with the prayer beads. Through it all, he continued to pray, lips moving, eyes closed, fingers stitching at the beads, an expression of serious inertia on his long face. He could not have cared less that a stranger had arrived. Either that or he was deaf as well as blind.

The six-year-old who was missing his front teeth shook my hand with determination, then felt the watch on my wrist. He held my wrist to his chest, and, with fingertips that moved pickingly, like the feet of a spider, he thoroughly examined the watch and its strap. His breath was hot and moist on my knuckles. He lifted his red cheeks at me. “Watch, is it?”

“Yes,” I said. “It is.”

He pressed the watch to his ear, and, holding his breath, he listened awhile, his mouth hanging open in concentration, his unseeing eyes, a bit too big for their sockets, rolling a little in his head. Again he showed me his cheeks. “Time?”

“Eleven o’clock.”

“Morning eleven, is it?” he asked fervidly, if a bit disingenuously, for he must have known it was morning.

“Yes.”

“O’clock?”

The questions, I realized, were just an opportunity to practice his English vocabulary. “Of course o’clock,” I said, “what else could it be?”

Summarily dropping my wrist, the boy said, “Tchah! Time to go in.”

As the children began to file back into their classrooms, Sabriye Tenberken came out of the main office building with a white cane in her hand. I introduced myself to her. Her eyes were striking. They were stark blue, clear, deep-set, and, although they saw nothing at all, they were vibrant and healthy-looking. When I spoke, she faced me directly and gazed with such focused concentration she seemed to be not just seeing me but seeing through me. She didn’t look like a person who couldn’t see. She was tall and slender, had an angular, Roman sort of beauty: a high forehead, a long nose that came to a marked point, blond eyebrows, dirty-blond hair, and pale flawless skin. She was dressed in jeans and a red fleece jacket. She spoke fluent English with a German rhythm but very little accent. After asking politely whether I had settled into my hotel (I had), whether I found it comfortable (I did), and whether I was tired after my long trip (I was), she told me that she was just on her way to run an errand and invited me to join her on her walk to the center of the city. She talked a lot and with energy and confidence, and I understood immediately that she is a person who is always busy, that she rarely idles.
         

The second thing that struck me about Sabriye was her style of walking. She has notably long legs and walks quickly and with a kind of urgent authority. Indeed, she strides, which was not the gait I expected from a blind person. Apparently accustomed to walking arm-in-arm with companions, she hooked an elbow in mine and, linked in this way, I found that for every step she took I had to take a step and a half. Quickly I understood that on this particular occasion she had linked arms with me not in order for me to guide her, but so that she could guide me.

I had been in Lhasa less than twenty-four hours, and the city’s high altitude—nearly twelve thousand feet above sea level—and consequent reduced atmospheric pressure had made me breathless, light-headed, and physically clumsy. Not forty seconds into our walk, I stumbled over a pile of granite stones that had been dumped in the middle of the sidewalk. Sabriye, who just at that moment was saying, “People always ask me when did I go blind, ” interrupted herself to steady me, then carefully guided me to the edge of Chingdol Dong Lu, a central four-lane artery on which heavy traffic with an extreme form of disorder unique to China (and India) careered by in both directions.

Sabriye lifted her chin a fraction, cocked her head in concentration, waited for a break in the two lanes of eastward-rushing traffic, then led me swiftly to the dead center of the avenue, where, to my dismay, we paused atop the yellow dividing line. Large trucks roared past so close to us that the wind they whipped up tossed Sabriye’s long blond hair across her mouth as she spoke. “But I can never say when exactly I went blind,” she said, the white cane held lightly in her fingers, her voice rising to compete with the noise of the traffic. “It was gradual. I began to realize that a color I thought was green was really blue. I couldn’t see words I was writing. I thought I could see, but I couldn’t.”

A small break appeared in the two lanes of traffic rushing west, and at just the right moment, Sabriye applied a light pressure to my arm and we plunged forward and crossed safely to the far side of the street. There, without breaking stride, she hopped nimbly over a knee-high barrier that separated the bicycle lane from the rest of the traffic and stepped up onto the sidewalk. She turned left at the next corner, where a woman selling steamed dumplings from a bamboo pot stared at her in astonishment. I could hardly blame the woman, for I too was staring, mystified as to how Sabriye managed to navigate the world so swiftly and flawlessly. She hurried across a vacant lot in which six pool tables had been set up under the vivid blue Tibetan sky, turned slightly left again, went straight for a minute, veered around a pile of rubble, somehow dodged the bicycles blowing past us in the narrow alleys, turned left again, then right. Because our elbows were still linked, I had to maintain a hectic little skipping trot to keep up with her.

As we barreled up yet another narrow street, a wiry little fox-faced girl sitting on a stoop spotted Sabriye through the crowd, sprang to her feet, and crowed at the top of her lungs, “Xia ze lai le!” A simple Chinese sentence that means, in essence, Here comes an idiot!
         

Sabriye repeated the words to herself with a dry laugh and carried on. “Nobody can insult me with blindness,” she said lightly, “because I’m proud to be blind.”

  


Almost single-handed Sabriye Tenberken and her partner, Paul Kronenberg, brought literacy to the blind people of Tibet. In founding Braille Without Borders, they inspired nothing short of a revolution in the status of the Tibetan blind, in their thinking, and in their future. She and Kronenberg, who is sighted and handles much of the practical work of the school, were knighted by the Dutch queen and won numerous other honors and awards for their work. Sabriye was hardly an idiot. Nevertheless, in the seven years she spent living in Tibet—and, indeed, in the twenty-seven in her native Germany before that—she had been the object of abuse, epithets, and condescension innumerable times because of her blindness. These days, epithets left her unfazed; they hadn’t always.

Sabriye was born with retinitis pigmentosa, a degenerative disease of the retina, and by the age of twelve, she was completely blind. In her early years, she was able to make out faces, colors, even landscapes, but her vision was highly impaired, and as a result her schoolteachers approached her with what she felt was a patronizing deference that set her apart. They always shook her hand first in the morning when the students arrived at school, always offered her the biggest piece of cake at lunchtime. They spoke down to her and singled her out for special treatment because she was blind. Her classmates, by contrast, taunted and ostracized her, played tricks on her, bullied her and deliberately gave her misinformation and false directions in order to watch her tumble down a flight of stairs. They told her she was ugly. Unable to see her own face, she believed the lie. Desperate to fit in, Sabriye denied her blindness even to herself and worked overtime to hide it. At bus stops, she would ask bystanders to read the bus schedules for her with the excuse that she had something stuck in her eye. Or she simply got on the wrong bus, too proud to ask where the bus was going. Out of sheer determination she continued to ride her bicycle long after it was reasonably safe to do so; more than once she and the bike ended up in a ditch. Observing how clumsily she moved, people would ask her if she was drunk. Once, skating on a frozen lake, she skated out of the prescribed safety bounds and fell into a hole in the ice. Sabriye averred that not accepting her blindness made her miserable, for she was constantly compensating and pretending, exhausting herself in the effort. Eventually she met a girl whose vision was approximately as diminished as her own. The girl told Sabriye that she walked with a white cane. When Sabriye said, “A cane is for a blind person,” the girl, who had fully accepted her own blindness, responded, “But I am blind.”
         

“Not until I accepted my blindness,” Sabriye told me with visible emotion, “did I begin to live.”

Sabriye’s parents enrolled her at the Carl-Strehl-Schule in Marburg, a boarding school for the blind where, along with the usual academic subjects, the students were taught horseback riding, swimming, white-water rafting, Braille, and, above all, self-reliance. Suddenly, Sabriye realized that as a blind person she was not alone, that there were many others like her. She made friends. She felt equal and appreciated. She was happy. She learned Braille and for the first time in her life, she read an entire book by herself. She read Dr. Faustus and the works of Shakespeare. She thought, Okay. I may be ugly and blind, but I have a brain. I can do things. It was at this special school for the blind that Sabriye began to learn that her blindness need not be an obstacle, that it need not set her apart from sighted people or cut her off from the world or prevent her from having a happy, fulfilled life. She developed a newfound confidence. At sixteen, at a party, she was invited to dance by a boy who didn’t know she was blind. Before long, the boy asked her if she was having trouble seeing. When Sabriye answered, “I’m blind,” the boy told her that her blindness made him uncomfortable and he stopped dancing with her. Sabriye said to him, “If you have a problem with my blindness, you don’t deserve me.”
         

Eventually, Sabriye attended the University of Bonn, the only blind person in a student body of thirty thousand. She majored in Central Asian studies with a particular focus on Tibet. Several professors in the department tried to dissuade her from studying the difficult Tibetan language. No one had yet found a way to translate Tibetan into Braille and therefore there were no Tibetan texts available for the blind. How, then, would she read the assignments? How would she keep up in her classes? How would she make notes on the required Tibetan texts? Sabriye ignored their discouragement and immersed herself in her courses. Using the system of rhythmic spelling that Tibetans employ to memorize their complex language, she created her own method of translating the Tibetan language into Braille. With a specially adapted Braille writing machine, she found she was able to take notes faster than her sighted classmates. She compiled a Tibetan-German dictionary, and when sighted students began asking her for help with their course work, she was vindicated and delighted. Eventually, Sabriye helped to devise a software system that enabled her to transcribe entire Tibetan texts into formally printed Braille.

Sabriye had developed the system for her own use but when she realized that blind people in Tibet could benefit from it, she got the idea to bring it to Tibet and start a school. In a pattern of skepticism that even now Sabriye faces daily, almost all of her professors told her that her idea was absurd, that although what she had accomplished so far was remarkable, it would be completely impossible for a blind woman to take on such a project. They told her to be realistic, to keep her feet on the ground; they told her not to give false hope to the blind, not to imagine that she, a blind woman, could accomplish something so revolutionary and grand in scope.

Sabriye ignored the objections. She approached several development organizations for help with founding her school in Tibet, but all of them saw her blindness as too great a liability. After having numerous doors closed in her face, she resolved to realize the project under her own aegis. In 1997, at the age of twenty-six, much to the dismay of everyone but her immediate family, she traveled alone to China, took an intensive course in Chinese, then proceeded to Tibet, where she was surprised to learn that more than thirty thousand of Tibet’s 2.6 million people were blind—about twice the global rate. While poor diet and unhygienic conditions contribute to the high rate of blindness in Tibet, the main cause is the country’s elevation. At such high altitudes, the sun’s ultraviolet rays are intense and cause damage to the unprotected eye.

Sabriye also discovered in Tibet a deep prejudice against the blind. Tibetan culture is rife with superstition, mythologies, ghosts, vapors, and spirits. Blindness is rarely considered the result of anything so banal as genetics, disease, or neurological disorders. Most Tibetans believe blindness is caused by mysterious powers or spiritual forces as punishment for misdeeds perpetrated in a past life. The blind are considered to be cursed, possessed by demons, or capable of extrasensory perception, which makes them entirely dangerous; in parts of Tibet, it’s thought that merely touching the blind can cause a person to become impure. For centuries Tibet’s blind have been shunned, vilified, treated as subhuman, and subjected to unimaginable cruelty. When Sabriye first arrived in Lhasa, she found not a single institution or organization geared toward providing assistance for the region’s blind—clearly a result of this deep-seated fear and enmity.

Sabriye decided to travel through remote areas of the Tibetan countryside, visiting rural villages, spreading the word about her Braille system, assessing the situation of blind children there. Many of these villages were not accessible by road, and when Sabriye concluded that the most efficient way to conduct her mission was on horseback, there were more howls of protest from the skeptics. Nevertheless, she set off with three supportive companions, two of whom were Tibetan, and rode from village to village, across high mountain passes, and through flooded rivers. What she found in her investigation shocked her: a small child who, because of her blindness, was tethered to a bed most days, her tiny body withered with misuse; others, barred from the local schools, who regularly had stones thrown at them, who were taunted and jeered at and locked in dark rooms for years on end. Isolated, scorned, sometimes beaten and abandoned or turned out in the streets to beg, almost all were uneducated and completely illiterate.

When villagers saw Sabriye walking and confidently riding a horse and heard her speaking Tibetan, they refused at first to believe that she was blind. With patience and persistence she persuaded them that she was indeed blind and that their blind children also could learn to ride horses, could learn to read and write and speak foreign languages. Gradually comprehending the truth of what Sabriye was saying, one astounded Tibetan father told her, “The prospect of your school is like a dream for us.”

With twenty thousand dollars of Sabriye’s own money and with fierce determination, Sabriye Tenberken and Paul Kronenberg finally managed to set up a school in a rented building in Lhasa. They began with six students. Six years and a host of trials later, the school now had thirty-seven students in residence, ranging in age from three to nineteen, as well as six trained teachers and five staff members. New students arrived regularly.* The school charged no tuition or boarding fees; it was a free ride for whatever motivated blind student could present himself at the door. Paul and Sabriye paid the bills by applying for grants and traveling a great deal to make speeches and raise funds from private sources. Against all the odds, Braille Without Borders was a success.
         

  


While Sabriye and I walked, the sky had begun to fill with bloated plum-colored clouds. Explosive thunder cracked around us. The Tibetan sky is so close to the ground that the thunder seemed to roll just a few feet above our heads. The noise was huge and crisp and so violent it sounded like a four-poster bed crashing willy-nilly down a long flight of wooden stairs. It rattled the windows of the shops and drowned out our voices. Sabriye shuddered, visibly disturbed by the sound, and for the first time she hesitated in her path.

“I can’t stand loud noise,” she said.

Surprised, I said, “It’s just thunder.”

“Yes, I know. It’s harmless, but I find the noise overwhelming. I hate, for example, construction sites. When I hear a jackhammer, I break into a sweat of anxiety. Noise is my only real fear.”* She resumed walking and said with a small, self-protective laugh, “The only other thing I’m afraid of is vampires.”
         

I was sure I had misheard her. “Vampires?”

“Yes. I have a vampire phobia. I hate myself for it, but I have a vivid imagination. Sometimes when I’m walking at night I hear footsteps following behind me and I never care whether it’s a criminal or whatever, because I studied karate and street fighting for a year and a half and I know I can defend myself. But the moment I think, Maybe it’s a vampire, I feel a real panic.”
         

She blamed the fear on her older brother, who as a child had had a mania for vampires. He knew every last detail about them and insisted on sharing the details at length with Sabriye. At a certain age, the brother began sleeping in a coffin. He watched countless vampire movies on television, and, because he knew that Sabriye was afraid of them, he would force her to watch the movies too. “He loved to go to cemeteries, and sometimes he would bring me with him,” she said. “For him it was a thrill; for me it was absolutely terrible. I loved my brother, but those vampires really scared me.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to this. I wanted to tell her that her vampire phobia was absurd and that her brother sounded like a complete creep. But she was blind, and I was a visitor at her school, and so instead, I said politely, boringly, “Well, I can understand your fear. But do you still think vampires exist?”

After a long silence she said with a smile, “No, I don’t really think they exist. But, you know, Tibetans believe very much in ghosts and spirits. You can easily draw yourself into thinking like that here. I can sometimes believe in ghosts in Tibet.”

Another explosive thunderclap boxed our ears and made us jump. I realized that I was completely lost now in the heart of the city and that I would not have been able to find my way back to the school without Sabriye’s guidance. As we proceeded through the narrow streets, I continued to be amazed by Sabriye’s navigational skills, by how completely assured she was in the back alleys of Lhasa. In the span of forty-five minutes she never once collided with anything or took a wrong turn. Her hands never groped or darted, either investigatively or defensively. She never hesitated or stumbled. She walked in a smooth, gliding way and seemed always to know at what moment to turn left or right. It was like watching an elaborate trick performed by a particularly talented magician. Mystified and amused, I finally asked her how she did it, how she knew where to turn, how she knew she had reached a corner without touching the wall, how she knew when there was a person or a parked truck in her path.

“Well,” she said, “lots of things. Sound, echo, the air, different smells—these things change around you and you know from experience what they are.”

From the way she spoke, it was obvious she’d been asked this countless times before and that for her the answer to my question was so elementary that having to give it yet again was a bit tiresome. She told me she could hear how wide a street was by listening to the echo of her cane tapping on the pavement, how wide a staircase was by clapping her hands or snapping her fingers as she ascended it. “You know,” she said, “sighted friends of mine who knew me well told me I should not come to Tibet to try to take this project on, because when they shut their eyes and see darkness, they feel completely helpless. They couldn’t imagine how I would do it. But for a sighted person who closes her eyes and suddenly tries to live life that way, it’s not the same experience as for a blind person who has had years to adapt and learn and compensate. Sighted people don’t understand that. They don’t understand what the world is like for a person who has long been blind.”

Sabriye went on to observe that most human beings are attracted by beauty, that we make quick judgments about people based on their appearances, but that for blind people this sort of superficial judgment simply isn’t an issue. “A blind person’s reason isn’t clouded by appearances. We have to focus on the personality, which is the real essence of the person. It can be an advantage for us.”

In order to illustrate this point Sabriye sometimes asked sighted visitors to the school to join her for tea in a completely dark, windowless room in the school basement. “We leave the lights off and introduce them to other new people there in the dark. We have tea and conversation, and the sighted people have to make their judgments of these new acquaintances based on what they hear rather than on what they see—it’s all voice, ideas, personality. Then, when we take them outside and they can finally see the people they’ve been sitting with, they’re surprised, because the people look nothing like what they had imagined.”

“It’s not unlike making an assessment of a person just from hearing them on the radio,” I said.

“Right. The radio can be a very intimate and immediate way of knowing a person.”*
         

I had been watching Sabriye’s face as we walked, reading it for clues. There is in her expression a constant mood of expectation and wry amusement. She smiles easily and speaks with casual directness. She is genial, focused, passionate about her cause, and uses a great deal of visual description. She will tell you that a person blushed, a landscape was beautiful, a lake was turquoise, a film she “saw” was frightening. There’s a refreshing lack of performance in her persona, no overweening eagerness to please, no calculation, false intimacy, or apparent guile. She looks directly at you when you speak and listens with an air of such intelligence and alertness that you find yourself regretting you’re not a more articulate, more vibrant person.

  


When we returned to the school and were passing through the small courtyard, Sabriye stopped at the mastiff’s cage, reached in, ruffled his ears, and greeted him with a few affectionate words of Tibetan. The dog was lying on his side, languishing in the small cage, with his mouth open and his big tongue draped over his jagged molars. “His name is Pookie,” Sabriye said proudly. “Unfortunately we have to lock him up because he’s a little vicious. He bit a Swiss woman who was visiting us.”

The dog struggled heavily up to a sitting position and gazed at us. He had a very large head and opaque staring eyes. I estimated that he was nearly the size of a yak. The bristling mane of hair that grew in a ruff around his neck was not unlike a lion’s. His paws were as big as teacup saucers. I knew that the Tibetan mastiff was considered one of the most ferocious dogs in the world. I did not find it at all unfortunate that he was locked up.

Sabriye said, “Put your hand in the cage and pat him.”

I looked at her to see if she was being funny. It was hard to tell, since she always seemed to have a slightly ironic smile on her face.

“Sabriye,” I said, “do you really think I would be inclined to stick my hand into this dog’s cage when you’ve just told me that he’s a little vicious?”

She laughed. “Don’t worry. He can actually be very sweet. Pat him. You’ll see.”

I crouched down and looked at the dog. The bars of his cage seemed dangerously flimsy. He lifted his eyes at me in a frighteningly noncommittal way. As far as I could tell, he was neither a sweet dog nor a sour one, neither happy nor annoyed to see me. He revealed nothing of his mood or temperament. Our relationship could go one of two ways. “I don’t think so,” I said.

Sabriye laughed again, but this time the laugh had the electrical edge of a cackle to it, an undercurrent of wicked delight. “You’re afraid!” she said. She was clearly amused by my fear, which surprised and interested me. If she could laugh at someone else’s expense, then surely she was fair game for the same in return. When I understood this about her, when I realized that she had just given me permission to tease and push her, I felt for the first time at ease with her. She was not the dreary, pitiable, earnest person that I had persuaded myself all blind people must be. She had, to my surprise, a sense of humor. She tapped the cage with the tip of her cane and goaded me on. “Come on. Don’t be afraid,” she said dismissively. “Just go ahead. He won’t bite you.”

“Being afraid of a vicious dog is entirely reasonable,” I said. “Being afraid of imaginary creatures like vampires and ghosts is not.”

Sabriye laughed loudly at that. “Okay, you’re absolutely right,” she said, relenting.

I put my hand reluctantly into the dog’s cage—ready to retract it in an instant—and patted his big bony head. Nothing happened. The dog didn’t respond, but he continued to gaze impassively at me in a way that seemed ominous. “Good dog,” I said insincerely. The dog blinked once; I withdrew my hand and stood up. “Okay,” I said. “I’ve patted your vicious dog. That’s enough of that. Are you happy now?” My hand felt greasy; I wiped it on my jeans.

“You see?” Sabriye said. “He doesn’t really bite.”

“He doesn’t really bite. Okay, that’s good to know,” I said and made a mental note to steer well clear of him in future.
         

The Braille Without Borders school comprised two single-story L-shaped buildings that were configured in such a way as to create this pleasant and very private little courtyard. Like most of the buildings in Lhasa, they were made of mud brick and painted white with colorful trim, and every window had at its top that narrow, pleated length of cloth. The courtyard was cloaked in mauve twilight now, and the air had grown chilly enough that I wished I had a hat. Lights had come on inside the school, transforming its many-paned windows into bright rectangles of orange. The smell of roasting yak meat drifted from the school kitchen. The courtyard was empty but for two bigger boys who were laughing as they dragged a sack of cabbages to the kitchen door.

Sabriye invited me to sit with her in her office. As we passed through the school’s small dining room, I saw the boy I had come to think of as the Monk, the one dressed in orange with the buckles on his shoes. He was sitting alone at a table, still worrying his beads, his head bowed and his lips still moving in prayer. There was something extremely remote about him, as though he had no awareness whatever of his surroundings, and I began to wonder if he was not indeed blind and deaf.
         

As we headed down a hallway, I asked Sabriye about him. “Which boy?” she said moving quickly in front of me.

“The one all dressed in orange. He’s sitting alone in the dining room with a set of beads.”

She slowed her pace a bit and said “Oh” in a grave tone. “That’s Dawa. He’s very new here.”

“Is he praying or just talking to himself?”

“No, he’s praying. He prays constantly.”

“He looks miserable.”

“He is miserable.”
         

When we sat down in her office, Sabriye explained that Dawa was thirteen years old and had recently lost his vision to some disease, that he was in the classic phase of depression and denial that most sighted people go through when they go blind. He refused to accept that this was his fate, which left him in a limbo of inaction and paralysis. To make matters worse, he had been told by a Tibetan fortune-teller that he might regain his sight, and although that chance was very slim, it was a hope he was desperately clinging to. He prayed constantly to effect this miraculous reversal of fate. “His uncle brought him here, thinking we could help him. He had heard that there were happy blind children here who were learning. But Dawa doesn’t want to participate in anything,” Sabriye said. “I’ve tried to talk with him about it. I told him, ‘Okay, maybe the fortune-teller was right, maybe you will regain your sight. But for now you can’t see, so you might as well do something with that. It can’t hurt you to learn Braille like the other kids.’ But he refuses.”
         

I told Sabriye that I would certainly feel the same way in his situation, that I would find it impossible to get used to suddenly being blind, and that if I were in Dawa’s position, I would not want to engage in anything at all. She reminded me that she too had gone through the same anger and misery and loathing, said that it was only natural, but that the boy would not really be able to start living until he accepted the fact that he was blind and began to deal with it. “Dawa doesn’t realize that there’s so much he could be doing right now, because he’s placing all his hope in the future and all his value in his eyes.” She shook her head with concern. “It’ll be hard to shake him out of his passivity.”

Sabriye sat back in her desk chair and toyed with the wrist strap on the end of her cane as she spoke. She explained to me that one of the greatest obstacles for blind children, not just in Tibet but everywhere in the world, is that they are seldom treated equally with sighted children, that they are perceived as being helpless, as somehow special and different. “In families and the community beyond, very little is expected of the blind child. This reinforces in them the feeling that they are useless and incapable. Special isn’t good either way. When blind kids come here, we expect something from them. We teach them Braille, Chinese, English, computers, mathematics, and navigational skills. Many who come here have been so neglected and thought so helpless that they don’t know how to wash themselves. We teach them personal hygiene. We expect them to work hard at their lessons, to work hard at communal chores, to help each other out. When they first arrive they object and say, ‘But I’m blind! I can’t do that!,’ because this is what they’ve been taught in their villages: You can’t. You are unworthy. But when they realize that the other kids here are working and experimenting, being independent and gaining useful skills, they change their views. They begin to see that independence is empowering. That makes them want to work.”
         

Sabriye told me about a blind girl named Kyila, a recent graduate of Braille Without Borders who was now training to be a masseuse and often helped out at the school. Kyila had grown up in a small village in extreme poverty. Her father was blind and so were her twin brothers. The four of them were perceived as thoroughly useless, not to mention accursed. They were bullied by the villagers and told, “You people might as well all kill yourselves because you have absolutely no future.” Kyila came to Braille Without Borders, studied hard, learned quickly, and had recently won a scholarship to study in England for a year.

“Kyila is brilliant,” Sabriye said, “but nobody in her village ever paid enough attention to her to see that. Now she’ll be one of the first blind Tibetans ever to leave China.”

During the conversation, my notebook had been sitting in my lap. Occasionally I picked it up and jotted something down. This time, when I picked it up and began to take notes, Sabriye said with mock exasperation, “Again you’re writing what I’ve said!”
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