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    Some names have been changed.


    

     

      There is no harm whatsoever in reading in dim light.

     


     —ROBERT CYKIERT, OPHTHALMOLOGIST,
IN 

      Real Simple 

      MAGAZINE
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     Glasses worn by a woman in the cinema do not generally signify a deficiency in seeing but an active looking, or even simply the fact of seeing as opposed to being seen.

    


    

     —Femmes Fatales, 

     MARY ANN DOANE

    


   


   

    

     We don’t see things as they are. We see them as we are.

    


    

     —ANAÏS NIN

    


   


  





   

    Four Eyes are
Better than Two
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      Until our century, a respectable woman kept her eyes modestly averted.

     


     

      —Sexual Personae, 

      CAMILLE PAGLIA

     


    


   


   

    

     My optic history has included ten pairs of prescription glasses, one pair of prescription sunglasses, and countless pairs of contact lenses. Since third grade, when I got my first pair of glasses, I have been photographed with and without glasses. I have worn my contacts so religiously that no one knew I wore glasses. I have worn my glasses so religiously that no one knew what my face looked like without them. I have been to contacts and back again. And the blinder I’ve gotten, the clearer I’ve been able to see.


    Although I didn’t officially begin wearing glasses until age eight, I was born a Girl with Glasses (GWG). But it wasn’t until college, surrounded by a gang of cool glasses-wearing girls, that I was able to fully embrace my four-eyed fate. Glasses became more than just an accessory; they became part of my personality, my identity—part of me.


    As a teenager, I didn’t have Tina Fey, Lisa Loeb, and Janeane Garofalo to emulate. No Frances McDormand wearing glasses to the Oscars. No Lane on Gilmore Girls playing drums in her band. When I first started wearing glasses, there weren’t exactly options. You had bad eyes, you wore glasses. There was no LASIK surgery. There were no soft contacts. Disposables? Colored? Please. The only option was hard contacts. With the emphasis on “hard.” Now being bespectacled is a conscious decision, because everyone knows you don’t have to wear them. It’s a choice. A choice about how you want to view the world and, more important, how you want the world to view you.


    Girls with Glasses are observers; our interaction with the world is often from a distance, from behind the protection that our glasses afford us. Growing up behind glass, one often forgets that people can see in, too.


   


  





   

    

     I’m going to take you somewhere. It’s time you began to see the world. You’re eleven years old and it’s time you saw something.

    


    

     —OLE GOLLY TO HARRIET, 

     Harriet the Spy,

     




     LOUISE FITZHUGH

    


   


  





   

      CAROL BRADY: 

     “Jan, I think you may need glasses.”

    


        JAN BRADY: 

     “Glasses! Oh no, Mom! Not glasses! They’ll make me look absolutely positively goofy!”

    


    

     —The Brady Bunch

    


   


  





   

    The First Pair
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    1980-1984


   


   

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

   


  





     

      Wait and See


     


     

      

       The first test I ever failed was a vision test. It was third grade, and the people who came to school every year to test our eyes and ears showed up with that portable machine with the View-Master binocularlike window, except that instead of picture slides inside, there were letters. Which I couldn’t read.


      Before the eye and ear people came, I thought maybe it was my teacher’s fault. Mrs. Babin liked to write math problems on the blackboard for us to copy down. One day I couldn’t read the numbers on the board anymore. At first I chalked it up to the glare from the sun coming in the window. There was also the fact that I hated math; it was my worst subject. But the problem recurred—even on rainy days. I didn’t know what was wrong. But I ignored it, thinking eventually my vision would return to normal. It didn’t.


      I had spent many hours at my grandparents’ house sitting in their dark living room, reading. When Nana and Papa saw me, they would always switch on the light and say, “Don’t read in the dark; you’ll hurt your eyes.”


      I hadn’t listened.


      When Mrs. Babin gave me a note to take home to my parents, I knew exactly what it was for. The jig was up. I was tempted to “forget” to give them the bad news, but like most GWGs, I was too good a girl. And nervous about my math grade.


      As a baby I had been diagnosed with asthma, but that condition had set in too early for me to remember life before it. It and its limitations had always just been a part of me. Glasses had not, and I didn’t want them to be. The only person who wore glasses in my family was Nana Walsh, and she was old. Very old. How could I need glasses? I was just a kid.


      The only two kids I knew who had glasses were my younger cousin Eric, and one of the many girls in my class named Michele, who was cross-eyed. I did not identify with either of them.


     


    





     

      Private Eye


     


     

      

       I was not alone in my newfound nearsightedness. My brother Steven, fifteen months my junior, joined me in the four-eyed ranks around the same time. Steven was never one to let me have my own thing for very long. I don’t remember what kind of glasses he got—I don’t even remember how his revelation came about. I’ve obviously blocked it out. He wears contacts now.


      My parents were confused. They didn’t wear glasses; their siblings didn’t wear glasses; my other brother, Joseph, didn’t wear glasses. Where had this glasses-wearing gene come from? They were also probably embarrassed that, like the inevitable head lice, it had been discovered not at home or at our pediatrician’s office, but at school.


     


    





     

      The Purchase


     


     

      

       Failing the vision test meant that I had to get glasses. And as a soon-to-be girl with glasses in Lynn, Massachusetts, it meant that my mother brought me to the aptly named Mr. Specs on the corner of Western and Chestnut. Mr. Specs was on the same block as the toy-slash-craft store where I bought my latch-hook rug-and-potholder-making kits.


      Mr. Specs was a bespectacled gentleman (just a face, actually) in a top hat—sort of a cross between Mr. Peanut and Mr. Tux. I’m not sure how old Mr. Specs was; he seemed ageless, like he had always been there, waiting.


      Sadly, Mr. Specs had only one small children’s section. (I was a discriminating shopper.) Regardless, I embraced the ritual of picking out frames. Every Girl with Glasses knows this is the best part. I am sure I tried on every pair of acceptable girls’ frames they had, and examined myself in the mirror while asking my mother’s opinion, before choosing beautiful round plastic frames in my favorite color, purple. The purple was subtle—almost lavender, really. My first pair came with a bright red case to keep them safe.


      I loved them.


     


    





     

      At First Sight


     


     

      

       At the Tony Awards a few years ago, Nicole Kidman walked to the podium to present an award, put on a pair of glasses, and said, “I need these, unfortunately.” (The emphasis is mine.) I was as shocked as anyone when Nic pulled out those specs. How far away was the teleprompter she was trying to read? If she needed glasses for distances, did that mean that the rest of the evening (sans glasses) she couldn’t see? Had she waved to Nathan Lane thinking he was Hugh Jackman? And, really, isn’t that the definition of celebrity? We can see them but they can’t see us.


      I, too, was a Part-Time Girl. At first. Why ruin my red-carpet look when I only needed glasses for two minutes a day to read my own teleprompter, the blackboard?


      I dutifully carried my little red case to and from school every day in my bag with my lunch. When I got to school, I put the case in my desk, and put my glasses on only when I needed to read the board. I never wore them otherwise. I was never photographed in them. The only people who knew of their existence were my fellow third, fourth, and fifth grade classmates. (And some of them probably hadn’t even noticed.) Seeing was good, but I wasn’t ready to have my appearance defined by my glasses. They were not a part of me. Even if they were purple.


     


    





     

      Eye for an Eye


     


     

      

       My best friend at the time was a girl named Cindy. Her real name was Cynthia with a y, and I always wondered why we didn’t call her Cyndi instead of Cindy. She was the one who had the sleepovers where we did séances and tried to levitate the slightly plump Tracey. She was the one the boys liked. Not coincidentally, she was also a Pop Warner football cheerleader. The head cheerleader. The captain. During recess, Cindy taught us—the noncheerleaders—cheers, and we followed along, clapping and shouting in unison (“BE AGGRESSIVE! B-E AGGRESSIVE!”). We didn’t cheer for anyone or anything in particular.


      My parents would not let my brothers play football or hockey. (“Too violent!”) And they would not let me be a cheerleader, probably for the same reason. They didn’t care that I already knew all the cheers, that I’d be a shoo-in at tryouts, that I was losing my best friend because I wasn’t involved in the thing that was most important to her. Cindy and I used to scheme about how I could try out without my parents knowing. But I never did. And maybe deep down I knew that being a cheerleader might not be the right fit for me. But oh, how I longed for that color-coordinated outfit! The snug sweater! The short pleated skirt! The pom-poms! The saddle shoes!


      Michele with one l, a full-time glasses-wearer, did try out. Now recess featured two real cheerleaders. And the rest of us. Before long Michele started looking at me sideways, and I began trying to get Cindy to say that I was her best friend. I’ve since learned that if you need to make someone tell you that she is your best friend, she definitely isn’t.


     


    





     

      Eyes Without a Face


     


     

      

       Things changed around the sixth grade. This is when it usually happens. Some girls are wearing training bras, and you are not. Some girls are dating, and you are not. Some girls are cheerleaders. I was not.


      During sixth grade, out of necessity, I began wearing my glasses for more than just reading the board. I became a Full-Time Girl. I made the decision one day at soccer practice. My friend Chrissie and I had been dropped off early and were hanging out at the field waiting for the rest of the team to arrive, when I heard two girls yelling my name. Some shapes in the distance waved and shouted hello. I waved back but had no idea who they were. It drove me nuts, like receiving an unsigned valentine. More important, it proved that my eyesight was getting worse.


      It was easier to just keep them on all day, since I now seemed to need them all day, except to read. Leaving them on my nose was preferable to wearing them on a chain around my neck, like my grandmother did when she wait-ressed, or on top of my head, which is where one of my aunts often forgot she had left hers.


      Plus, I had braces.


      Uncle.


     


    





     

      Vision Quest


     


     

      

       My glasses did not keep me from waging a spirited campaign to become sixth-grade class president. I set out to ask each member of my class to vote for me. I made lists and checked off who had made verbal commitments. I made buttons and little strips of paper to leave on people’s desks. I plastered the hallways with campaign posters featuring hot-


air-balloon stickers and clever slogans like “Aim High!” I asked an artistic girl I was barely friends with to make bookmarks with which I bribed girls: “You can have one, but only if you vote for me.” I was Election’s Tracy Flick, without the cupcakes.


      I won, but only by one vote.


      My glasses didn’t keep me from entering the citywide sixth-grade speech contest, either. As an Irish-Catholic Massachusetts Democrat, I naturally chose JFK’s inaugural address, and was selected as one of my school’s two participants. The other delegate from my school was a girl named Melissa, who recited Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I have a dream” speech. Cindy was an alternate with the Gettysburg Address, a popular choice.


      Flush from winning the election, I decided I wanted to win the speech contest too. I asked my father what I had to do to win; he told me to practice every night, and I did. It was that simple. Somehow, it worked. I won. When they called my name, I was stunned. I couldn’t speak, because if I did, I would start bawling. Which I didn’t understand. How could I be crying about something good? So I stood there in an awkward gray suit my mother had forced me to wear because she thought it looked “classy” and had my picture taken for the paper with this contorted look on my face—half hidden by glasses.


      Mr. Serwacki, my sixth-grade teacher, hung a sign on our classroom door: HOME OF THE CITYWIDE SPEECH CHAMPION. I was embarrassed. I knew it was too much. Things were shifting. I was no longer one of the Cindys.


      At the gifted program I attended, I overheard a girl who had been in the speech-contest with me say, “She only won because her mother’s on the school committee.” All my hard work reduced to one sentence. And maybe that was the only reason I won. I’ll never know.


      I’ve often joked—and there is always some truth to jokes—that I peaked in sixth grade. And sometimes I believe it. I don’t know that I’ve been as successful since. Something changed after that year. Who was that person who had the audacity to assume she should be president? Where did that confidence come from? And that self-discipline? Who was that person who was able to say I want this and then make it happen?


      Was it the glasses?


      Or was it me?
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