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 I hear a click, a soft tap, as Tyler comes, glides into the classroom.  He is graceful 

and handsome, short brown hair, square face, eyes faithfully blue and clean, winter 

flowers.  Immediately, I and every student absorb his charm.  Without effort, guided by 

invisible antennae he finds a chair, sits, unpacks his Braille machine, and ingests every 

nuance in my voice. He has learned how to listen.   I soon find out he is a typical Stanford 

student, smart, focused.  Stanford has high standards, blind or seeing.  But also 

supportive—he gets my readings on tape or Braille from the Disability Resource Center.   

 

 Tyler now a senior, has had no trouble maintaining good grades.  By the fourth 

week of class, audacious, he was reminding me of what I had left out, of my 

contradictions. He has a blind eye that emigrates to my words.  He was playing offense as 

well as defense, remembering each of the plays.  A photographic mind in a blind student, 

vivid pictures.  I do a power point presentation.  Other students whisper what the slides 

show, but he already has a good idea from my brief descriptions, from the inflections in 

my voice.  He is blind but he sees everything.  He reminds of Rilke’s poem, “The Archaic 

Torso of Apollo.”  The statue is headless but sees, changes lives.  The course was “The 

Novels and Theatre of Illness,” an exploration of what great writers have to say about 

pain and suffering, death and dying.  Tyler has his own book on the subject.  He can tell 

us about acceptance, determination, attitude, endurance.   He does not submit.  He is not a 

victim.  



 

  As the class progressed into late Spring, students arrived wearing shorts and 

sandals, typical clothing for Stanford undergraduates.  Tyler does not limp so until that 

first warm day, when I noticed the blue plastic joining the metal prosthesis, I did not  

know that his left leg was gone, amputated at the knee for an osteogenic sarcoma at age 

10.  By then he was already blind from bilateral retinoblastomas, right eye excised at 

fifteen months, the left removed at age two.  Yet, he, as Beth, his girl friend, is quick to 

the point, is not disabled.  She is beautiful and very smart.  Both recognize good things.  

Colors don’t count--sparks can be felt and absorbed.   Tyler sees, does all.  How does he 

manage?    

 

 In the classroom, I have only to mention how I want the tables and chairs 

arranged.  Next class it is done.  The overhead projector is ugly-I want it out of the room. 

To the hall.    Done.  Find six publications on cochlear implants--he finds eight.  He 

gathers work, a suction machine of diligence. 

 

 Watching him stride the campus, you would think he was the major donor, owned 

the place.  So confident, sure of where he is going.  His only aid is a cane, white, a fold 

up model.  He comes to our house for the student party and first off, wants to see the 

place.  His second trip he has the rooms organized, he can show the new students around.  

My wife thinks he is cute, breaks hearts.  Nora, our Alaskan Malamute, takes to him.  I 

have become suspicious –he is faking, he actually sees.  But then he takes out a blue eye, 

cleans, polishes, and then with flair, reinserts it into its patient socket.  I am certain he 



will be a good doctor, not the first blind physician.    He knows about healing, accepts 

that we can’t cure every disease.   He can teach the sick how to live –not as casualties of 

arbitrary biology-- but how to endure, cope, appreciate. 

 

 I ask what can’t you do?  “I can’t drive, but I own a car—public transportation 

around Los Angeles is tough.  Easier to find a driver”  “What else?”  “I can’t read facial 

expressions   but I can tell when they are smiling.”  The obvious question: “if you could, 

would you want to see?”  The answer appeals in its logic and beauty.  “Being blind is part 

of me—I don’t want to decide about a person—whether he would be a good friend on 

how he looks.  I might be deceived.”  That woke me.  In our culture looks are trump—but 

say nothing about generosity, caring, compassion, empathy.  I think of Mary Shelly’s 

“monster.”  Dr. Frankenstein’s creation is sweet and kind until his identity is altered by 

the torrent of hate he encounters because of his appearance. 

 

 The next year I need a new teaching assistant.  Must drive to pick up visiting 

professors. Tyler volunteers.  Why not.  He is tireless, absorbs work through his skin, 

asks for more. Disability can be defined as the inability to function fully, physically as 

well as socially, in one’s culture, society, environment.   In the country of the seeing, in 

the planet of the two legged, Tyler is not disabled.    He can do everything but the 

driving.  “Beth will do that for me.”  No problem.   
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