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TRANSITIONS
Getting Off the Island
by Aine C. McCormack, St. Paul, Minnesota

          When I think about people losing their vision, my mind goes to moments in television and movies, like when it happened
to Mary Ingalls on LITTLE HOUSE ON THE PRAIRIE or Alexis Winston in ICE CASTLES. Dramatic. Heart-wrenching. Tragic!
          My own experience was too down-to-earth for the movies--I simply woke up! I emerged from a coma ten days after I was
sedated and placed on a ventilator to help me breathe. I was unable to move, swallow, speak, or see. I have no memory of the
moment I woke up. The first thing I remember was being wheeled down the hospital hall, en route to the MRI.
          A nurse asked me what day it was. I had no clue. I was exhausted and disinterested. Besides, they told me not to talk
because my vocal cords weren't working properly.
          When she received no response, the nurse said it was February 11, 1998--my mom's birthday.
          "Happy Birthday, Mom," I mustered in a raspy whisper. My mom squeezed my hand. I could tell she was crying, but I was
unable to say anything to comfort her.
          Over the next six weeks, I worked to get better. With physical therapy twice a day and daily speech and occupational
therapies, I made steady improvement. In my 25-year-old mind, there was no question that I would get back to "normal." My
family and hospital staff may have been a little less optimistic. I couldn't see what they saw--the flaccid limbs, the strange
bumps all over my face, a patient who regularly fell asleep in a wheelchair during visits and meetings. But I knew what I had
inside.
          When I left the hospital I could (slowly) walk, eat (semi) solid food, and (kind of) talk. But I couldn't see any better. There
was no therapy to help that, no matter how hard I worked.
          To be honest, I hadn't thought much about the status of my vision. I wasn't in denial exactly; I was just getting used to the
idea and figuring out how I was going to deal with being blind.
          I met with John, a counselor from Minnesota State Services for the Blind, and toured the two blind rehabilitation facilities
in the Twin Cities. I decided on Vision Loss Resources and planned to begin my training in the autumn. John brought me a
white cane and gave me an overview on how to use it.  
          Over the course of the last week in April, I made an interesting discovery. My mom and I would sit on her bed each night
and watch back-to-back episodes of THE GOLDEN GIRLS from 10 to 11 PM. I started to notice a glow across the room where
the TV stood. I assumed it was my mind playing tricks on me and thought little of it.
          Then I began noticing flashes of light on a more regular basis. The big moment came over bean burritos. One day, my
best friend, Angela, and sister, Regan, brought Taco Bell for lunch. A bit of burrito oozed onto my chin, and I searched the table
for a napkin. My hand landed on what felt like a packet of sauce. For some reason, I picked it up and looked at it and
whispered,         "Hot sauce."
          "What?" Regan asked.
          "Nothing," I said.
          Did I actually see that, or was it a lucky guess? I had a 50/50 chance--hot or mild.
          "You said, 'Hot sauce.' I heard you," said Angela. "How did you know that was hot sauce?"
          "Lucky guess," I said.
          Tell that to Angela and Regan. They started asking me if I could see this, that, and everything else. Finally, they had to
get back to work, so I was home alone until my mom and dad got home. I took a nap and thought about what to do next.
          It wasn't that I didn't want to see, but that I didn't want to get my hopes up. What I really wanted was to turn back the
calendar and not have the asthma attack that brought me to the ER that Sunday evening in late January. Not to struggle to
breathe for hours while the doctors decided what to do. Not to be intubated and placed on a ventilator. Not to stay in a coma for
ten days while the sedation drugs wore off. Not to have a stroke at the age of 25.
          While I wished it hadn't happened, I knew this experience had changed me, and I had a feeling that the changes weren't
entirely bad. Here's the crazy thing that my family and friends couldn't understand: Regaining my vision would mean everything
was back to "normal," and I wasn't sure I wanted to go back to the same person I was before the stroke.
          When my mom came home from work, I asked her for my glasses.
          "Oh, Annie, why do you want them? I don't remember where I put them," my mom's voice trailed off. I heard her rifling
through drawers.     "Found them! I don't know why you want these, but here you go," said Mom. She placed the glasses in my
outstretched hand.
          I put on the glasses and blinked a bunch of times. The TV was on, I looked over and, if I held my head just right, I could
see what was on the screen. I turned to my mom, and I could see her face. I could see--well, a little bit.
          My mom and I figured out I couldn't see anything out of my left eye and what I could see out of my right eye was limited,
like a pinhole.
          Momentarily, I thought that now I wouldn't have to go to Vision Loss Resources or use the white cane. My mom was so
happy. I could move back into my condo and resume my life as it was before. I could forget the nightmare of the past several
months.
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          A visit to Dr. Wirtschafter, a neuro-ophthamologist at the University of Minnesota, put an end to that idea. He was the first
person to TELL me what I could see, rather than the all-too-frequent, "Can you see this? What about this?" from well-meaning
friends and family trying to understand. Dr. Wirtschafter said, "So, it is best when something is in your control--a book, a picture,
or a piece of paper--for you to see it. If someone points out something, say, a bird in the landscape or even a painting on the
wall, it would be difficult, even impossible, for you to find it." Exactly!
          He examined my eyes and said, "It is like an island of vision in a sea of blindness." My vision was stable, and barring
another stroke to the optic chiasm, it would remain stable. No additional vision would return. The rest of the nerves were dead.
          "I want you to start rehabilitation training, learn to use the cane, resume your life, and regain your independence--as soon
as possible."
          I would follow the instructions of anyone who could describe my situation so eloquently. I did learn how to use my cane,
type by touch, navigate the kitchen, and more at Vision Loss Resources. When I was done with training, I finished up my
college degree, got a job, and am living my life.
          It's not easy, but whose life is? I am not quite certain where I belong. Lately, I find myself drawn to that "island of vision." It
is where I come from, what I am comfortable with. It is where my family and friends live.
          But I don't always fit on the island. It is not entirely who I am today. I know I won't get any closer without embracing my
vision loss, leaving the comfortable shore for the challenge of deep water--facing my fears.
          First step? Figuratively and literally, I need to learn how to swim!

* * *


