Autobiography runner-up: by Janelle Colquhoun of Keperra, Queensland
When I’m Sixty-four

My fingers spidered around the balustrade. I turned and tilted my head to the west, feeling the golden sun melt like honey on my cheek. Standing on our Thai beach hut balcony I could hear the ocean’s determination, feel the sticky salt breeze on my face and breathe air not obviously tainted by man’s ugly pollution.

I focused on the scene in front of me. Clouds bubbled along in the blue tinted sky, the horizon cut a ruled line and the turquoise ocean urged a mass of meringue-topped breakers. The beach was a swathe of white powder, curling toward a rocky headland. Spotted in the sand like freckles were sunbakers, crisping their skin. I could see it all.

But, perhaps it wasn’t like I envisioned. Maybe there were no clouds in the sky, or they were grey and tormented. Perhaps the ocean was a dark slime green, matted with kelp and wriggling sea lice. Maybe the sand wasn’t the white of icing sugar, but the burning black of mineral sands. Alone on our balcony I wouldn’t know; I’d been blind for 13 years and relied on my imagination and database of memories.

I could still visualise the colour and shades of grass, the shape and magnitude of a rumple of hills, the puckers of the ocean frothing and the mottled glow of the moon. I considered myself fortunate; these images are unrealisable for a person born blind. Nonetheless the sighted will demonstrate how blue feels like cold water, red like fire. Rubbish! Colours have depth and degrees and texture and shape. 

“Imagine,” I said to a friend, “A colour that feels like hot chocolate mixed with dry ice, sunflower oil and chillies. It is a colour like nothing else you’ve ever seen. It is totally off the colour spectrum. Can you imagine it?” 

“No. Don’t be ridiculous.” 

“It’s no more ridiculous than describing colour by touch and metaphor to a person born without light perception. They have no visual reference between white and black. How can you even say they see black – maybe they see banana!”

My blind vision is not a vacuum of black. Contrary to the textbooks, I don’t see only white or only black. One day I’m living in a fume of blackness; the weather feels bad, the day leaden and miserable. Next might be a white light day—everything bright and bleached sterile like an operating theatre. I sleep under a spotlight. Another is shades of grey, while sometimes it’s apricot. The colours are not absolute. It’s like looking at the television screen when the signal has ended; snow fluffs around the screen in pixelated patterns. When I move my hand in front of my eyes, like a plasma ball the pixels seem to respond. On rare occasions, I’ve seen full colour. A bright spot of red or blue will appear, seeping across my eyelids. Once I saw a comic figure surrounded by abstract pictures; other times I’ve seen the intricate patterns and rich colours of an enormous Oriental rug. Sadly though only for a few minutes. 

After 29 years of sight, I’d struggled to adapt my visual world. My photographic memory seemed useless. How could I remember with my ears when I could only memorise in pictures? 

I loosened my grip on the balustrade. I visualised the dangers surrounding me; the spa sunken into the deck, the steps down to the beach, and that rusted forehead-level porch light. I was a visual person masked by blind eyes. 

I would recall tonight’s dinner in pictures, envisaging milk coffee and rosy pink faces in the restaurant, red curry and green papaya salad on my plate and the orchid pattern on the waiter’s shirt. Would these visual memories still be as clear when I’m sixty-four?

A seagull screeched its hunger. I turned to the sky to look at the rapacious beak, flapping wings and scavenging eyes. I sighed. Sure, it’s one thing to visualise these things, but it wouldn’t bring me safely to the cocktail bar only 70 metres away. I had walked there on my husband’s arm and while I knew there was a path, I had no clue if other paths branched off, if there was a railing to follow or if I could unbalance on a loose paver and tumble off a cliff. The thought terrified me. While I desperately wanted to get there and indulge in Happy Hour, nothing but a friendly arm would encourage me to go. I seldom used a white cane; I hated the label and accompanying flashing neon sign  -  “White cane—Blindee!”  

“Hey, do you want to go for cocktails?” my husband called from the doorway.

“You bet!” I turned to face the source of the voice. I hadn’t heard him return. I walked toward his voice, “I need to change into something nicer and slap on some makeup.”

He groaned: “Shall I come back later and get you?”

Why couldn’t he understand I still wanted to look attractive and well presented? I pouted in his direction. 

My toe kicked the doorframe. I could hear him standing there; I paused and surveyed the room. Maybe he stood there naked, greased in white zinc and sand. Maybe he wore garish Hibiscus-covered Hawaiian shorts, and maybe our hut was painted in a nauseating swirl of mauves and pinks. I could picture these all vividly, yet would I be able to if advances in medical science restored my sight? 

When I went blind my brain paths to send and interpret vision were re-mapped. Apparently, after time, my sensory brain paths for sight were completely deleted. Should my sight be restored, like a newborn, I’d need to lay new sensory paths. I’d need to see, touch, smell and taste a pineapple before my brain would again understand and learn it was a pineapple. My joy at having my sight restored would be reduced to needing to touch the husband I’d never seen to ascertain whether he was a human or a bedpan.
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