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Author’s Note

Considerations of Truthiness and Blindness

Topithoi

Staying true to the stories and experiences in the essay-songs
that follow was a guiding principle as constant as the northern
star as I crafted this collection. Still, I changed most people’s
names for privacy reasons, except for those who have creative
careers under their real names. I also changed names and minor
details of places and institutions, especially those with small
communities.

If this were fiction, I'd include all sorts of rich details about
all the characters who appear in these pages, making them tex-
tured and layered and vivid and alive. But this isn’t fiction.

In choosing what to include of other people’s stories, I limited
it to what was essential to move these essays forward. It often
felt like I was doing the people who appear in this collection
a disservice in doing so, casting them as supporting characters
in my life instead of as the stars of their own. This pained me,
especially as there was no one I wrote about without coming
away with a better appreciation of their full humanity. Even the
people I've lost touch with, accidentally or on purpose.
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It was hard not to share so much more, go on about all the
beautiful and flawed humans in these pages. Nevertheless, I
decided to err on the side of protecting privacy whenever I
sensibly could without sacrificing too much story.

After all, I chose to write about my life, but the people in my
life didn’t choose to be written about.

For many of the events and interactions described in these
essays, I went to great lengths to fact-check myself. I've con-
sulted old journals, text messages, emails, earlier written work
that covers the same ground, and other records.

Still, these personal archives are incomplete. There are jour-
nals I threw away or lost, old email accounts and internet sites
that don’t exist anymore or that I don’t have access to, texts
from old phones, and so many other instances that were never
recorded in any form in the first place. My collection of old
journals is massive and messy, exhausting if not exhaustive, so
[ wasn’t reasonably able to find or verify every detail. I've done
what I could, but that effort still has its limits and missing links.

Even if I had it all, others would still interpret and remember
the same situations, conversations, and circumstances differ-
ently. These essays depict my stories, my memories, my point
of view, with all the imperfections inherent in first-person
narratives.

%Mﬁn%/)
Many (but not all!) essays in this book speak to my legal blind-
ness. I'll let you read more about it within them, but I wanted
to address one aspect of writing about blindness up front. For
many of us in minoritized communities, there can be a pressure
to represent and speak for our whole group.

Ever since I was young, I've been involved in different blind-
ness and disability circles, and one thing I've learned over and
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over is that we are all different. Not only are our forms of blind-
ness, our individual disabilities, different, but so too are our
relationships to them and our lived experiences of them in the
world. Each aspect of my blind and disabled life might or might
not resonate with other blind or disabled people.

Although I’'m opening a window into blindness in the
essays that follow, that window is singular to me. I represent

only myself.
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TrRaACK ONE

Invisible Violet

On Seeing and Not Seeing

GWHEN I WAS MAYBE FIVE, MY MOM SAID [ DIDN’T
smile right. So, we practiced. Mostly at the kitchen
table. Mom put a big deliberate smile on her face, leaned
toward me, and said, “Like #/his.” 1 studied her mouth as
intently as I could, then stretched my own into the same
shape. Still my smile was always wrong. I tried to work her
corrections—usually full of frustrated sighs instead of specific
instructions—into my face muscles, strained so hard to make
my mouth mimic hers. I could never see my mom’s smile in
enough detail to craft my own, or to know in what exact ways
I didn’t measure up to normal smiles.

I have albinism. My skin, my hair, and my eyes are paler than
pale, and I’'m legally blind. I've never known anything else.
What is so striking and different to others looking at me from
the outside has always been a given, as ordinary and fundamen-
tal as my heartbeat in my chest, to me inside myself.

Albinism as I've lived it has often carried strong emotional
currents. Shame mostly. Being and feeling and being seen as
and feeling acutely the being seen as different, other, freaky,
sometimes inhuman.
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flabbergasted, sometimes disbelieving, when I am not the one
albino they know.

In April of 2022, I was back at my medical school building to
help teach an elective on disability awareness to first-year med
students. [ arrived early, and since our room wasn’t open yet, I
sat on a bench nearby and played on my phone. A woman kept
yelling for Alison from a balcony on an upper level. It took me
too long to realize she was yelling for me. When I caught on
and looked up from my phone, I once again had to tell someone
she had the wrong albino. Every time, I reflexively apologize.

When I was a teenager, strangers sometimes asked if my
albino friend and I were sisters, even twins. We were nine years
apart in age, several inches apart in height, of disparate ethnic
origins, and had different face and body shapes. This same
friend told me one time when she was meeting her parents at
the airport, they didn’t recognize her at first because she was
wearing a hat.

At a conference for the National Organization for Albinism
and Hypopigmentation (NOAH) when I was eleven, I was sit-
ting in a circle of albino girls playing Uno. My dad tapped the
girl next to me on the shoulder and told her to go upstairs and
pack up because it was time to go home.

[ am transparent, at once overly expressive and invisible.

In A Natural History of the Senses, a book I otherwise loved,
Diane Ackerman wrote, “Because albinos lack a dark layer of
cells behind their retina (this being the pigmented epithelium),
more light travels around inside their eyes and colors often seem
to them quieter and more diluted.” She was wrong, I thought. I
knew. I thought I knew. I noticed the most minute shift in hue
the way I did inflection in a voice.



The Caduceus and the Muse 53

there’d been a subtle shift, at least for this moment. Now I was
in-between, making the transition more than fighting it.
Lidia called it liminal.

There was never cnough time to write anymore.

There often wasn’t before medical school, either. My schedule
as a pre-med was chaotic, a cacophony of classes whose times
were staggered and changed each term, tutoringjob hours that
shifted around my shifting class schedules, clinical volunteer-
ing, bioinformatics research, physician shadowing, homework,
studying for quizzes and exams and midterms and finals, papers,
MCAT prep. Any routine I could wrangle out of all that mess
never lasted more than a term and often lasted far less.

To keep my writing from drifting too far from my forefront
during my pre-med years, I'd signed up for writing classes
most terms. There was a certain beauty in taking Personal
Essay Writing with General Chemistry and Human Anatomy
& Physiology, Writing Process and Response with Organic
Chemistry and General Physics, Writing the Memoir with
Biochemistry and Advanced O Chem, Forms of Nonfiction
with Spectrometric Analysis, an independent study dedicated
to revising one personal essay with Instrument Analysis Lab,?
Screenwriting with Research Experience for Science Majors,
Advanced Composition with Physical Chemistry. Classes
gave my writing work a legitimacy and served as an arma-
ment against ceding my creative ground to all the pressures of

pre-med life.

2 In this context the instruments aren’t for making music but for mass
spectrometry, fluorescence, atomic absorption spectrophotometry,
ultraviolet visualization, and liquid and gas chromatography. And don’t
ever call them machines or you might lose points.
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not to your actual body—you try mostly to avoid living in your
body anyway—or to your actual you. You pretend until

you believe.

At the bottom of my bottommost bin in my storage unit lay
two battered one-subject notebooks. One green, the other
red with a Nirvana sticker placed vertical on the left side of its
front cover.

These were the oldest remnants of my child-self I carried
with me in my geographical escape from Sacsville, New Jersey
to Portland, a move made up of many smaller mini-moves over
many years. The two journals roughly covered early 1995
through the summer of 1996. In a surprise to no one, the
entries were framed as a series of letters to the ghost of

Kurt Cobain.
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The notebooks. Outside cover of red notebook (left) and inside cover of
green notebook (right).
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Distant Lights

Somd Costles at- Low Tide

2003

One overcast morning on Avalon Island in northwest
Washington when I was twenty-two, I walked the wooded trails
of Camp Alvisla, the place where I worked and lived. On the
dirt path between my employee housing cabin and the camp
lodge, a thought popped into my head in full sentences: 172 a
collector of stories. 1 find meaning in little things. I am a keeper
of memories.

During the winter before I arrived on Avalon, before I knew
Camp Alvisla would come through as salvation with its housing
and three square daily meals in its lodge, I was living in Seattle
afraid I'd end up homeless, since I was due to be evicted and
none of the jobs I'd applied for had worked out.

I was almost more scared about what would happen to my
sense of who I was than I was about how I would eat, a notion
that strikes me now as so very twenty-two and sheltered. I dug
my heels deeper into the bedrock of my identity, listened more
intensely to all my favorite albums, wrote frequently and fer-
vently in my journal and in my notebooks upon notebooks of
half-completed writing projects.



146 Invisible Violets: A Mixtape in Lyric Essays

Darvill Farm and Enchanted Forest, if it was dark out, there’d
be little lights in houses up on hills directly across the street.
Seeing those lights always pulled at me, at some ancient memory
from another lifetime or dimension, maybe something I'd once
read in a book or dreamt at an age too young for conscious
construction beyond imagistic impressions.

When I'd worked and lived at Camp Alvisla, I walked its
woods in every season. I memorized the way winter morning
light lit the tops of the thick evergreens and alders, the sweet
dark woodsy smell of my favorite stump to sit on deep in the
forest, the way tree branches parted above the footpaths to

allow in some sky, how to follow that patch of night sky above
the trees home in true dark.

Walking the Camp Alvisla woods. Photo © 2005 Diachter.

I walked its ocean shoreline in so many circumstances. While
stumped on pieces of writing. While overcome with words I
wanted to write. While seeking solace and grappling with this
ever-ending emotional affair I was having with Jeremiah, a mar-
ried man I met on the Mind Riot forum who I was sure was my
star-crossed soulmate even as he kept disappearing and we kept
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Camp Alvisla shoreline 2021.

full or new moon. Once upon a time I would’ve known which
without needing to look it up.

The big rock is fully uncovered, the bottom foot or so of it
dark with wet from the tide that went out. I climb the rock—
harder now that I'm forty, heavier, and less nimble than I was
in my early twenties—and sit up there staring out at the blue
water for awhile.

There are no profound fortysomething thoughts.

On my way out, I start out on a forest path that passes some
of the cabins in south camp, a path I know passes the old stump,
and I lose my way before I get started. I turn back and walk
out of the camp on Darvill Farm road, winding my way out to
Enchanted Forest. It’s way too bright on both sunny days for
any soft yellow lights on houses up hills.

This trip was originally scheduled for the third week of
March 2020. It was canceled, and then postponed successively.
It felt almost cosmic, more so with each postponement, as if
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Lotus Moon was the handle I settled on when I decided I
could no longer have “child” in my name anymore, the lotus
part coming from a seminal conversation with Lacey, the same
friend I sometimes posted drunken antics with under a shared
secret screen name, the white sheep to my black. There were
others, I'm sure, but these are the ones I remember most.

While writing the original vomit draft* of this essay, typing
reams of words while on a weeklong “working vacation” at
the Oregon coast with one of my closest friends, I listened to
Chris Cornell’s Songbook album on my AirPods. It'd been years
since last time I played this record. It was strange listening to
Chris now that he'd long since joined the ranks of Nana and
my cadre of dead dudes’— Kurt Cobain, Jeft Buckley,® Layne
Staley, David Foster Wallace—and become one of the ghosts
I'd most believe in if I believed in any.

Music had fallen away too much and for far too long in sac-
rifice to my med school dreams. It was April, two and a half
months since my official withdrawal, and I was doing what I
could to reclaim lost parts of myself. I was going through Chris

4 Since 'm a unrepentant over-writer, a maximalist at heart, I tend to
think of first drafts more as shitting my brains out, but that one’s a little
harder to say in polite company. We could just call it catharsis.

5 TIlovedalonglist of women singers and writers, sometimes and in some
ways more fiercely than I loved the guys, but my lady artist loves weren’t
in the ghost cadre because they were, with one sad exception for Sinead
O’Connor, still living.

6 No relation. That I know of. Though Ilike to think there may be some
distant connection, giving me at least one relative—well at least two
because if I was in any way related to Jeff T was also related to his dad—
who had a creative career, even if that relative was genetically far away
and several times removed.



Guide to References and Allusions

This section is for all the readers who delight in fandom cul-
ture, love clocking pop culture references and allusions, or just
want to see this mad cacophony all in one place. Most of these
are direct references but a few are truly obscure allusions, and
[ hope I'm not the only one who finds that sort of thing to be
great fun.

To me, this coda is a messy, glittering declaration of love for
all the bands and songs and albums and lyricists and T'V shows
and books and authors and poets and podcasts that made their
way into my psyche and these pages. A final love song in the
mixtape, if you will.

People’s names appear in a First Last format because this
book is in no way formal or academic. Still, everyone is alpha-
betized by last name, filed under the letter they would be in a
record store.
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