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I heard my sister clear her throat nervously, and her husband shifted uncomfortably beside her. Around us, the general hum of people in the cafeteria didn�t distract me from my three visitors.
My nephew Kenny vented a gusty sigh of boredom. My sister Vera probably shot him a warning look, because he made an annoyed noise in his throat.
�So,� Vera said in an artificially bright tone, �what are your plans for this weekend, Jim?�
�Nothing much,� I said. I never had anything much. I�d probably just sit and feel bad. I scrambled for something else to say. Visits from my sister and her family were horrible, but they were all I had, and I was terrified of losing them. �Maybe I�ll listen to the radio,� I added lamely. I couldn�t think of anything else to say. Kenny let loose an almost muffled guffaw.
Sometimes I wondered if living in that care facility was such a good idea. At first it had been very liberating, not having to cook for myself, and getting help with the housework. And the other residents had been friendly, although they had since learned to leave me alone. But now I wondered if housework would have forced me to do something besides sit in my room and wonder why I had been so cursed to be born blind.
I could work on a software program over the weekend, but I knew I wouldn�t. Several years ago, I had developed a program that had been a moderate success on the national scene, and so I had enough money to live comfortably. Another reason to not do anything.
My big sister Vera did the best she could. She visited once a month, and dragged her husband and son along, although it was obvious that they hated it.
I didn�t like them either. Vera�s husband was no more interesting than I was, and their son Kenny was snide and nasty. I called him Ken to his face, but I thought of him as Henny Penny Kenny�a derogatory nickname that he hated. It was my little revenge for all of the putdowns I had to endure from him.
Most of the other residents of the care facility were forty or fifty years older than me. They were retired people who were still fully mobile, but liked the convenience and social opportunities offered by living in an apartment with social areas and a dining room. They were vigorous, intelligent, happy people, and I had no time for any of them. They had had a life. They still had a life. I never had.
Kenny sighed again, but I ignored it because I heard a bright, cheerful voice behind me. Rachel. I hoped she was heading my way.
Rachel, the center�s social director, was the only bright spot in my life. She knew everyone in the center by name, and genuinely cared about every one. She had a unique gift for showing concern for someone without showing pity. She was about my age. And she liked everyone. Even me.
Of course, it was her job to do all of this. I kept reminding myself of that. Why else would she exhibit any interest in a social, emotional, and physical cripple like me?
�Hi, Jim,� she said as she squeezed my shoulder in a way I�d come to love. �How are the four of you doing today?�
Vera�s family muttered suitable answers, but I sat up straighter. �Hi, Rachel,� I said in as hearty a voice as I could. �We�re doing fine, thanks.
How about you?�
I heard Kenny snigger again, and heard him whisper, �He�s interested in her??� but Rachel had already moved on to the next table.
When Vera and her sighing family finally left, I went back to my apartment to lock away the outside world and be by myself. It was a two-bedroom unit, so it had plenty of room for me to sit and do nothing, and that was precisely what I planned to do. But I had barely settled into my armchair when there was a knock on the door.
I sighed in irritation, and called out, �Come in.�
The door opened slowly, and I heard Rachel�s voice.
�Jim? Can I come in?�
I was always glad to hear Rachel�s voice, so I made my tone a little more pleasant. �Come on in, Rachel.�
She came in slowly, and it sounded like she wasn�t alone. �Jim,� she said hesitantly, �I�ve brought you a prospective roommate.�
�I never requested a roommate,� I said uneasily.
�I know,� she said, �but I think you�ll like him, and I just wanted you to meet him.�
�Why?�
Before she could answer, a man�s voice came from behind her. �Because we have a lot in common,� he said.
I was rattled. �Who are you?�
�You�re Jim, right?� the voice answered. �I�m Jim, too.�
�Oh. Hi, Jim Too.�
He chuckled, not at all put off by my rude tone. �You�re a computer programmer,� he continued. �So am I. You�re in your mid-thirties. So am I. And since you have the good taste to have such a great first name, I think we�ll get along fine. Except I�ll call you James, so I�ll know if I�m talking to you, or to myself.�
I laughed, in spite of myself. �What are you doing in this care center?�
His voice took on some emotion under his humor. �Well, that�s the best part, James. I�m blind, too. I�ve been blind for fifteen years.�
Blind! For fifteen years! That meant more than fifteen years being able to see! What was worse�never seeing, or once being able to see, and then losing it? �Wow,� I said lamely. �Well�see�if I wanted a roommate, I�d probably pick you. But, see, I�m not looking for one.�
Rachel spoke, her voice aimed at the other Jim. �Jim, could you wait in the hall for a minute, please?�
�Sure,� Jim said, and I heard the door close. Rachel walked over to me and sat down.
�I don�t want a roommate,� I said with as much conviction as I could gather.
�Jim, listen to me,� she said firmly. �I�ve been worried about you. I don�t think it�s healthy for you to sit up here alone so much. I�ve found you an intelligent, friendly man who was interested in a single until I talked him into having a roommate. I want you to try this.�
I couldn�t say no to Rachel. And maybe she was right. My life stank right now. �OK,� I said meekly. �I�ll give it a try.�
She squeezed my arm, which was quite nice. �You won�t regret it.�

I only had two days to get used to the idea, and then the care center�s staff moved Jim�s stuff into my second bedroom.
�Where should we put this armchair and couch?� one of the moving men asked.
�It�s living room stuff,� Jim said. �Would it be OK if it went there, James?�
�Sure, I guess.�
I heard light, strong footsteps that I knew belonged to Rachel. �Everything�s working out in here, right?� she asked the room in general.
�Sure, sweetcakes,� one of the movers said.
�Fine,� Jim and I said in unison.
She walked up to us. �The first evening will probably be a little uncomfortable for both of you,� she said. �I suggest you chat about each other, and start to get to know each other a little.�
I had been planning on hiding in my bedroom, but I knew she was right. I dreaded the moment when everyone else left the apartment, and Jim and I were alone. Luckily, Jim took charge.
�Well, James,� he said, obviously sitting down, �I think we should clear up some important things first.�
�Like what?� I asked apprehensively.
�TV shows, of course,� he said with a chuckle. �I hate to miss the News Hour with Jim Lehrer. Any problems with that?�
He had a way of making me laugh, whether I wanted to or not. �No problems there,� I said.
�So far, so good. OK. On Gilligan�s Island: Ginger, or Mary Ann?�
�What??�
�Did you like Ginger or Mary Ann better?�
�Well�Mary Ann, I guess.�
He got up, groped for my hand, and shook it. �James,� he proclaimed, �we�re gonna get along great.�
�You�re the strangest person I�ve ever met,� I said, trying not to giggle.
�Well,� he conceded, �I have to admit that I�m a little nervous. I�m not usually this strange. Although my sister�s family would disagree.�
�Give me a family rundown,� I requested. �And what brings you here.�
�Ah, I can do that short and sweet,� he said. �My sister and her family are all that are left. I lived with her, her husband and two kids. I loved it, and I like to think they did too. But when they were caught by surprise with another pregnancy, I figured I had to do the noble thing and make room.�
�Very gallant,� I said.
�Shucks,� he said. �What can I say? You�ll probably be seeing them quite a bit, because they threatened to visit often. We�re pretty close.�
�Well, you�re one up on me,� I said.
I told him briefly about Vera, her husband, and Henny Penny Kenny.
�Sounds gruesome,� he sympathized. �Why do you bother seeing those two?�
�Vera brings them along,� I said. �Otherwise, I wouldn�t.�
He was silent for a minute, then spoke up. �James, this is none of my business�incidentally, you�ll hear me say that a lot, right before I stick my nose into your business�but if you took the initiative on this relationship, you�d have control. Why not invite Vera out for lunch, without her husband or Henny Penny Kenny?�
�I never thought of that,� I admitted. I had never dared think of it, because it would have meant losing two-thirds of all of the human contact I had. But it suddenly felt like I didn�t need it as much as I used to.
A couple of hours later, when we had Jim Lehrer on, Jim broke the silence. �Trivia question,� he announced. �Name the first black woman to break the segregation barrier at the University of Georgia.�
�I don�t have the foggiest idea,� I said.
He turned up the volume on the TV �Her,� he announced. �Charlayne Hunter-Gault. Got her degree in journalism.�
�How on Earth do you know that??�
His voice lost its good humor. �When I lost my sight to diabetes when I was sixteen, the only thing that kept me sane was books. Talking books, of course. I read everything and anything. Learned Braille, too. Somebody�s done a good job of making that stuff available to blind people. I�m telling you, James, it saved my life.�
�Wow.� I was silent for a moment. �I was born without an optic nerve,� I said finally. I had never talked about this with anybody. �It was pretty damned rough, growing up blind. But I suppose losing it when you used to have it, that�s got to be even worse.�
�It was no walk in the park, I can tell you that,� he admitted. �Although, it made it possible for me to be able to tell you that Mary Ann was prettier than Ginger, too.�
I laughed in surprise again. I got the feeling I was going to be doing a lot of that.
We waited until the show was over�and then we broke out our canes and went down to dinner.
�I would introduce you around,� I said, feeling embarrassed, �but I don�t know many people.�
�Don�t worry about it,� Jim said. �I�ll manage. You just get me there, OK?�
�OK,� I said. �Notice, here where the carpet stops. It�s ten paces on the tile, and then you get to two steps.�
�Ten paces, two steps,� Jim repeated.
�And then you�re in the lounge area that doubles as the waiting area for the dining room. There�s chairs everywhere, but I usually use the ones to the right, along the wall.�
�Sounds like a plan,� Jim observed.
�Have a seat,� I said. �I�ll check in with the concierge.�
�Concierge?� Jim repeated. �This is a very classy joint.�
I laughed and headed toward the concierge. Behind me, I heard Jim saying, �Hi, my name�s Jim Thompson. I�m new here.� A group of elderly voices answered in a chorus of welcome.
I had lived here for years, and had never had the nerve to do that.
When we were seated, Jim was enthusiastic. �Did you know there�s a couple here who used to be doctors in Indonesia? And a retired pastor who has written three theological books?�
�No,� I said, feeling humiliated. �I didn�t know.�
Rachel must have briefed him about me, because he didn�t act surprised, or ask why. �Well, this is a cool place.�
I stuffed a forkful of potatoes into my mouth so I wouldn�t have to answer.
�They told me about a group they have named SUDS,� Jim continued. �It stands for Society of Undiluted Danes.�
�I wouldn�t qualify,� I said.
�Well, I wouldn�t either,� Jim said. �But they said they offer Honorary Memberships to anyone. They said their sole purpose is to get together and laugh a lot. I mentioned I�d like to join, and they told me, hell, then you�re already a member!� It seems like there are a lot of friendly people here.�
I put down my fork. �Where exactly do you get all of this enthusiasm?�
�What?�
�You�re sounding like Pollyanna. Where do you get it?�
�I hope I�m not getting on your nerves, James.�
I surprised myself by spontaneously telling the truth. �No, as a matter of fact, I like it. But how do you do it?�
He chewed and swallowed before answering. �As a matter of fact, James, it�s plain old hard work. When I went blind, I spiraled down, big-time. I stared into a huge abyss, and pulled back just in time. And I decided that the bad things in life are just gonna come, and there�s nothing you can do about it. And the good things in life, well, you�ve got to work for them. Which is hardly fair, but if that�s the way it is, then you either work for the good things, or you wallow in crap until you die.�
�Been there, done that,� I muttered.
�Hey,� Jim added. �You don�t play chess, do you?�
�A little.�
�Well, we ought to play. As a matter of fact, I should look into forming a chess tournament.�
This guy had energy and enthusiasm like I�d never seen before. �I�ll wipe up the board with you,� I said, trying to match his style.
He chuckled. �We�ll see about that. After dinner, in our room: Pawns at twenty paces.�
Maybe Rachel was right about having a roommate.

Rachel came up to us at dinner the next night, sounding as cheerful as usual. �Hi, guys, how�s it going?�
�Pretty good,� I admitted. �How about you?� With all my might, I wished I could come up with something less banal to say to her.
�I can�t complain,� she said. �I came to tell you about the mall trip next week. The bus leaves at nine, if you�re interested.�
�Not really,� I said automatically.
�What�s a mall trip?� Jim asked.
�Something we do once a week,� Rachel said. �We just supply a bus to the mall, so if you want to go and get something, we�ve got transportation arranged.�
�What the heck,� Jim said. �I�ll try anything once.�
�Great!� Rachel said. She squeezed my shoulder, which made my heart go kathump-thump, and then strode briskly off.
�Why don�t you go on these mall trips?� Jim asked, cutting his meat.
�What�s the point?� I asked sullenly. �You buy stuff you don�t need, pretending you can�t hear people whisper, �hey, lookit the blind guy.� Who needs it?�
Jim chewed thoughtfully. �Well, James, maybe you�re right. But maybe you�re overlooking the value of a change of pace, of getting out more, and coming out of your fortress once in awhile.�
Jim had a way of talking that made me listen. �I�ll think about it,� I said.
But we both knew I wouldn�t go.
The next week, when he was at the mall, the apartment felt empty. Then I figured it out: I was lonely! And I hadn�t felt lonely since Jim had shown up! He had inspired me to be more open with Rachel, and to be friendlier with the other residents.
I needed that. I needed other people. I had never believed that before.
I felt bad about missing the mall trip, now. But I had a better idea. I left the apartment, found my way back down to the social area by the dining room, and listened to the conversations. Sure enough, The Admiral was there. I walked over slowly.
�Excuse me, Admiral?�
�Yes indeed, you have the Admiral. Jim, isn�t it?� Spry. Chipper. Are those derogatory words? I didn�t know, but they were the words that came to mind when I heard his voice. The guy must have been in his late seventies, but he had more energy than I ever did.
�That�s right,� I told him. �I was wondering if you had any more room in your book club. I�m interested in joining.�
�Well, that�s wonderful! We always have room for one more, and it will be great to get a younger man�s perspective on things. We meet once a month, right here, at eight in the evening. Do you have access to books?�
�Oh, sure. Talking books, Braille, all kinds of things. That�ll be no problem.�
We made arrangements, talked over details, and I left, feeling a little better. A good first step, I decided.

Jim came back late that afternoon while I was listening to the radio. He sat down opposite me, in his easy chair. �James,� he said in greeting.
�How was the mall?� I asked, wishing I�d gone.
There was a long pause, then he stirred. �I think there�s something you should see.�
I laughed without humor. �Interesting choice of words.�
�I�ve called a taxi,� Jim continued unflappably. �And I�m taking you back to the mall.�
I liked Jim, so I laughed again. �You are, are you?�
Jim answered, deadly serious. �Yes, I am.�
�Why?�
�You�ll find out.�
I guess it was my curiosity, something that had been dead for years, that got me into the cab with him, and we went to the mall. We both broke out our canes, and I followed Jim as he walked unerringly toward whatever it was he wanted me to �see.� As we made headway through the crowd that parted before us like the Red Sea, Jim began talking.
�Are you familiar with virtual reality?� he asked.
�Yeah. It�s the latest gee-whiz computer gadget,� I said. �So what? I don�t program games�I program business applications.�
�Well, we re here,� he said, although that wasn�t an answer. He nudged me. �Go ahead. I�ve already paid.�
I walked forward doubtfully, and someone put something in my hands. �This is a virtual reality helmet,� the person said, apparently some kind of clerk. �You gotta put it on your head.� I turned to Jim. �You brought me all the way here to play a virtual reality game? How well do you think I�m going to do?�
�Put it on,� Jim said. �It�s the latest hardware. It connects with your brain.�
�It does what?�
�It bypasses your optic nerve and sends the images straight to your brain,� Jim said. My jaw dropped and I stood frozen to the spot. He gave me a shove. �Go ahead,� he said. �Find out what it�s like to see.�
I stood rooted, gaping in amazement. �This� bypasses� the optic nerve? �Find out what it�s like to see?�
�Go ahead,� Jim said again.
I stumbled in the direction he was pushing me, trying to comprehend what was going on. �Find out what it�s like to see�! I�d wanted to see as long as I could remember! But I�d grown up and I knew�I knew!�that I never would. I�d almost accepted that fact! And here I was, about to see! This was unbelievable! What did I do? How should I prepare? What was going to happen?
The clerk was helping me get the helmet on my head. �Ready?� he asked.
�No�I�urn, I mean, I guess so,� I stammered.
There was a click as the kid threw a switch.
An enormous wave of input�they must have been images�slapped me in the face! They were right in front of me�they were all around me�they were on top of me! I cried out and tried to duck, but they stayed there, and I crouched in a defensive position while I stared at them. My mouth was hanging wide open, and I simply could not believe the enormity�the total tonnage!�of information being shoveled at me!
I looked around, and realized that I wasn�t in the mall. I slowly straightened, and stared.
�What is this�a field or something?� I asked.
�It�s one of our most popular programs,� the kid said from far away. �Virtual Meadow. Older people find it real relaxing.�
I ignored him, and began walking. �This is grass,� I thought to myself. I looked up. �That�s the Sun. Those are clouds.�
A tear trickled down my right cheek.
I looked over to my right. �Those big things. Probably trees.� Things I�d read about, things I�d heard about for years, were coming to life before me.
�Flowers.� I blinked rapidly against the stinging in my eyes.
Two animals, one smaller than the other with spots on its back, appeared among the trees. �Animals. Must be deer�
�Birds.� Tears were streaming down my face and I turned dizzily, around and around.
�I can see!�
I can see.
That was the sky, and that�s what they meant when they talked about blue sky. And the trees�that�s green. That�s what they meant. I always wondered.
I can see! I tried to say it out loud, but I realized that I was sobbing uncontrollably, and tears were streaming down my face, and I could hardly stand. I kept turning around and around, getting dizzier and dizzier, and suddenly I felt someone grab me, and a voice from far away penetrated my worshipful agony.
�James! Are you OK?� It was Jim�s voice, filled with concern and urgency, coming from somewhere over the hills. �Talk to me, James!�
�It�s so beautiful!� I sobbed. �It hurts so much! Help me, Jim, help me!�
I heard him shouting instructions, far away, and I heard a click, and then the image flickered and disappeared, and I was plunged into the soft, comfortable, horrible nothingness that I had known all my life.
Two sets of hands helped me sit down, and someone took the helmet off my head, and I leaned against a wall and sobbed and sobbed and sobbed. After a long time I felt Jim�s hand on my shoulder, and I wondered how long he�d been there, and I heard him saying, �I�m sorry, James, I�m so sorry, I never guessed you�d react like that�� Over and over.
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Slowly, I pulled myself together and talked to Jim. �Wow,� I said, and sniffed.
�Yeah,� he said. �I found it pretty profound too, but I had no idea it would hit you so hard. I�m sorry, James.�
�Don�t apologize,� I said soggily. �That was the most memorable experience in my life.�
He tugged at my arm. �Come on, let�s get you home. You�ll be more comfortable there.�

I didn�t say a word as the cab drove us back to the apartment. He led me up to our rooms, and I collapsed in my chair, still overwhelmed by the experience.
�Talk to me, James,� Jim said. �I�m feeling really guilty right now.�
�I�m recovering,� I said, blowing my nose. �That was amazing!�
�It was that.�
�How do people handle that much information at once?� I wondered. �It was overwhelming!�
�Well, if you practice since birth, you get pretty good at it,� Jim observed.
�How does the helmet make that connection, anyway?�
�Beats me,� Jim said, humor creeping back into his tone. �That�s a hardware problem. Why do you ask?�
�I�m just thinking really hard. The potential of that gizmo is starting to sink in.�
�Like what?�
�Well, basically, if the virtual reality helmet bypasses the optic nerve so easily, why should I be content with the cyberworld? Why shouldn�t I buy my own helmet and a video camera, adapt the camera�s output to be compatible with the helmet, and be able to see the real world whenever I want?�
There was an amazed pause, and then an explosive exhale. �Wow! James, that�s brilliant! The simplicity of true genius!�
�I don�t even think it would be too difficult to rig up,� I continued modestly. �After all, the helmet is already doing the hard stuff.�
�Well,� he said, �I�m very impressed. I think you�ve got something revolutionary here.�
�So do I.�

I threw myself into my research, and time seemed to fly by. Suddenly, I had too much to do, and it was very pleasant. I had to catch up on my reading list for the book club, and I was competing in the chess tournament in addition to playing Jim for fun. Jim was better than me, but after some practice I could give him a good game.
Jim and I joined SUDS, and the two of us were composing a song to play on kazoos at our inaugural meeting.
And most of all, there was Rachel. I didn�t have to force myself to be cheery around her anymore, and found that I could actually carry on a conversation. We took little walks together, talking comfortably.
Was she just doing her job? Was there more? I didn�t know.
I devoured technical pieces about virtual reality, and also investigated the outputs of video cameras. I�d owned a talking computer for years, and I accessed the Library of Congress through the Net. The technology used in the helmets was about a year old, so the technical and scientific magazines had plenty of articles on them. I also posted a few requests for information on the Net, and had some very instructive conversations with the people who responded. Eventually, I considered myself an expert.
�What I have to develop is a signal converter,� I said enthusiastically to Vera and her horrid family when we met for lunch one day. They sat stunned as I chattered on excitedly about the project. �The video camera uses a memory chip that has a digital output, and I have to develop an algorithm to interlace with the virtual reality helmet. I�m looking into the super scaler processors, because nothing else is fast enough to handle the volume of information coming from the camera. I still don�t know how the helmet converts the signals into a neural pulse, but it doesn�t matter. I just have to get the video signal into the helmet in a form it understands.�
Kenny shifted in his seat and sighed deeply.
�That reminds me,� Vera said brightly. �Ken is thinking about giving community college another try, and we were wondering if he could borrow some of your more basic software materials. You know, manuals, basic how-to books or articles, that kind of thing.�
�Sure,� I said expansively. With how my life was improving, I could even be generous with Kenny. �I�ll pull some stuff together for you, have it ready early next week. Stop by anytime and pick it up.�
�Thanks,� Kenny grunted.
�No problem,� I said, grinning. �Say, Vera, there�s this new Italian restaurant a ways from here that people say is good. What do you say we check it out?� I had met Vera alone a couple of times, and it was amazing how much more I�d enjoyed it.

That evening, after Jim Lebrer, I headed down to the retirement center�s library to pick up some basic computer books for Kenny. I took a side hall. It was a carryover from my old days when I took it to avoid people, but now I still used it because I was familiar with it. Hardly anyone else ever walked along it, because the only rooms connected to it were the storage areas.
As I passed one of the storage rooms, I heard a faint noise from inside. It sounded like a distressed voice, so I stopped to listen. It came again, and this time I recognized it as Rachel�s voice. I got a shock of adrenaline, and opened the door. In the back of the room, I heard a scuffle.
�Rachel?� I called. �Is everything OK?�
�Jim!� Rachel�s voice came harsh and desperate. �Help me! Please!�
I hurried into the room. �What�s going on?�
A man�s voice�one of the guys who moved Jim�s stuff�interrupted. �Get lost, blind boy. This doesn�t concern you.� There was the sound of more scuffling.
I moved swiftly toward the sound, heart pounding. �Let her go! Now!� I stopped halfway into the room, unsure what to do.
�Who�s gonna make me?� the man sneered. �You??�
�Jim!� Rachel�s voice, beseeching. �Please!�
I thought wildly. I couldn�t fight someone who could see. I could go get help, but who knew how badly he could hurt Rachel in the meantime? I certainly wasn�t going to leave. �Let her go,� I said again.
�Fuck off.�
I�d have to fight him. He�d mop up the floor with me. He might even kill me. He�d certainly hurt me real bad, but it would get him away from Rachel. It would buy her time to get away, get some help. There wasn�t anything else to do.
I swallowed with difficulty, fighting down the fear, and started to move toward him.
There was a movement behind me, and then a voice.
�I�m here, James.�
Relief flooded over me in a physical wave. �He�s got Rachel,� I told Jim.
�Then let�s get him,� Jim said. �You go to his left, I�ll go to his right.�
�Got it.� I began moving in.
�Back off,� the guy warned.
�Remember what the judo instructor said, James,� Jim called as he moved to the guy�s right. �No killing, remember? Just use those maiming moves.�
�You�re right,� I said, catching onto his bluff. �Just take out his eyes.�
�But first,� Jim said, pausing, �let�s take out the lights!� I heard a click, and the room must have gone dark.
�Stay away from me!� the guy bellowed. �I�m warning you!�
�Listen to the poor bastard,� Jim said to me. �In the dark, he�s blind!�
�Yeah, but he can�t track movement,� I said.
There was the sound of a quick scuffle, and then the guy screamed. I charged forward, hearing Jim do the same. Following the guy�s cries of pain, we reached him at the same time and found that he was on his knees.
Jim had him by the torso, and twisted the guy�s arm behind his back. �Get his head!� he yelled.
I grabbed the guy�s neck, and then had an inspiration. I pressed two fingers against the tops of his eyes. �Try anything, and you�ll never see the light of day again!� I hissed into his ear.
The guy went limp, moaning in pain.
�I kneed him in the groin,� Rachel said, her voice shaking badly. �Hold onto him. I�ll go get security.�
We listened as she stumbled out of the room, and heard her calling for help as she reached the hall.
�Well, I�ll be dipped,� Jim observed. �She didn�t need us at all.�
�We distracted him,� I objected. �We gave her the chance she needed.�
�You distracted him,� Jim corrected. �I was just along for the ride.�
And Rachel was OK. I was still shaking with relief. �You�ve got some darned good timing, you know that?�
�Tell me about it. I could be having a beer and debugging a program right now. Instead, I hear about a TV program on virtual reality, go to find you to tell you about it, and end up in a rumble! You�re a lot of trouble, you know that?�
�Yeah, but who else will laugh at your jokes?�
Jim laughed, and we waited until the security guys came in and took away our captive.

The police finally arrested the guy, and took Rachel to the station to make a statement. Jim headed off to the library, and I sat in the apartment and tried to calm down. I was still shaky, but exhilarated at the same time. Maybe I should take some judo classes. If I could fit them in my schedule.
Someone knocked at the door. Instead of calling out, I went to answer it. The fight had made me a little bit wary.
�Who is it?� I called at the door.
�Rachel,� she sang out.
Delighted, I opened the door. �Hi! How are you feeling?�
�Oh, a little shaky, but otherwise fine. Where�s Jim?� she asked.
�Down at the library,� I said. �What�s up?�
She cleared her throat nervously. �I just wanted to thank you for helping me down in the storeroom.�
�I was glad to do it,� I said honestly.
�It was really scary,� she said seriously. �You can�t imagine the relief I felt when I heard your voice.�
�It was just lucky Jim came along, too,� I said, feeling myself blush with pleasure.
�I saw you coming after that jerk before Jim showed up,� she said. �You were very brave.� I felt her hand on my arm, and then she kissed my cheek. Without realizing it, I had slipped my arm around her waist.
I froze, not knowing if she would object or not, but unable to let go. This was something I�d wanted for as long as I could remember.
I waited for her to pull away, but she didn�t.
�Rachel,� I said, my voice trembling, �can I feel your face?�
�What?� she asked uncertainly.
�Feel your face. It�s something we blind folks do, to really get to know someone better.� I felt my face flaming with emotion as I talked.
�OK,� she said, sounding a little unsteady.
I didn�t let go of her waist. I used my other hand, and traced how her hair framed her face, and followed the delicate arch of her eyebrows. From the angle of her face, I could tell she was looking up at me. I felt the curve of her nose, and the soft fullness of her cheeks. I traced her mouth, feeling her moist lips slightly open. She stood very still, and I might only have imagined the trembling I felt. I gently brushed the smoothness of her silky neck, and felt where it met her shoulder. One of my fingers stumbled across the pulse in her neck, and felt it pounding at high speed.
�I was right,� I said, feeling dizzy. �You�re beautiful! I knew you would be.�
�I�m glad you think so,� she said, her voice shaking.
My hand rested on one side of her chin, and I wondered if I had the nerve to try to kiss her. My blood pounded in my head as I hesitated, and then she brought her arms up around my neck and pressed her lips against mine.
I almost staggered backwards in astonishment, and then recovered and returned her open-mouthed kiss. I put both arms around her waist and pulled her to me, and she responded by hugging my neck even tighter. Her lips were soft and firm and electric, and my brain buzzed in disbelief that I was the one receiving such a passionate kiss.
After a long, long time, we stopped and leaned back in each others� arms.
�Wow,� she said with a shaky laugh.
�Wow,� I agreed. �I�ve wanted to do that for ages.�
�Me too.�
The impact of her statement sank in, and with an enormous feeling of joy, I leaned down to kiss her again.
She met me halfway.
After quite awhile, there were footsteps in the hall, and then Jim�s voice came.
�Hello? Who�s there?�
We broke off guiltily, and I answered. �It�s just me and Rachel, Jim.� My voice was husky with passion.
�It�s fine, Jim,� Rachel said breathlessly. �We�re just talking.� Her face was very close to mine, and we hadn�t let each other go.
�Oh?� Jim asked, uncertainly. �Oh!� he added with sudden understanding. Humor and happiness flooded into his voice. �I�ll just be downstairs for awhile, to let you kids keep on� talking.� He walked away chuckling, and then burst into a chorus of �Isn�t it Romantic?�
Rachel and I leaned against each other and laughed as quietly as we could. After awhile, I found my hand beneath her chin again, and this time I had the nerve to guide her mouth to mine.

We were supposed to be playing chess that night, but it wasn�t much of a game. Jim was creaming me. I sat in a fluffs� fog, wafted away on the music of Ravel that Jim had put on the disc player, and relived the evening�s events over and over and over.
�James!� Jim�s voice cut into my reverie.
�Yeah?�
�I was checking to see if you were still with me.�
�I�m here. I suppose I ought to concede the game.�
Jim laughed. �Considering I just announced checkmate, maybe you should.�
I ruminated a minute. �I didn�t know you had a recording of Ravel,� I said.
�I usually don�t play it,� Jim said. �But tonight it seemed appropriate. Congratulations, James.�
I felt myself getting warm all over again. �Thanks. I still can�t believe it.�
�You�ve been in love with her for ages, haven�t you?�
I was startled. �Was it that obvious??�
�Believe it. I was just wondering when you two were going to get together.�
I smiled happily. �And my reality helmet is coming right along. When I get the thing patented, I�ll be in a position to be able to get more serious about our relationship.�
�Why wait?�
�Well�I�m blind, Jim. She�s not. I have to be able to show that I�m worthy of her.�
�Patents don�t show that, James.�
�I know, but you know what I mean.�
�No, I don�t. You�re selling yourself short. You�re a great guy, and she�s crazy about you. She�s always been crazy about you. There�s nothing technological or economic about her feelings toward you. You�re selling her short, too.�
I chewed on that for a long time. �Well, I don�t know�� I trailed off as we heard a knock at the door.
�Who is it?� I called.
�It�s Ken,� my nephew Kenny�s muffled voice said.
�I forgot about him,� I said. �Come on in,� I called, and then turned to Jim. �It�s my nephew�the one I told you about. He�s here to pick up some software manuals.�
Kenny�s footsteps sounded in the hall, and then stopped dead.
�Er�hi, Uncle Jim,� he said abruptly. His voice radiated surprise, disapproval, discomfort. Anger, even.
�Hi, Ken. How�s it going?�
�Um�who�s this?�
�Oh, right. You two haven�t met. Ken, this is my roommate, Jim. Jim, this is my nephew, Ken.� Jim knew all about Ken, but I was just being polite.
�Hi, Ken,� Jim said.
�Yeah.� Ken snapped. �Uncle Jim, what are you doing?!�
�Doing about what?�
�This guy�s black! You�re a white man, living in the same room as a black guy!�
Miraculously, the answer leaped into my mind immediately. I aimed my head in his direction and pretended not to understand. �What�s �black�?� I asked, managing to sound puzzled.
Jim came in right on cue. �What�s �white�?� he added.
Ken made a strangled noise. �Oh, yeah, right, very funny. But I�m not going to sit around here and see my own uncle, living with a monkey!�
It was amazing how easy it turned out to be. �Kenny, you idiot,� I said in my strongest voice, �I don�t have any idea how you can think you�re superior to anyone. You don�t have the intelligence God gave gravel. You�ve accomplished nothing in your life. You have no redeeming personality traits whatsoever.� I picked up a can of roach spray and pointed it at him. �You�re a good-for-nothing asshole. Now get the hell out of our room, before I spray you like the cockroach you are.�
�Fine!� he yelled. �I�ll leave you with your darkie roommate and your dog of a nurse, and you�ll get what you deserve! And I�m never coming back, either!�
�That�s the best news I�ve heard all day,� I said.
Jim spoke up. ���Bye, Henny Penny Kenny.�
Kenny made another strangled noise of rage. When he slammed the door, the sound echoed down the hall. Jim and I sat silently for a minute.
�I apologize for my idiot nephew�s insults,� I said.
�It�s not your fault,� Jim said. �You handled it very well.�
I went over to my desk and picked up the virtual helmet and its assorted electronic components. Quite deliberately, I went over to the trash can and dropped all of the stuff into it. It made a loud clatter as it hit dead center.
�What are you up to, James?� Jim asked.
�I�m throwing away my sight experiment,� I replied.
�What! You�ve almost got it working!�
�I know. But my idiot nephew just showed me what those poor sighted bastards get from having vision. Your eyes don�t give you more information�they just dazzle you so that you can�t see what matters. I don�t want any part of that.�
Jim chuckled ruefully. �You�re a complex man, James. And, I might add, very wise.�
I didn�t think of it as wise. I just thought of how stupid Kenny was. Imagine, thinking less of a guy like Jim, just because of something I couldn�t even sense! What an idiot my nephew was! And what an idiot I�d been, wasting my life wishing I had something so thoroughly useless.
I headed for the door and opened it.
�Where are you going?� Jim asked.
�I�m just going to talk to Rachel,� I said. Henny Penny Kenny might have thought she was unattractive, but I knew she was beautiful. I stepped outside and started to close the door.
�James!� Jim called.
�Yeah?�
He chuckled again, this time approvingly. �If she says �yes�, I get to be best man.�
I laughed. �You already are,� I told him, and went to find my beautiful Rachel.
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