JINING IN THE

Accepting an invitation to dine in the dark gives the writer new insight.

Ableism is a mindset.
You decide whether you
can or not.

Where is the salt?

First question of many that catapults
through my mind. I reach my hands
forward, slowly, hesitant, feeling the
tablecloth in front of me. My fingers
touch something tubular. Two. Glass.
The top feels like metal. Bingo. Ah, but
which is the salt, which the pepper? I set
that dilemma aside for now.

Where is my glass of water? Do I have
one? Are these my forks and knives?
How many are there? This feels like

a butter knife; there must be bread
somewhere.

But where?

I am hungry, very hungry. The person
to my right must be, too. His stomach
grumbles loudly; its voice all T know of
my table companion so far. I want to
keep searching the table with my hands
for that hopeful basket of bread, but
what if I touch him by mistake? What if
someone sees me do it?

No one can see me.

I remember. Just as I cannot see
anyone. Every person in this hall is
blindfolded or blind, except for the
waiters and ushers. Those help four
other individuals into their seats at our
table. We wait. No more arrive. It seems
our party is complete, whoever, however
many we are.

We are six. We use our voices to
determine that. To my right, the
grumbling stomach, I learn, belongs to
an older man. To my left, a woman who
speaks very softly. Do I hear an accent?

“Should we introduce ourselves?”
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Yes, but remember the rules: no
mention of names, professions or where
we come from. And of course, blindfold
on at all times. No exceptions, no
peeking, no matter what.

I realize the gentleman who suggested
introductions received no response.

I had nodded in agreement the rest
probably had, too, but he could not see
that. So I speak up:

“Good idea.” My voice sounds odd.
“Would you like to start?”

Oh dear. I should have stayed quiet, safe
in the silence where no one can see me.

“99

I wish I knew who
‘they’ were, and what
version of myself to
present.

I feel extremely uncomfortable, confined
in that blindfold; I have never liked the
dark. My hands want to remove the
black mask on my eyes. My instincts
want me to leave.

How had “Dining in the Dark” sounded
like fun? Too late now, I am here. Deep
breath and again, remember; they
cannot see me.

I wish I knew who “they” were, and what
version of myself to present. We all tailor
our personas to the different audiences
we face: Ethnic backgrounds present?
Religious, political, philosophical views?

Al T know is that there are six humans
at this table and no guiding labels I can
use.

“All right. My name is ... “
First obstacle: first rule.

“Well, for tonight, let’s say, Strawberry.
Tam...

Wow, this is difficult.
“Ido ...~
No.

“I like to read, write, travel, learn. I seek
new adventures constantly. I am usually
cheerful in the morning. My family is
everything to me.”

I direct my voice at the lady to my left.
“Would you like to go next?”

Round the table, the voices take on
names like Blueberry, Superman,
Michael Jackson. They also take on
interests and personalities.

“So you like to read, too?”

A gust of air to my right and a clank.
Multiple clanks. First course. Suddenly
this table of six blind strangers is
catapulted into a team. Twelve hands
reaching, I imagine comically, around
for their cutlery.

“T think it is a salad”
“There is no dressing on mine.”

“I have no dressing either. It must be on
the table.”

Empowerment Through Integration: http://www.etivision.org/
Yara Zgheib’s Essays: https://www.aristotleatafternoontea.com/

“Careful! I just poured coffee creamer
on mine!”

Laughter and silverware clashing
clumsily against the porcelain plates.

I stab what I hope is a piece of lettuce
and aim for my mouth. I miss. I find my
lips on my second try, except now there
is nothing on my fork. The lettuce must
have fallen. On the plate? On my lap? I
wish I could eat with my hands.

“I found the dressing! Who would like
some?”

“And I found the bread basket!”

We can do this. We can do this. As a
team, we identify croutons, lettuce and

radish.

The first course is taken away without
warning. The stomach to my right is still
grumbling. As is mine; I had been slow
with the fork propriety had insisted I
use. Funny, I reflect. I could have used
my hands. Perhaps the others had. No
one would have seen. I doubt anyone
would have judged. T had set that barrier
for myself.

Air and a clank announce the second
course is served. And the smell wafts
up to my nose. How heightened my
senses are, how alert. Every sensation is
magnified.

I panic. I am vegetarian, part vegan,
and the pickiest eater alive. I cannot eat
this mystery dish. I want my eyes back!

I hear my own voice a few minutes ago
say, “T seek new adventures constantly.”

Empowerment Through Integration is an organization that offe

Yes, but not this. I want to see again
please.

I raise my hand like a schoolgirl.

A few minutes later a waiter taps my
shoulder.

“Is everything all right, Miss?”
No, no it is not.

“Please, I am vegetarian ...

“Yes, do not worry. It is written on your
name card. You have a vegetarian meal,
trust me.”

Trust him? I cannot see him! But the
hand has already left my shoulder. I
am in the dark again, with my fears
and my dinner plate. My male dinner
companion speaks.

“It will be all right. Just do what I am

doing: start with finding your fork and
knife.”

I do find that second set.

“Now feel the edge of the plate with your
fingers and put the fork in the center.”

I can smell roasted garlic, tomato, herbs
and perhaps some white wine? The hot
steam flushes my cheeks. My fork sinks
into something.

I hesitate.

“Just try a bite. You can always spit it
out. And there is always bread.”

That is true. I seek new adventures
constantly.

My first bite is a piece of broccoli. I get
sauce on my chin and — Where is my
napkin? I hope this is a napkin — wipe
it off sheepishly. Around me, I hear
conversations interspersed with curses
and laughs.

“I think I am eating chicken.”
“Chicken? I thought it was turkey!”
“How were you able to cut it?”

“Oh, I didn’t! I am using my hands!”
We laugh. Other voices: “So am I!”

And so, six blindfolded strangers
become friends and have a lovely dinner.

For the length of three courses, there is a
mask on my eyes and no labels on me or
anyone. For the length of three courses,
I am not what I do, what I look like or
where I come from. This is what it is like
to be blind. To be blind to stereotypes,
too. There is having a disability, and
there is being disabled. The latter is a
choice.

After dessert and coffee, we take the
blindfolds off our eyes. We see one
another and the silly, useless labels we,
as a society, slap on.

One in every seven people is born
with a disability. Many, many more
are disabled. Potential is always there,
and ableism is a mindset. You decide
whether you can or not.

fe skills training programs to children and young adults who

are blind or visually impaired. It raises funds and awareness with dinners, like this one, “In the Dark.”

By Yara Zgheib
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