You Might Be A Nerd If...
by Tom Brennan

A number of years ago (more than I care to remember), I was in graduate school working on a degree in speech-language pathology. This particular degree required that I learn a pretty fair amount of anatomy. When doing speech pathology, you may be working with disorders involving brain damage, swallowing difficulties, problems with the vocal mechanism, respiratory problems, musculoskeletal deficits, problems involving the structure of the mouth and/or face, etc. You get the idea. Anyway, all of this requires a pretty good working knowledge of both normal and disordered anatomy and anatomical function. For blind people, books are largely useless because we can't see the pictures. We end up using our very patient friends and pets, unsuspecting students passing by classrooms, our relatives, people who happen to come to the door (mail carriers and delivery people for example) just when we have a critical question like "how does the scapula ride up over the deltoid, or does it?", and models. This latter group is a particularly variable one because of the vast differences in price, quality, detail, and accessibility (painted vs textured) of the models. For example, a model of the human brain can cost anywhere from $7.95 at the local craft store to $1695 from a medical supply house. The upshot of all this is that when you're able to find a model that works, you hang on to it.

I was quite taken with a girl named Jane at this time. She was majoring in accounting and psychology but had grown up on a farm and had a pretty realistic world view. She intended to get her degree and build/run an independent living facility for the geriatric population so there would be something in the area other than nursing homes for them. I decided that the best way to spend some time with such a wonderful person was to fix her dinner so I invited her over for a meal. To my surprise, she said she'd be there with bells on!

I have always been highly amused by sighted folks running around doing candle light dinners, creating just the right mood/atmosphere on dates, and all the rest of it. I had always scoffed at all of this and now I had both feet stuck right in the middle of the need to do exactly that. Suddenly all of that kind of "nonsense" became very very important to me. What was I to do?

My first thought was to call my little sister. The problem with that was that she lived nearly three hundred miles from me nearly a third of the way across the state (Texas is big) and I wanted some help from someone who was physically there to prevent my blowing this too badly. I very briefly considered calling my mother but she lived further from me than my sister and who calls their mother about dates, anyway? I considered several of my female friends but decided that was just begging for trouble as most of them knew Jane and thought I was being very "cute" about the whole thing, whatever that meant. Taking my vacuum cleaner in hand, I decided that I was on my own for better or worse. As it turned out, I had no idea how true that was.

Have you ever seen a bachelor clean house to impress a girl? It is truly amazing but I believe guys to be neater than women in many cases. As far as it goes, the best cooks tend to be men. You might think that a blind guy doing this would be a disaster but I was methodical about the whole thing. I vacuumed a half dozen times, mopped the entire house on hands and knees to be absolutely sure that I got up every speck of dirt, vacuumed a couple more times, made certain that everything was put away properly and that I didn't have any dirty clothes strewn about, washed the windows (why on earth would a blind guy do that except for a woman), and then I was ready. It was time to pick my music and decide about dinner.

I have a pretty substantial collection of music. Now it’s on records, cassettes, and cds but in those days it was records and cassettes. I was a bit of a freak about my stereo equipment and refused to stack records on my turntable so I needed to make up a play list just like when I worked in radio stations and stack my albums so that I could get at them easily. Today I don't remember what was on that list but I remember spending hours worrying over it.

That done, it was time for the food. As I saw it, I had three choices since we were eating at my place. I could have one of my other friends (female most likely) fix the meal. I quickly decided against this one. Second was to order out. In my little rural town that meant either pizza or burgers so I decided against that. It looked like I was left with cooking myself.

Actually, I'm not too bad a cook. The problem then was that I sincerely wanted to impress Jane and when you get nervous about cooking, it doesn't help matters at all. I also wanted to have food that I, as a blind person, wouldn't make a mess of while eating. I finally decided on bachelor's delight -- steak, baked potatoes, creamed mixed vegetables, tossed salad, and apple pie. This seemed to me a doable thing and so long as I didn't end up with lumpy sauce on the vegetables, I thought I was home free.

When the big day arrived, I actually got a reasonably good shirt and pants and ironed them. Ironing is something that I can count the number of times that I have done in my life on my fingers and still have enough fingers left to score a hand of spades so this was no small thing for me. I even polished my shoes which was just as rare an event.
Preparation of dinner actually went quite well. I must admit that the food itself was one of the better meals I have fixed.

One decision I had to make was about what we were to drink. I didn't know exactly what Jane would go for so I stocked up. I had coke, Dr. Pepper, wine coolers, beer, milk, bottled water, hot chocolate, iced and hot tea, and several other soft drinks. As it turned out, I settled on wine that neither of us particularly liked and we ended up drinking cokes all evening. It took me a couple years to get all those drinks out of the house after that night.

The guy who built that house must have done so while on some very heavy medications. In the dining room was a hutch. Now, there is absolutely nothing wrong with having a hutch. It was quite handy. It gave me cabinet space and a counter. There were only two problems with it. First, right above the counter was a mirror running the length of the hutch. This meant that anyone sitting on the side of the table facing it got to watch themselves eating. For obvious reasons, I was usually the one who sat in that chair. The second problem was one rather peculiar to blind people. The cabinets over the hutch had glass doors in them. Being blind, a door is a door to me and I never paid much attention to what I put up there. Can you guess what is coming? If not, reread the beginning of this little story.

Sighted folk do something that they highly object to if blind folk do it. This is that they constantly look at things no matter what they're doing, they're looking around. If blind people do that, they get in trouble for it. Remember as a kid, "Don't touch that Harold" or some such? Blind people get that all their lives but still, a door is a door.

Jane and I sat down at the table. I very carefully sat in front of the mirror. This meant that in order to get to the kitchen I had to go around Jane. I would have had better access in a different chair but then Jane might have been in front of the dreaded mirror! Besides, it gave me an excuse to touch her hair or shoulder or arm or something every time that I walked by so I made lots of excuses to go to the kitchen.

Dinner was going quite well. We were talking about something which now completely slips my mind but was, at the time, the most important thing in my world. Jane, as was her sighted way, periodically looked around. We were not quite to the stage where she had eyes only for me. Suddenly she squealed.
"What? Is something wrong?"

She said, "There's a head in that cabinet staring at me," she calmly said and threw her fork on her plate. I had forgotten about Larry. Larry is what I call all my male anatomical models and Jane is what I call the female models. 
I had forgotten to take Larry's skull out of the cabinet over the hutch. I was gonna kill the joker that had put the glass in those doors!

Now I was so flustered I didn't know what to do with myself. I got up and got a large shopping bag. I went to the cabinet and took Larry's skull down. The top of it fell off and Jane (the girl not the model) had to pick it up for me. I put him in the bag and happened to also pick up my face model at the same time. This is a fairly complex model that shows bones, muscles, nerves, blood vessels, and all the sort of thing that you're supposed to be learning in anatomy and physiology (a&p) classes. Jane saw it as I was taking it out. She didn't say anything but she did turn the other way. As I put Larry's face in the bag with his skull, I thought, "If she's gonna run a nursing home she better get used to this or the first time some old guy drops his teeth at dinner she'll have a duck". Of course, I was immediately guilty for this horrible thought as I wanted to make a good impression on Jane. I put the bag in a corner where it couldn't be seen from the dinner table and we continued our meal.

We talked on for awhile and suddenly Jane said, "This has got to stop, Tom".

What?" I asked truly perplexed.

"There's a brain in that cabinet and it looks all yuck".

Oh no! I had forgotten Larry's brain. How could I be so stupid as to get his skull and face but forget his brain? Then I remembered that his eye was also up there.

I got the bag of Larry and put his brain it. As I was doing so, I slipped and his brain came apart in to quarters. His eye, though, stayed in one piece going in.

That done, Larry's parts went under the kitchen sink and we continued our meal until dessert.

I had had an excellent idea. I had gone out and bought some real (not slices) cheese and some vanilla ice cream for the pie. I didn't know which one Jane would like but I was ready with both. I got our pie and, as I was coming back to the table, I remembered the cheese and ice cream. I asked her if she wanted either one on the pie. I had made it earlier and it was still a little warm. I just hoped the crust had done ok. She said that she wanted ice cream so I told her to make herself at home while I got it.

While I was getting the ice cream, I heard her wandering around looking at stuff. I was in the kitchen but figured there wasn't anything I'd left around that I didn't want her to see.

I got back to the table with the pie and we ate desert quite companionably. I did notice that Jane was a little quieter than usual but it didn't really register with me in my stressed state.

When we finished, I took the dishes to the sink. Since both of us were in college, I suggested to Jane that she might get in a little study time while I washed the dishes or that I could just wait and do them later. What a dork! I wanted to be spending time with this girl and I was talking about washing dishes? Oh well, maybe it would make points for me for not being a slob.

Very quietly she said, "We need to have a little talk. Come sit beside me at the table".

Ok, I could handle this. I'd been invited to have an intimate little talk but in my dining room? Ok, you have to take what you can get so I sat down.

"Tom, I've been looking around at the stuff in these cabinets. Can we please get rid of it and we'll go sit on the couch and talk about it," she said.

I had forgotten the rest of Larry and completely forgot about Jane. So much for my perfect dinner.

I got the sack of Larry and went to the cabinet. She followed me. "Tell me what all this is as you take it out," she asked.

"This is Larry's right lung. This is Larry's second molar (tooth). This is his complete skeleton. This is Jane's complete skeleton. This is Jane pregnant. This is her (long pause) genitourinary tract. This is Larry's other eye. This is Larry's ear mechanism complete with both cochlear and vestibular sections. This is Larry's finger. This is Larry's tongue, This is his mouth. See, you can put his tongue in it like this and you can actually move the elevator muscles like this and the styloid process has a rubber band attached to simulate muscles like"
That's quite enough," Jane said. "I'm not in class and I can see that you're getting wound up about your plastic guy and girl. Put the rest of that stuff away and we'll talk about it".

I had a few other models that all went in the bag. By this time, there were actually several bags. I closed them up and put them all under the sink. I had cleaned out that area as part of my general frantic cleaning so there was room. Somehow this just wasn't going the way I had envisioned that dinner with Jane was supposed to go.

We went in the living room and sat on the couch. Jane cuddled up to me and said, "I think I can do better than those plastic guys if you want a model". I'll let you imagine from there.

Actually, Jane and I were good friends for years after that. True to her word, she did let me use her as a model for all sorts of course work and participated in a number of experiments that I did which involved anatomical stuff. She only ever made me promise that when she was being my model that I wouldn't get out Larry or Plastic Jane (she called her Barbie) to compare. I never did do that and we had a lot of fun together. Unfortunately, we lost touch when she moved out of town. 
Even rats have a learning curve. I suppose that I may not because Larry and Plastic Jane still live in that cabinet over my hutch. As a favor to my sighted friends, I have replaced the cabinet glass with colored glass. It still comes as a surprise to people who open that cabinet expecting to get a glass when Larry and Jane stare out at them.
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