A journey with dots by Anna Rita de Bonis
It was on a hot afternoon in August when I had the latest issue of the local travel magazine delivered to my home. I opened to a review of a renovated cathedral and I craved for the coolness of the place. But before I realized it, my thoughts drifted to the eye-opener tour advertised as the best blind friendly experience. On my journey I was accompanied by four 

other fellows and a friend of mine who offered to be our eyes. As expected, there was a high demand for places and we had been waiting for months to book ours. 

I gladly wiped out of my memory the weeks of preparation, so that I fast forwarded to the moment we got off the bus in Smilestown. From the bus station we headed on foot to the Natural history museum. Upon checking our passes, the receptionist kindly suggested that we read a braille version of the museum labels placed conveniently beside each object and at the entrance of every room. Most of us were pleased except for Tom who declared that Braille is old-fashioned and requested a multimedia guide. So, we left Tom to study the device and went to explore the sea life section. Indeed, the braille versions were cleverly designed and one could unfold them to read detailed descriptions of the objects. I was reading about the skeleton of a dolphin when my friend John quietly came to me and said: 

“I can see you are moving your fingers swiftly in a pattern over these raised dots. Judging by your expression, the information you are getting must be interesting!” 

I nodded and smiled. 

“I saw many similar signages on our way from the bus station to the museum,” continued John. “There were at bus stops, outside and inside elevators, on entering and exiting stairways and so on.” 

“Is it true?” I asked. “Then, why didn’t you tell us earlier?” 

“I thought them to be a whim of the City Architect,” apologized John. “I just learned the real purpose of… What do you call it?” 

“Braille,” I answered helpfully. “we, visually impaired, use it for reading and writing.” 

An announcement for a drawing activity interrupted our conversation and we rushed to take part. We were provided with drawing boards and styluses to produce a tactile drawing of a dinosaur following verbal instructions. Even Tom couldn’t resist joining us. 

After the museum, we visited the Smilestown regional art gallery. We enjoyed the descriptions in braille of the ancient mythology exhibition. Seeing our excitement, a curator guided us to a corner where few tactile representations of the thematic paintings were exhibited. Tom 

meanwhile was replacing a third set of batteries in his audio guide. He wasn’t much luckier with his GPS device at the time when we went to explore the town’s centre. We were astonished to find not one, but three braille maps which brought three different perspectives. There was 

one of the town, of course, another one of the country and the third was showing the archipelago where the country was situated. This really surpassed my expectations! 

Full of joy, we went for lunch in a restaurant where I had arranged to meet with my childhood best friend Sophie. She told us that the sensory garden which we had to visit the next day would be closed to the public. We changed our plans then and hurried to catch the next train that would 

take us to the suburbs and the garden itself. At the train station we queued in front of the only ticket vending machine equipped with braille labels. I was happy to buy my ticket easily and discretely, contrary to Tom who was still straining to hear the voice guidance of the machine he was using. 

In the garden, while we were following a braille trail with braille informational signs and plants to touch and smell, I overheard John and Sophie’s conversation. 

“Hm… it must have been difficult for you to learn this Braille language,” speculated John. 

“I would call it a code,” said Sophie. “The same code is used to record different languages. The dots you see are grouped in cells. Each cell has six dots organized in two parallel rows. You combine certain dots in a cell to form a letter. Yes, I got the same perplexed look when I first  encountered braille, but I soon learned to recognize it using my eyes.” 

“So, you have a superpower,” John teased her. 

“You know what? I find this amazing,” observed Sophie. 

“What? The plant?” asked John. 

“Yes, the plant too, but I was meaning the braille labels.” They can withstand all sorts of weather.’ 

“How is it possible, when it is obvious that paper can be damaged by rain water?” 

“They can print braille on various base materials, including metal and plastic,” explained knowingly Sophie. 

“So, you say this is printed on metal,” and he tapped on the surface to hear its metallic clink. Then the clinking got louder and louder to merge with the sound of my father’s hammer coming from the garage. Startled I jumped out of bed and the movement send the magazine flying to 

the floor. I gradually came back to reality, and started to reflect on my revelation. It again confirmed my credo that information is power. It can be encoded in colours, shapes and, in the case of braille, in dots. I was once more convinced that discovering the world through my fingertips is beyond price. For as much as I experience this every day, the feelings imprinted 

on my tactile memory always outlast the impressions left from my other senses. And then I wonder: are Braille and digital technology evidences of progress or can we have the past and the future working in unisons in order to make our life journeys more rewarding? 

