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Sound Off

I was eighteen when I began to hate noise. The first time it happened, I was stretched out on the bed in my dorm room on a late March afternoon, thumbing through a magazine, while my best friend and roommate worked on her homework. Rock music from the local college radio station played in the background. I heard some papers rustling but didn't think anything about it. It wasn't uncommon for Tobey to spread her papers out over her desk and dresser while she worked. I paged through the magazine absently, not really concentrating on the articles because I was still thinking about the F I'd received on an anthropology exam—my first F ever. I was upset, but I hadn't told Tobey about it because I knew she had a lot of work due tomorrow. She didn't have time to listen to me whine about something every normal college student had already experienced.

I could hear the wind whistle through the open window, the occasional shouts from students in the parking lot below filtering up to our third-story room. The low bass vibrations from someone’s car stereo made the windows tremble as though they were moving. It was a rare warm spring day in Boone, an invitation for students to head outside and let loose after a long, snowy winter. The late-afternoon sun streamed through our window and cast shadows on the gray cinderblock walls of the tiny room. Tobey's blonde highlights looked like gold as the sun cut through her long hair. The song on the radio came to a close and the DJ piped up over the last few notes. I remember thinking the DJ was too mellow for this station; he reminded me of my dad, who had been a DJ for an AM station when I was a kid. The DJ announced the next song and there was a second of silence while he queued it up.

In that second, I heard it: POP! It was followed by several softer pops that made my skin crawl with goosebumps. 

I froze, thumb hovering in midair on a magazine page, wondering why the hell that noise made me feel like there were a million thumbtacks pricking under my skin. 

The song started playing but all I heard was a succession of continuous pops. I forced myself to move, bolting up from the bed and throwing the magazine on top of the mini-fridge. "What the hell is that?"

Tobey turned around and stared at me. Her jaw moved so fast I thought it would probably be sore later. In between pops, she said, "What's what, Evie?"

"Is that the way you chew gum?" I asked, glaring at her jaw.

"What? What are you talking about?" POP!

"Could you please not do that when you're around me?" I crossed my arms over my chest and continued glaring at her. Her jaw popped the gum inside faster than I could count. I felt sweat droplets forming on my upper lip and my hands involuntarily curled into fists. Black spots floated in my vision. My skin was stretched so tight I thought my body would crack in two, spilling tacks like blood on the industrial brown carpet.
"I'm not doing anything. What's wrong with you?"

"Yes, you're popping! Your gum! Or jaw! Whichever. It's driving me crazy."

"Evelyn, I chew gum all the time. I think I would know if I popped it."

"Well, you are. It's so loud I think Deanna could hear it down the hall."

"Good God, go take a walk or something! I have a million things to do for my presentation tomorrow." She rolled her eyes and waved me off, turning back to her desk.

I glared at the back of her head. She was scribbling notes on a paper, her gum still popping like crazy. Beside her on the desk were two crumpled gum wrappers and a nearly-full pack of Doublemint. I huffed, grabbed my keys, jacket, and notebook, and walked out, slamming the door behind me hard enough to feel the floor vibrate. The dry erase board hanging on our door rattled and the marker clanged as it hit the tile hallway floor. I looked at it briefly before wrapping my jacket around me and crossing my arms. As I walked away, I swore I could still hear Tobey's popping gum.

After that, things steamrolled until I could no longer tolerate being in the room when Tobey was there. I hated the way she popped her gum, the way she chewed her cereal in the morning, the way she smacked her lips after drinking a glass of water, the way she swallowed the water. I didn't know why I suddenly hated all of these things; Tobey and I had been friends since junior high. We'd had sleepovers, gone on double dates to the movies, had taken long coffee breaks together when we were both cashiers at Eckerd's in high school. But somehow, out of the blue, I couldn't stand to be around her and her noises anymore. The second I heard certain noises, I was overcome with so much rage that I began to sweat and shake, my body so tense that I could barely take a breath. The sensation of tacks under my skin, like a million pinpricks in every pore, intensified with each occurrence. I started referring to the noises as “triggers” because they caused such visceral, immediate, harmful thoughts that I wondered what I’d do if I had a gun in my hand. I didn’t think I’d ever hurt anyone, but when the pinpricks were at their worst, it was entirely possible that I’d hurt myself. I’d never felt more like a stranger in my own skin.

Very quickly it wasn’t just Tobey who was the target of my rage. Every single person I came in contact with did something—brushing teeth in the shared dormitory bathroom, shuffling rubber-soled shoes along a squeaky-clean tile floor, sniffling and snorting with spring allergies, even flipping the pages of a blue exam booklet in the middle of an intensely-silent classroom. Then there was the scraping of pencils along said exam booklet, and the heavy whooshing breaths expelled by frustrated students as they struggled to answer essay questions. Then there was the clunk of the air conditioning kicking on, and the groan as the old unit struggled to keep up, and the tink of the blinds as they swayed back and forth in the breeze. Then there was the sound of forks scraping along plates in the cafeteria, or the bang of trays shoved into the trash slots, or the shriek of chairs dragged across the floor, or the crunch of cash register keys mashed by impatient cashiers. When I woke up each morning, I wondered what new sound would set me off that day.
I went to the school infirmary but the doctor dismissed my concerns as anxiety. It was the early '90s; Prozac was just beginning to become popular, and the school doctors didn't have a clue about anything related to psychiatry. They thought I was stressed out from the rigors of college life, but if anything, I found college mostly easy—with the exception of anthropology class, that is.

My grades fell as the trigger noises ruined my concentration and ability to sit in class. Many of my professors were empathetic, and some even allowed me to turn in assignments outside of class, but my solid A average fell to a C by the end of the semester. I couldn't bring myself to participate in class or group activities. By May, I couldn't even walk across the quad without wearing earplugs. The thought of hearing a trigger was enough to make me break out in a sweat. I spent my days holed up in the library, filling up notebook after notebook with all the things I couldn't express to anyone else, neglecting my homework in my quest to write out all the rage. In the dorm, I wore earplugs constantly and barely spoke to Tobey. She was hurt, and I felt terrible, but I could barely control the rage that threatened to explode at the slightest hint of a trigger. I didn't want to hurt her any more than I already had, so I made do with a constant supply of earplugs and very little social interaction.

After the semester was over, I packed my bags and left for home before Tobey came back from taking her last exam. We wouldn't have talked anyway, so I reasoned that I was making it easier for her by not having to say an awkward goodbye. I didn't even leave a note on the empty dry erase board. Five years of friendship were wiped out with the pop of a bubble.

The drive home was blissful, just me and my old red Sunbird, radio cranked as I sang at the top of my lungs. I was thankful that, so far, music hadn’t set me off. It was one of my remaining solaces. 

About halfway home, I stopped to fill up the tank. I walked into the convenience store—earplug-free—to pay when I heard it: POP! The dollar bills in my hand crumpled as I stood still in the doorway and shook with rage. The tacks started their familiar digging under my skin. I took a couple of shallow breaths, willing my feet to move so I could pay and get out of there.

"You okay, ma'am?" the dark-haired cashier asked, glancing up from an opened People magazine. She popped her gum in between nearly every syllable.

I didn't answer. Black spots floated across my line of sight, sweat made my scalp feel sticky, and my heart raced. The pinpricks burrowed under my skin, insistent in their quest to intensify the pain. Taking two halting steps forward, I tossed the crumpled bills on the counter and then stuck my fingers in my ears. I heard the cashier yell something about "change" but I didn't care about getting any change—I needed to get out of there. I made a rowing motion with my elbow in lieu of a wave and ran back to my car. The faint tinkle of the bell above the double doors registered as I ran.

With my fingers in my ears, I made it back to the safety of my car. I collapsed in the front seat and took my fingers out of my ears to turn the radio up. To my horror, and to the pinpricks’ delight, a commercial for Office Temps was playing that featured the loud click-click-click of a typewriter. I screamed and jabbed at the radio, desperate to turn it off. 

"Fuck!" I shouted, head in my hands and fingers massaging my sweaty scalp to make the pinpricks cease their trek. I didn't understand how a few sounds made me feel like clawing my own skin off. When did I change from normal, easygoing college girl to a freak with a vicious streak the size of Texas?

So much for the blissful drive home. I put my earplugs in and made the rest of the trip to Lincolnton in silence.

The whole family was there that night for dinner: Mom, Dad, my fourteen-year-old brother Mike—even the cats were there, slithering under the table around our feet waiting to pounce on a dropped crumb. I should've been happy to see everyone, happy to be eating a real dinner instead of warmed over chicken tenders from the school cafeteria, but I wasn't. The last time I'd seen my family was five months ago at Christmas. Tobey and I didn't come home over spring break, traveling to Cozumel instead to drink Sols and flirt with cute bartenders. I'd gotten so drunk the first night that Tobey had to hold my hair back while I threw up.

And yet here I was, five months later, no longer speaking to my best friend from junior high, barely tolerating another human being, unable to sit in a classroom, unable to walk across the quad without the familiar prick of rage overcoming me. Unable to enjoy my family and the first home-cooked meal I’d had in five months. The list of noises I could tolerate dwindled as the physical pain of each pinprick episode increased. I was beginning to wonder if I’d soon be able to see actual evidence on my skin. 
As I gripped my fork so tightly it left creases in my palm, I thought, I want to stab this fork into the hand of the next person who smacks their lips. All around me I heard smacking, licking, chewing, jaws popping, swallowing, heavy breathing, cat claws ticking on tile—irritation in surround sound. Each sound stood out individually, but together they were magnified into one skin-shredding, rage-inducing, gigantic symbol of my apparent insanity.

What the fuck was happening to me?

I stood and pushed my chair back so violently it tipped over and crashed into the beige tile floor. The cats hissed and scattered. My family looked at me, mouths open—food in some—as I threw my napkin and fork on the plate with a clatter that made me cringe. "I don't feel so good," I muttered. "I'm gonna go lay down."

Mom snapped her mouth shut, her brown eyes wide. She finished chewing, licked her lips loudly, and said, "What's wrong, hon? Do you not like the pork?"

Fists clenched, I answered her through closed teeth. "It's fine. I just haven't been feeling good for a few days."

"You're not pregnant, are you?"

Mike laughed loudly, food rolling around on his tongue. "Like any boy would get near her!"

"Mom, what the hell—" I said at the same time Dad said, "Can it, Mike."

"Language, Evie." Mom tapped Mike's hand in reprimand. Turning back to me, she said, "You've been a little all over the place today, honey. We're just worried about you."

"I. Am. Fine. May I please leave the table, Mother?"

"Drop the sarcasm, missy. You need to finish your dinner," my dad said firmly, scraping his fork along his plate. "Your mom cooked all day to welcome you home."

"I would be happy to finish my dinner if I didn't have to listen to y'all eat like fucking pigs!" I snapped.

The silence was totally worth it. Worth every hurt expression, every wrinkled brow, every pair of stretched, thin lips. Worth the waves of confusion that rolled off of them. Worth the delicious feel of the curse word rolling off my tongue. So, so worth it. I would say it again if it earned me another thirty seconds of silence. 

I righted the chair and went to my room. The rest of the night was spent with my cat Wally, earplugs, a notebook, and a pack of Nabs I'd brought home when I cleaned out my dorm room. All the savage, sadistic thoughts in my head were emptied onto the lined pages. Writing them down was the only way to turn them off, however temporarily. When I finally ran out of words to write, I stretched out on the bed and stroked Wally’s warm, soft back. He purred with contentment as I petted him, and I found some small happiness as I luxuriated in the vibrations. I was glad I couldn’t hear him through the earplugs. 
I began to hate my family that summer. And myself, too, because I felt like I was truly going insane with no reasonable explanation. I’d had a good childhood; I had—until recently—good friends, parents who were proud of me, a younger brother who looked up to me. But the rage and pain weren’t getting any better; the list of triggers grew with each person I encountered. Mom and Dad lived in a small town, so it wasn't rare to run into people I knew. Inevitably, a gum-smacker or a lollipop-sucker would propel me out the door to the safety of my car.

I found a job as a meal runner at the Western Steer, but the head chef sucked on hard candies to get through the dinner rush. Then I tried Belk's, pushing makeup and perfume at the Estée Lauder counter, but my boss was a coffee-slurper. In June, after a few more unsuccessful forays at other businesses, I landed at Merlich's Lawn Care. Merlich's was so big they had a secretary who took care of the billing, so I didn’t have to deal with customers. The mowing job was easy, I got a tan, and between my earplugs and the noise of the lawn mower, all of the triggers were squelched. 

I started seeing a shrink in July. By then I barely left my room except to go to work, and I never went anywhere without my earplugs and notebook. The shrink wanted to desensitize me by making me sit in a room while the triggers played until I was no longer sensitive to them. The thought alone was enough to make the pinpricks start their attack. I argued that the list of triggers seemed to grow daily, and there was no way I would ever be desensitized to every single noise, but the doctor said he knew what he was talking about, and that we should get started right away. I told him he was crazy and canceled my next appointment.

My parents found me another shrink, a new-age guy who wanted to try cognitive therapy, which sounded like simple affirmations to me—something I could do for free. My parents paid for three sessions with him before I called it quits, unable to tolerate his neurotic habit of rubbing his hand across his chin stubble. 
I met with one or two other shrinks, but they didn’t come any closer to a resolution. I was exhausted; I never slept enough because the earplugs were uncomfortable. But I couldn’t sleep without them, or the thumbtacks would start their pricking in tune with each creak of the house or each clap of the broken shutter outside my window. I wondered if I needed to accept the fact that I was crazy and figure out how to deal with it long-term. Maybe becoming a recluse was my only option. 
As a last resort, I made an appointment to ask our family physician about the triggers. He listened and took notes as I tried to explain without sounding like I was a danger to others. So far I'd done a good job of controlling my rage, but sometimes the words that came out on paper—and occasionally out of my mouth—were scary.

For the first time, a doctor didn't immediately dismiss my complaints with a pat diagnosis and a prescription for affirmation therapy. He didn't tell me to look in the mirror and tell myself the noises didn't bother me. He didn't tell me to stop wearing earplugs, to stop avoiding people, to listen to my mother and get a real job suitable for a girl. He didn't tell me I should go back to school in August, and that I'd get over my "little problem" if I just applied myself. I cried with relief. Dr. Setzer handed me a tissue and told me he didn't have the answers, but he did have a plan. I dried my tears and transcribed his words into my notebook.

Dr. Setzer was traditional, so he wanted to do traditional testing before he did anything else. He did a physical exam, took blood for testing, and sent me to Charlotte for an MRI. I took a day off and made the forty-five minute drive with my mom. The MRI took forever and was uncomfortable; I didn't think I'd ever shake the sound of the awful tapping noises. Mom made me stop at McDonald's on the way home since she was convinced that a vanilla milkshake would make me feel better. So we sat in the McDonald's on Freedom Drive, me with my earplugs and milkshake; Mom with a vanilla cone that she licked in careful, evenly-spaced swipes. 
The doctor's office called about a week later and scheduled a follow-up appointment. If my parents were concerned, they didn't voice it. We all thought I was crazy sick, not sick sick. So I went to the appointment alone, dressed for my work shift that afternoon.

"Hey Evelyn. How are you?" Dr. Setzer asked. We sat in his wood-paneled office, surrounded by bookcases filled with thick medical volumes. His glasses kept sliding down his nose.

"Bought some new earplugs." I laughed, rolling my eyes at my silliness.

Dr. Setzer smiled and gave a noncommittal nod. His smile disappeared after a few seconds and he said, "Well, I have the results of your MRI. I'm sorry, Evelyn, it's not good news."

I gripped the arms of my chair and nodded slowly. "Ooookay...."

"Do you see these spots here?" He pointed to two places on the image that looked like little black blobs. "These are acoustic neuromas. They are benign tumors that grow on the eighth cranial nerve between the inner ear and the brain."

I didn't understand a word out of his mouth. "Uh, can you rephrase that in English, please?"

"Evelyn," Dr. Setzer said as he set the image on his desk and looked at me intently. "You have non-cancerous tumors on part of the inner ear of both ears. Ordinarily, we wouldn't do anything for someone your age because the tumors are usually slow-growing. But your tumors are very large. Your hearing has been temporarily amplified because of the way the tumors are pushing on the inner ear. They’re probably affecting your emotional and physical responses a bit, which could explain the rage and the prickly sensation. There are a couple treatment options, but no matter which one you choose, you will be deaf. I’m so sorry, Evelyn."

My knuckles were white. I couldn’t feel my hands as I gripped the chair tightly enough to leave marks. "I...I don't...what...what the…oh my God," I burst out. My back was stiff and my legs that had been properly crossed were now bent beneath my chair, toes pointed straight down as though I were a ballerina. I took a deep breath and said, "I'm going deaf? Deaf as in 'hearing aid' deaf, or deaf as in 'sign language' deaf?"

The doctor's dark eyes were solemn. "Deaf as in completely deaf. A hearing aid won't help."

I crossed my arms over my stomach, flexing my hands to bring feeling back. "Oh my God. So I'm not crazy after all, that's a huge relief," I said as a few stray tears leaked down my cheeks.
He handed me a tissue and ignored my sarcasm. "I think we need to treat the tumors aggressively considering their size. Unless they’re removed, they are life-threatening when they start to push on the brain. Do you want me to call your parents?"

"How long until I go deaf?"

"I can't say for sure, probably within one year if we do nothing. But if we wait, you'll also start to experience other neurological issues, like paralysis, as the tumors grow. Within a year they'll grow enough that your quality of life will most likely be significantly affected. In other words, if we don't remove them, you will probably die. If we remove them, we'll have to remove some of the structure of the inner ear because the tumors are embedded. You'll be completely deaf after surgery, but you'll be alive."

My stomach churned. "Oh crap, I'm gonna be sick." The doctor shoved his trashcan at me, and I emptied my lunch and dry heaved until my stomach muscles burned. 

I quit my beloved mowing job. I officially withdrew from school. My parents and I spent the next six months getting second and third opinions, but the consensus was always the same.

Deaf at nineteen. 

I underwent surgery a month after my birthday. 

My parents gave me a fancy moleskin notebook in the hospital afterwards. I doodled mostly, wrote journal entries when the mood struck, and communicated with the doctors and nurses when I wasn't being sullen. There was no rage anymore, no thumbtacks under my skin—no nothing, really, except petulance. I couldn't hear anything, couldn't even detect a sense of pressure between my ears. There was just...nothing. My head was full of nothing. Next time someone accused me of being an airhead, I wouldn't even hear them. And they'd be right.

"Should dye my hair blonde," I wrote on the notepad. 
I spent most of my days wallowing in self-pity as I tried to come to grips with the silence. Unbelievably, I missed noise; at least it was evidence that I wasn’t all alone in the world. I’d spent eighteen years hearing all the things around me, loving music, loving my cat’s purr, loving my parents’ laughs, loving Tobey’s giggles, loving the sound of thunder and the squeal of my Sunbird’s engine and the ring of a telephone and the sound of “I love you” falling from a boy’s lips. I’d never experience any of it again. There were days when I even missed the pricking sensation, because at least it offered proof that I was really here, that I was part of the world around me, no matter how irritated it made me. What was a deaf nineteen-year-old girl supposed to do with the rest of her life? I wondered. Get used to being lonely, a silent voice answered. 

In the absence of sound, I found that the feeling of ordinary vibrations was amplified against my skin. The younger patient in the bed next to me had a lot of visitors, and I could feel the sweep of the curtain separating us as it vibrated along the wall behind my bed. I came to recognize the feel of the dinner cart wheels rotating on the tile floor long before the cart reached my room. And I could feel the low thump of bass when the TV was tuned to MTV. The vibrations were like a mediocre consolation prize. In my head I struggled to recall what each noise had sounded like in the normal world. 
A few weeks after surgery, when I was ensconced in my room at my parents' house, Mom took the notebook out of my hands and wrote that a friend wanted to visit. "I don't have any friends left," I wrote back. Mom slapped my hand lightly and frowned. She said something to my dad, who was standing in the doorway. He nodded and left the room. Mom handed the notebook back to me and motioned with one finger to stop me from clicking on the TV (which I could still watch with closed captioning, thank God).

Minutes later, a familiar face appeared in the doorway. Tobey's blonde hair was shorter, her brown eyes clouded with nervousness. My mouth dropped open. Tobey was visiting me? After the way I'd treated her? After the way I'd left without saying goodbye? My eyes watered as I waved her in and tossed the remote onto the nightstand. No matter how I'd screwed things up, I'd probably always consider her my best friend, even if she didn't feel the same. She sat on the edge of the bed and said something to my parents, who left the room and shut the door.   

We were silent. Of course.

I smiled tentatively at her. When she smiled back, I started to say, "I'm sorry—" but my words felt halting and awkward because I couldn't hear them. I grabbed the notebook, but she took it out of my hands before I could write anything. She flung it to the bed and pulled me into a hug. I could feel her talking against my ear, a constant stream of little warm puffs of air against my skin. She stroked my hair as she rocked us both back and forth. 

We sat there for five, ten minutes. I cried as I hugged her back, unable to bear the wave of shame that swamped me as I thought about how I'd treated her when we were roommates. I remembered the rage I'd felt, the ruthless tacks pricking at my sanity when I was around her, the way I'd completely shut her out of my life. I'd missed her more than I realized. And now, I couldn't even properly apologize because words felt like mush in my mouth. Finally, Tobey pulled back. Enunciating slowly and motioning with her hands, she said, "Do not say 'sorry.' No reason to be sorry."

I cried harder. She hugged me again, harder. 

I extricated myself from her grasp and picked up the notebook again after a few minutes. I wrote, "I am sorry. I apologize for being a terrible friend. I'm sorry for being so mean to you. And for not saying goodbye."

She wrote back, "You're forgiven. I'm sorry, too. Can you forgive me?"

I laughed. Why was she apologizing to me? "Nothing to forgive."

She nodded, a big smile spreading across her face. Her eyes were watery, too. "I've missed you so much. Things just weren't the same without you," she wrote.

"I've missed you, too. How have you been?"

"I have so much to tell you. Where do you want me to start?"

She stayed for hours that evening. Mom fixed us dinner and after we ate, we returned to my bedroom and continued writing notes back and forth. At one point Tobey found my comment about dying my hair blonde. In retaliation, she drew lewd pictures on my notepad. We fell on the bed giggling like teenagers, like we were back in high school. I felt the vibrations from her giggles as she pressed her face into my pillow. She looked up at me and cracked up again, laughing with abandon, and I joined her as I realized I could hear her in my own way. 
One year later, I still dream in sound. When I sleep, my ears ring with the jangle of the wind chimes hanging on our front porch, the snap of tree limbs clanging against each other in the breeze, the cacophonous song of summer cicadas. I have mundane conversations with my parents about feeding the cats and picking up dinner after work, washing dishes and mowing the brown summer grass. I hear the grandfather clock in the dining room counting every quarter-hour, losing a few seconds each time. I hear the TV blaring, volume cranked as guns fire, actors curse, and the chop-chop-chop of an off-screen helicopter means rescue is imminent. I feel no rage, and it’s as if the pinpricks never existed. 
And then I wake, shaken gently by my dad's hand on my shoulder. Sounds cease. My dreams recede, driven away by the silence that pervades my head. The silence is sharp, like the aftermath of a machine gun report. The vibrations of everyday living are no longer a consolation prize; instead I look forward to feeling the heavy tread of my dad’s work boots walking down the hall, or the thump of Mike’s stereo through the thin walls. I can feel the mower cranking to life, the lug of car brakes under my foot, the slam of a door somewhere in the house, and the deep rumble of thunder in a lightning storm. 

No, I can’t hear these things the way most people can. But my way of hearing—feeling—is enough to beat back the loneliness and reassure me that I’m not alone.

I sit up and watch my dad's lips move; he speaks slowly so I can read them: "Time for --." 

I shake my head—the first of many head shakes today, I'm sure—and say, "Again, please? In sign language?" 

I'm learning. We're all learning. I'm back in school at a community college in Lincolnton. Sometimes I drive to class instead of catching the bus, to prove to myself that I’m still fairly normal. Tobey is back in Boone, but we exchange letters every week. She's decided to become an audiologist. 
Some days really suck: lots of homework, a late bus, paranoia that I'm being laughed at. But other days, when I'm curled up in the window seat in my room, Wally the cat at my side, my hands open a conduit for the words that have filled my head since the sound vacated. I write letters. Journal entries. Poems. Short stories. Long stories. Maybe a novel one day. I write to understand the nature of rage. I write to understand the nature of forgiveness. Nothing in the world is like the feel of my hand sliding smoothly along the page, black ink streaming out of the pen. 

When I need a break, I run my hand along Wally’s back, smooth down his fur, scratch under his chin. He stretches lazily at my side, vibrating with contentment.
I miss the sound of his purr, but I can feel it under my hand, a touch that connects me to the world. 

