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“Language can arguably only be entered through what is indescribable. And what is indecipherable. The entrance is neither within nor without. Nowhere to be found and yet there. Through what is imperceptible, we are utterly, smilingly complicit.”


Thierry Metz, L’Homme qui penche


“Every word is a hole, an abyss, a trap.”


Ghérasim Luca
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It was the Castaigne building. What I’d heard was Castagne. Before I went through double doors that swung like in an old Western, there was a small sign saying OTO-RHINO-LARYNGOLOGY (ORL) and HEAD & NECK SURGERY, IMPLANT SERVICES. Only otorhinolaryngology was familiar to me. When I was little, I thought it was a sub-branch of rhinoceros studies.


In my ears were muted thumps, the drumbeat of my pulse. I took a seat at the end of the hallway, next to a table covered with magazines about deafness, one of them offering up anecdotes about isolation in the workplace. I glanced up after each line so I wouldn’t miss my name being called and saw that an old woman in a wheelchair had parked across from me, right by the magazine For the Deaf. On the cover, text in a box read “Language can be reassuring or restrictive: people think that complicating blunt words softens them. They’re ashamed to say deaf, blind, old, has a mental disorder: there’s a slippery slope from hard-of-hearing and critical cases by way of vision-impaired and senior citizen to the dead being called the unliving.” When I realised that the old woman – or senior citizen, or elderly person, whatever I ought to call her – was shouting at me, I interrupted: “Ma’am, I don’t think I hear any better than you do,” but she didn’t understand and kept on with her croaky monologue.


A man put an end to the one-sided conversation: “Come with me, please.” I followed him into the padded room; he shut the door behind me, gripping a huge chrome-metal handle that struck me in its similarity to butchers’ cold rooms – except what was being carved up here, meticulously, slice by thin slice, was sound. He set the headphones on my ears, delicately, as if he were placing electrodes on a chicken’s head, and handed me a joystick. The first sounds came through, but not all; some merely pulsed against my eardrum.


Then it was time for the words, I had to repeat the list like a messed-up parrot. Most of it was absurd and I had to resist letting my imagination fill the gaps.


woman


lemon


boulder


soldier


poppy


button


blacksmith


apron


shoulder


The deep voice ran through the words, which grew muffled one by one and faded into fog. To fend off the sharpening mirages, my mind chased in the half-darkness after these words: they were my stronghold against the widening craters of language being shelled. I was used to rambling amid silences and lost words, letting pure imagination buoy me, but the words at this point were so faint that what reality remained was akin to a ravaged landscape, giving the few images now emerging all the more vividness. This was a past world: a husband home from the war, from so many dead bodies, rediscovering a forgotten space. I could see his face in the slanting light; he was there naming things in a flat voice to reclaim the life he’d had. He said “woman” and his eyes fell on his wife’s head of curls as she sobbed silently, then his eyes turned to the fruit basket and he said “lemon”, and then his face tilted up to the window and the craggy Brittany shore, and he designated it with his mouth: “boulder”. And he recalled the life he’d returned from: “soldier”, and all the seasons he’d spent in that role. He said “poppy” while looking at that flower swaying between her and him, now split open. He looked down to hide his misty eyes and uttered “button”, his uniform reminding him of all those other soldiers. His lips whispered “blacksmith”; his eyes were dead, but his lips went on whispering something his wife didn’t hear, “apron” – the blacksmith always kept with him a scrap of fabric from this woman he loved. The soldier couldn’t hold back his growing smile, until he said “shoulder”, loud enough to startle the woman who looked at him with concern, recalling the shoulders of the other soldiers torn apart by heavy artillery.


“Now we’re going to do the left,” the audiologist said, pointing to my other ear. The story of the soldier reverberated in my deaf ear. The sounds that crashed against the dead eardrum were the soundtrack of his memories. The lingering trace of words was reduced to a presence.


I sat once again in the chair that faced the office to assess the damage on the audiogram. I took careful note of the concave curve on the paper, a tight grid of x and y lines quantifying the remaining sound. It was like a bird’s-eye view of the Normandy coast: the tide of silence was now covering more than half the page.
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In the ORL specialist’s office, cutaway diagrams of the inner ear brightened the room with hues of red and blue. The outer ear was displayed in an unremarkable pink whereas the inner ear was by turns sand yellow, carmine red and pinkish beige, culminating in an ultramarine labyrinth: the cochlea. What it really looked like was an overcooked Burgundy snail.


The doctor sat down at her desk, her hands clutching the folder with all my audiograms, and overenunciated her words. It doesn’t bode well when a doctor who specialises in implants looks at your latest audiogram and then talks to you like you’re an idiot. I wasn’t feeling so good now.


“You’ve effectively lost fifteen decibels. That’s a lot.”


I told her how it had happened, or rather how it hadn’t happened.


No warning signs – although what signs would have come and warned?


It had withered away, simple as that.


Well, actually, there were two specific times when I realised that the sound was gone.


The first was early August, while I was having a coffee in London, and the waiter spoke to me. He stood there, his lips moving but no sound coming. I stammered in broken English, saying that I didn’t understand, not a thing. The distress was clear on my face. He responded – well, I think I got a response from his lips and the words parting them – that I spoke bad English. I lost the soundtrack there, in the city of London. Somewhere between Churchway and Stoneway, the tide ebbed.


The second was in Brittany. I’d gone to see a friend at Plougrescant, and as we were having dinner, the sound cut out again. I saw his white hair and his mouth stretching into a smile, the corners of his lips bracketing a story that the wind bore away. The silence turned leaden. I could make out “Brazil”, so he had to be talking about his conference. I laughed so he wouldn’t catch on.


All I told the doctor was: “It happened gradually, in August.”


She replied that a hospital stay to undergo a procedure was essential, but it wouldn’t be a sure thing. And then there was another solution: a cochlear implant. She thought an implant on the right, the ear that still worked, would be better; with the left ear, it would just be an unintelligible mess. I needed to understand that, after a long stretch of rehabilitation, between six months and a year, my hearing at every frequency would improve. The operation, however, was irreversible: the “natural” hearing I currently had would be lost.


The few cilia remaining deep in my ear caught high pitches and a few low ones, which barely allowed me to reconstruct the meaning of what I heard. What I really still got was a sense of the warmth of timbres, this soft sheen of wind, of colour, of all sound’s snags and snarls.


I looked at the grey-and-blue knobs of plastic, those scale models of implants sitting on her desk. They could have been fridge magnets.


I didn’t know what else to say. She held out her hand. I gripped it, feeling like I was clinging to any branch I could.
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I made my way to room 237 so the secretary could give me the paperwork, then to the Babinski building, named after an early-twentieth-century neurologist. His portrait was by the entrance, with a small enamel plaque: JOSEPH BABINSKI (1857–1932).


I learned that he was mainly known for a neurological exam that consisted of stroking the arch of grown-ups’ and babies’ feet. His concept of pithiatism (from the Greek πείθειν, to persuade) was less famous but still had a huge impact on many soldiers after World War I. Shell shock was, at the time, an unknown phenomenon. In the vein of Professor Jean-Martin Charcot, the father of neurology, Babinski had defined a new form of hysteria: many of the men to return from war suffered from issues that, lacking a clear causal relationship, remained orphaned.


Orphaned.


Yes, that was very much how I’d always felt, this sensation of not belonging to any community. Not deaf enough to be a part of Deaf culture, not hearing enough to be fully within the hearing world. It all came down to what I’d convinced myself to be or not be. The collateral damage that had chipped away at my self-worth and my confidence were, for those soldiers, orphaned issues that they struggled to make sense of. Did the void in me come from that? An absence that had to be filled by excess?


“With you, things are tout noir ou tout blanc,” I was always told. Wholly black or white. But I kept hearing it as “trou noir”. Black hole.


“You hear what you want to hear.”


How could I have convinced them otherwise?


But this was perfectly real, and the hospital was shining a light on the hole at the centre of it all.


My mother was beside me, staring at the newspaper. She pointed at the front page: “Look, it’s the first photo of a black hole.”
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The room was on the third floor. I could leave my belongings there; I had a full schedule and a procedure to undergo. A nurse came to ask me slightly odd questions, such as my morning routine: Bath or shower? Jacuzzi, please.


The nurse left me there, befuddled, then so did my mother. I still couldn’t really believe that my ears had landed me here. I’d tried so hard to get them to keep this secret, only for them to squeal on me and trap me within these four white walls to reckon with my past.


I’d tried to manage things as best I could after so many years of denial then so many years of fighting that denial, contorting my life one way then another, but this loss had blown everything to pieces.


The door opened and a nurse by the name of Eddy came in to puncture my eardrum and inject a fluid directly into my auditory organ. The anaesthetic was pointless, nothing more than a procedure to carry out so that patients believed that something was being done. But when I saw the needle, I couldn’t believe it. He was going to stick that into my ear? I could feel my eardrum puckering like an oyster that had just had lemon squeezed on it.


The hospital stay also involved seeing a psychologist, a tall woman with sad eyes. She waved elegantly for me to sit in a chair facing her and explained that this meeting was an informal conversation to assess my prospects as a hard-of-hearing person. I gave her the bullet points of my career: a practically spotless academic record and a degree without any help.


The psychologist took down all this information, looking serious, and sketched out a summary, repeating herself any time I furrowed my brow. I’d worked so hard to adapt that I had to be on the verge of collapse; dealing with this new degree of hearing loss might well revive old spectres of trauma.


I wasn’t alone on that front, she went on, all hard-of-hearing individuals went through bouts of depression, a result of the cumulative effort that hearing society didn’t see. It’s hard to measure this effort and it’s not easy for friends and family to understand this, or any other invisible disability. Those who are hard-of-hearing have a tendency, at times, to cut themselves off from other people.


At the sight of my face consumed with questions, she suddenly shifted to a reassuring tone: “There are solutions, and one of them is a cochlear implant.”


“But with an implant I won’t hear the way I did before.”


“Your brain will have forgotten what ‘before’ means.”


Then she added: “It’s true that there’s a sense of mourning. Something’s lost, yes. But there’s no knowing what, in turn, might be found.”
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The hospital stay was dependent upon my file’s continued existence. Documents were added to it, but nobody read them; it was merely a prop to justify my presence. My days were a long string of pop quizzes that somehow left the quizzers no less quizzical. “What are you here for?” “How long has your stay been?” “What procedure are you undergoing?”: a morass of faces asked me a morass of questions because they didn’t read the file.


My file got lost, but I was told not to miss any of my appointments. “Which ones?” I asked. “My colleague will get back to you about that.” Except they were all colleagues and not a single one bothered to get back to me about that.


My trust in medical institutions was crumbling. I hated the doctors doing grand rounds with a gaggle of med-ical students trailing behind like crabby teenagers being dragged through pouring rain on a field trip to Dieppe.


Everything was weighing on me: within the room’s confines I was an ailing woman, a future implant recipient. The one place away from prying eyes was the chapel, a seventeenth-century edifice shaped like a Greek cross, hidden within the hospital grounds. I generally steered clear of such religious spaces, but every other room had already let me down. The chapel was under the patronage of Saint Rita, an Augustinian nun and the patroness of impossible causes. I could pray to her. I wrote a note for her, even though I knew she wouldn’t be reading my file either.


Each day I dragged my IV drip to the chapel, the stand’s wheels clattering on the stones. Then I made my way, in a slow, silent procession, with my metallic pole for a shepherd’s rod, to the Babinski building. And each fluorescent-lit night, back in my room, I chewed my bland food.


I dreamed that my soldier was tucking me in while I slept, singing a song with no consonants. Saint Rita twirled her skirts layered like a nesting doll to fend off the cold. The consonant-less song disappeared amid the snow, the bass line crackled, the vowels snuffed out at the snowflakes’ least touch.


I never heard the door open in the morning even though the nurse yelled before entering. The nurses seemed annoyed. Even in the ORL ward, not hearing was still a class war with the hearing.


On the last day, I had an appointment with a specialist so I could be released: “There haven’t been any conclusive results,” she pronounced as she handed over a folder thick with appointments.


As I made my way down hallways, up paths, and across the lawn towards the exit, I tried to get my mind around my silence-future.
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I returned to civilian life and my neighbourhood struck me as being like a stage set, almost unreal with its blocky buildings and narrow roads. The roots of the trees burst through the asphalt up and down the avenues. It was October and the chestnut trees were all skin and bones already.


“You’re back,” my neighbour-friend exclaimed. “Let’s get drinks and celebrate!”


Standing in my flat, it felt so nice to pull soft clothes onto my body hurting all over, and I spun around so I could feel like my room was mine and mine alone again. All the sounds clumped together and stretched out as in one of those anamorphic drawings: the ambulance in the street and the toilet flush merging into a single streak of sound with shrill points.


I got to the restaurant, where the neighbour-friend was waiting for me; his cheek-kiss and his round voice pushed away the hubbub. I clung to his words ringed by high notes. When my eyes weren’t locked on his lips, his voice seemed warm, its contours sharp like a solar eclipse. The middle-register core was inaudible, but its luminous edges formed by the higher tones allowed me to grasp the meaning. I managed to follow almost everything he was telling me, which made me happy. We laughed in the night about returning to the world. For a second, he was serious again.


He was telling me about an architect in Japan, about the concrete church he’d erected with its massive cross carved in the chancel’s wall, not unlike a window: the outside light cast its shape throughout. I couldn’t help thinking of how this image matched the one I had of his voice: sharp high notes bright with the light of meaning, set off against the heavy, grey vocal range of the middle registers.


“Tadao Ando!” he blurted out.


And at my puzzlement, he clarified:


“Tadao Ando is the name of the architect I was telling you about.”


His huge blue eyes were smiling, and mine were, too. Our drinks made the language being gutted by my cilia-less ears reel and sway. His boozy breath recalled the odour of antiseptic. I must have had too many artichokes. He didn’t like them and had pushed them all my way. And he was starting to get delightfully sloshed, too, his words drifting off and his eyes filling with lust. After eight days at the hospital, this rowdy meal with a man was getting the better of me. Suddenly he looked terribly sad; I saw the bluish halo of the circles under his eyes. There was something of Turner in the colouring around his gaze, his blue eyes like a sailboat violently adrift in his anxiety. For a second I thought I was looking at my soldier.


His form appeared behind the neighbour-friend, the curls of their hair intertwined, my soldier’s black curls practically the shadow of my neighbour-friend’s pale curls.


“What are you looking at?”


My eyes returned to his lips churning up a whirlwind of words, and his tongue swinging like a bell’s clapper.


What was he talking about? Between the two of us sitting there, the words escaped me. The various parts of his body provided no clarification, but I could sense desire surging up. His hands were driving home the thrust of the story, hammering the point home but not revealing a thing. His eyes were no help either and that was actually what I hated most: they were only checking to see if I understood. Thankfully, my own eyes weren’t blue – well, that was one advantage I’d always had in life. With my jet-black eyes I could douse the phatic function of language, its social role. At least in the darkness there was nothing to plumb. With my dark eyes, I could feel safe; the other person would never know whether or not I understood. With my dark eyes, I could plug every crack, I could double-check every detail.


There was a chalkboard on which I was the hangman: “F _ _ _ SH _ D?” the waiter was asking me.


Given the state of my plate, he probably wanted to clear it. What could the waiter be asking me in a single word? My soldier’s massive hands formed a cross as a clue: done? It had to be a longer synonym. Too late, the neighbour-friend answered for me and the plate was gone. The dark curls disappeared, my soldier vanished.


Once we were outside, my confusion cleared up in the quiet of the winter street, and the neighbour-friend’s voice felt all-encompassing again. Our bodies walked in lockstep, our strides slipping into sync amid the darkness and our drunkenness.


By his door, in our building’s courtyard, I felt a new kinship with him, and as his lips brushed mine, I became a sensuous fruit to be squeezed by his arms.


The light or brown curls shook free amid the bedsheets, coiled around my fingers, my nipples. But the desire driving us to retrace those paths that so many bodies had trod before soon proved too meagre to be called love. My eyes lingered on the man curled up in sleep until I, too, finally slipped into slumber.
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