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John is in his early 30s, clean cut, meticulously dressed. 

 

John 

I hear everything. All day long. All night. Every train whistle, or leaking faucet. Every 

jackhammer at a construction site. Every ice cream truck song. Every goddamn cell phone. 

Everything. All the time. (pause) It’s exhausting.  

 

I have a condition that the medical community calls Superior Canal Dehiscence Syndrome, or 

simply acute hyperacusis.  It’s caused by a rare genetic abnormality, and there’s very little 

anyone can do to treat it. Although if the doctors and the audiologists knew what it was like to be 

so inundated with sounds, so completely overwhelmed by the noise of every key in a lock, every 

group of kids skipping home from school, every clock chiming the hour, I think they’d work 

harder to find a treatment, if not a cure.  

 

Historians have speculated that Catholic saints hearing the voices of angels were probably 

afflicted with this. When Pythagoras wrote about the music of the spheres, it’s likely he actually 

heard a far-off shepherd’s song, in the hills above his village.  In the Middle Ages a Persian king 

offered his daughter’s hand in marriage to the first suitor who could solve a riddle. Legend has it 

the princess whispered the answer to her lover as his ship sailed away in the Sea of Oman. When 

he returned from the voyage he claimed her hand. So either he had it or he was extremely good at 

puzzles when there was a bride on the line. 
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And while that would be great stuff to talk about if I could bear to go to cocktail parties, the fact 

is we are a statistical anomaly.  The tiniest section of the population. So there’s no telethon for 

Superior Canal Dehiscence Syndrome. Or I doubt there is; I can’t really watch TV, even with the 

volume turned down very low.  

 

And because of this condition, I sleep very little. I can never get away from the sound of a 

dishwasher, a tv left on late at night, the buzzing of a florescent lamp. The neighbors tumbling 

out of the car after a party, pleasantly drunk on expensive wine, the fire trucks screaming toward 

a 911 call. To you this is just the song of the city. Of daily life. It’s the generic wallpaper of 

sound that fades into the background. To me it is a constant barrage. These noises don’t make 

way for a whispered confidence or a summer rainstorm. They compound the clamor so I hear it 

all, all at once. They crowd my brain and they chase sleep away.  

 

This is why I am always early for work. Very early. I sneak in around 6 a.m., before most people 

are even fumbling to turn off their alarms, which, by the way, I can hear. I work in the archives 

of the Newberry Library as the curator of special collections. So every morning I ascend the 

stone steps, and as if entering a hallowed cathedral, the door closes behind me and the outside 

world is forgotten.  

 

At the library it is quiet. I am safe. I can think. When I started to study library science I was not 

particularly interested in paper varieties, or intricate bindings, or elegant type faces. Manuscripts, 

no matter how rare, held no fascination for me. But the building. The building was my refuge. It 

is a cool, carefully controlled environment protected from heat, humidity, vibration . . . and 
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noise. The bells on the elevator and the tapping of footsteps in the marble hallways, these are the 

only sounds that penetrate the special collections area. It is my sanctuary. My place of 

meditation. It as close as I can come to peace.  

 

So I was startled one day last April when I heard the swish of a skirt, hands rubbing against a 

leather briefcase, the staccato of high heels and the metal ringing of bracelets coming down my 

hallway. Special collections is not a place people come to browse. In fact it’s not open to the 

general public. Historians and scholars make appointments to view the holdings, after it’s 

verified that we have material to further their research interests. Skirts and high heels don’t show 

up unannounced.  

 

“Excuse me,” she said, as she approached my desk. “I’m looking for The New England Literary 

Society Collected Poems from 1854.” 

 

Her voice barely registered. It was a whisper, floating above the stacks of antique volumes and 

yellowed manuscripts. She pursed her lips and took a deep breath, ready to repeat herself, but 

there was no need. Maybe for the first time in her life, she was talking to someone who could 

hear her loud and clear.  

 

“That’s not a title we own,” I said, my tone nearly matching hers.  “Did you request it through 

another archives? An inter-library loan?” 
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The woman stared at me for a moment. (clears her throat. whispering)  “I’m not sure. I’m 

actually picking it up for Dr. Halstead. Amos Halstead from Northwestern. I’m his new research 

assistant.”  

 

“Oh, of course,” I said. The slim volume had arrived the week before. It was wrapped in dozens 

of layers of plastic and foam padding, from the state historical society in Massachusetts. The 

cover was so worn that it literally hung by the threads that the bindery had carefully stitched 

more than a century before.  No longer fit to weather the elements, sunlight, humidity, even the 

oil from a reader’s palm was too harsh for its delicate state.  “Whose work are you studying?” I 

asked, handing her the package. “Maybe I could help you find some other documents.”  

 

I heard her watch ticking. The building’s ventilation system kicking in. The hum of a vacuum 

cleaner on the third floor. 

 

“Anonymous women writers,” she whispered. “Pre-Victorian, American.” 

 

“Ah.” (pause)  “Muted voices in a loud, brash, masculine world.” 

 

“Well, yes,” she said. “Women fairly overflowing with verse, with epic poetry, with distinctly 

feminine narratives who could not. . . who dared not. . . (pause) 

 

“Speak?” I asked finally.  
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“Are you. . . are you mocking me?” Her lips quivered a bit with the question but her voice did 

not, could not rise in volume. 

 

(quickly) “No--” I said, but she kept on. 

 “Do you have any idea what it’s like trying to break through the . . . the noise? Every day trying 

so hard to be heard, to ask the simplest questions, to say . . . anything? To be understood?” 

 

“Yes,” I said. “And I can hear you just fine.” 

 

 “You can?” (pause) “That’s never happened before.” We both smiled.  “Oh my god,” she 

mouthed.   

 

And like the crown prince of Persia, those were the sweetest words I had ever heard.  
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