Eyes, Ears, Noses

DO YOU KN O W the sounds of people dying? I don’t mean the grand ges-
tures of movies or imagination, the gasps and the aaahs. I mean the little
sounds, the syncopated breathing that is more of the dead than the living,
the noises of trapped saliva, the hisses of lungs that cannot expand beyond a
certain point of pain. They are infinite, these sounds, but only an unencum-
bered ear can hear them. We have been made dull in our hearing. Perhaps
that is why we cannot wiggle our ears any longer. If we could hear, our ears
would be alive with movement, filtering a thousand sounds of life and
death. The same is true of our noses. We have ceased to smell reality, the
smells of love, of joy, of fear, of death. For example, sweat alone can reveal
any of these qualities to us. Put them together, combine them with our eyes
(particularly to see others’ eyes), and there is a formidable apparatus for re-
ceiving life. I myself have been unbearably lucky in these respects. I was
born with the gift to perceive, and I have kept my gift pure. My wife, for
example, she is dying. She does not know it yet. No doctor has told her
anything. She might last a good many years. But she is dying. I perceive it.
Her breathing is subtly off. She has smells that sometimes completely turn
off my desire to make love to her, particularly in the morning, when her
body exudes her most natural smells, uncontaminated by the activities of
the day and amenities of civilization. One does not usually want to make
love to a moribund thing. And she senses my knowledge, she sees it particu-
larly in my eyes, though she would never admit it to herself. Sometimes I
cannot bear the knowing and the waiting. It would be too cruel to tell her.
And my son, he lives in abject fear. The essence of him is fear. Why, I do
not know. Perhaps, in some way, he too senses her dying, and he is bereft
already. His sweat, his urine, his tears, all smell of fear. He quivers continu-
ously, but so imperceptibly that no one can see it. He will wear himself out
with his fear and live in a closet, his heart ready to burst. I feel sympathy for
him and try to help him. I joke loudly with him, laugh a lot, and slap him
on the back. But all that only increases his fear. Every time he sees me it is as
if I had leapt out of a box. He looks on the verge of collapse. Of course
sometimes it is too much, it irritates me. Sometimes when I see him and his
mother cowering in each other’s arms I feel like yelling at them, “Oh, die,
you weaklings!”” But I forebear. I am very conscious of my good fortune,
my superior senses. [ cultivate patience and compassion. My friends and ac-
quaintances are also aware of my superiority. That is why they shun me.
They are afraid. I am a mirror to their unrecognized, unspoken anxieties. In
me they see the unseeable. But how ridiculous. How petty. Would we not
all be better off with the truth? Should we not all live with courage? After
all, there is joy, too. Is that not compensation enough? I make it a point each
day to walk in the midst of nature. There I find no dishonest fear, there
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there is no sniveling. There is truth and life and death and beauty. I breathe
in, [ smell the flowers and the grass and the trees. I feel the wind and the
sun. I see the infinity of color. What a joy it all is. How I would like to strip
my son naked and have him run there. Poor, timid creature, he would
probably die. Perhaps it would be for the best.

113



	Article Contents
	p. 112
	p. 113

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Iowa Review, Vol. 9, No. 2 (Spring, 1978), pp. 1-126
	Front Matter
	Essays in Autobiography
	Autobiography and the Making of America [pp. 1-19]
	From "Waltham to Auburndale" [pp. 20-32]
	Recovery [pp. 33-48]
	The Girl in the Striped Socks [pp. 49-53]
	High Mass [pp. 54-57]
	"Do Your Remember Laura?" or, the Limits of Autobiography [pp. 58-72]

	Poetry
	Baby Pictures of Famous Dictators [p. 73-73]
	The War against the Jews [p. 74-74]
	Eagle Squadron [p. 75-75]
	Under the Scrub Oak, a Red Shoe [pp. 76-77]
	Whole and without Blessing [p. 78-78]
	Imaginary Ancestors: The Woman with Fabled Hair [p. 79-79]
	Letter to Shakespeare [p. 80-80]
	What to Say [p. 81-81]
	Swift [p. 82-82]
	Riddles and Lies [pp. 83-84]
	Directions for the Day [pp. 85-86]
	Ashes [p. 87-87]
	Let Me Be [pp. 88-90]

	Fiction
	Home [pp. 91-102]

	Poetry
	Inertia [p. 103-103]
	Fever [p. 103-103]
	Afternoon [p. 104-104]
	Evening Profile [p. 104-104]
	With Music [p. 105-105]
	Desk Calendar [p. 105-105]

	Fiction
	Vines [pp. 106-107]
	Columbus Day [pp. 108-109]
	Lil Doesn't Ask a Question [pp. 110-111]
	Eyes, Ears, Noses [pp. 112-113]
	Nightblindness [pp. 114-122]

	Postscript [p. 123-123]
	Back Matter



