The Mountains of a Quiet Earth
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My daughter must have my voice, Annie McQuinn thinks to herself in the fifth row of a church auditorium. Most seats are filled by now with the exception of the two adjacent to her. Annie glances around the room at all the faces she has come to recognize over the years yet has never established relationships with. The disconnect is always overwhelming; in the past she would think that the communication gap would be bridged, to a degree, with the repetition of school functions, church services or simply the routine awareness of others by living in a small town. But each holiday and seasonal change, which gives an excuse for town celebration, has lessened her belief that she may be regarded by the other parents with the common ease they share amongst themselves. Her eyes scan the rows of people, never lingering long enough to give away her interest. She watches their mouths move and their heads nod. In complete silence, Annie watches language.

The nine months preceding Lyra’s birth were spent with conflicting longings; Annie was paralyzed with the fear of passing on her silence, she would lay awake and slide her hands over her stomach and think God, give my baby sound. For how could she exist knowing she had all but gift wrapped the curse of constant solitude? She would think of her childhood and how lonely she felt in the presence of laughter; watching her peers throw their heads back with “the best medicine.” Annie would smile in those circumstances, almost always without understanding the humor, but would never attempt the sound of laughter for fear of what ugly noise she might have made. Or watching the boys and girls grow and take interest in each other, how charming and romantic it seemed. The closeness of attraction, the idea that love is composed of whispers. Annie wouldn’t whisper, she thought, Annie would scream.

But Annie didn’t scream. Instead, she watched those boys and girls dance to “music.” Their bodies would move together; orchestrated, it seemed to Annie, by some unseen force. A force she could never begin to understand, a quiet fever that everyone caught but her. The sound of the music came through “speakers” which, to Annie, simply seemed like black boxes with an ironic and cruel name. At dances, she would wonder off close to the speakers. When she felt certain that no one was watching her, she would raise her hand and press it against the black boxes. There she felt the vibrations from the music and with the heartbeat of the songs pulsing through her hand, the pattern of the bodies in front of her began to make sense. Annie could suddenly see the difference in the skill of the dancers but to her, even the clumsiest ones seemed so eloquent.

On the other hand, a selfish thought reoccurred in Annie’s mind more often than she felt comfortable to admit to herself. She would daydream, in guilt, of having a silent companion, someone she could love and teach without the barrier of language. A product of herself that would end the solitude she had felt so deep. Together, they would move the mountains of the quiet earth and fill the holes of the universe. If she’s frustrated, I’ll be frustrated with her, Annie would think, so that Lyra’s discouragement would never be experienced on her own. Above all, in Lyra, Annie would set her own troubles straight.

When Lyra was born and placed into Annie’s arms, Annie watched with the same horror and amazement shared by all new mothers. She watched her daughter’s face fill with blood, her eyes close and mouth open; screaming, as the human race will do, to signify their arrival. Annie thought of the irrelevance of baby monitors and the panicked years to come of endlessly checking to make sure her child was calmly sleeping in her crib and later, her bed. At first, Lyra’s birth brought little comfort to Annie, for now she could only think of the trials and tribulations, the consequence and importance of caring for the life she had just brought into the world. It wasn’t until Annie brought her hand up next to Lyra’s ear, snapped her fingers, and saw a reaction to sound that Annie wept. For the sound of her child’s cries, for the sound in her child’s ear and for the end of her conflicting longings, Annie wept.

It’s only us, Annie would think to herself while bouncing Lyra in her arms hoping that the miracle of life, in her case, would be slightly more miraculous and that Lyra could somehow receive Annie’s thoughts and comfort. Lyra’s conception was brief and aggressive; no whispers in a dark room, no passion. To Annie, it was just a part of life that had to be experienced and catalogued; the meeting of strangers in a bar who will act on impulse to feel the warmth of another’s body and the pleasant remorse of the release of sex. His name was Kevin and his breath smelled like beer, his hands were rough and Annie hated they way they felt on her legs. It must mean everything, Annie started to believe as she cried beside his sleeping body, in a motel made for the lonely that sits on the outskirts of town, where the semi trucks find refuge from the road. But the justification of sex never justifies the aftermath. And so Annie felt used and heartbroken, confused about how the tables had turned.

But Kevin left Annie with a gift she had unknowingly wished for her whole life. When the morning sickness set in, Annie suddenly understood what that wish had been and how Kevin’s lack of attachment had been replaced with something more universal and permanent. Annie knelt beside her toilet and held her stomach, becoming cleansed with life. She stood and washed her hands and face in the sink, feeling the water as if for the first time and watching it disappear quietly down the drain. Annie knew that she would spend the rest of her life loving someone and being loved in return.

She certainly has my eyes, Annie McQuinn thinks to herself in the fifth row of a church auditorium, watching children fill the stage, dragging with them an array of stringed instruments. Annie watches as the other parents cup their hands over their mouths and to the best of Annie’s observations, call out their children’s names. Annie shifts her body in her uncomfortable seat. The stage lights seem to bother Lyra as she walks onto the stage carrying a violin; she brings her hand up to her eyes and rests it where her blonde bangs begin to end. Annie knows Lyra is trying to find her. She does. Her hands say “I love you.” Annie returns the sign, despite the curious few that have looked over their shoulders to see the deaf mother at a music recital; she shifts in her seat again.

The conductor raises his hands and the children begin to play. The Quiet fever. Annie wishes there was a black box she could touch to understand the movements. There isn’t one. To Annie, the movements are frightening; she thinks the children look like puppets with their eyes fixed on their master. The songs begin and end; the children turn pages of sheet music. The minutes are much longer to Annie, she thinks, than to the other parents. Annie feels suffocated by the call and response of movements and attention.

Suddenly, in the middle of a piece, the stage lights dim with the exception of one, it falls on Lyra. The other children rest their instruments. Lyra’s violin is tucked firmly beneath her chin while her left hand cradles its neck. With her eyes fixed on the conductor, she drags the bow across the strings then abruptly stops. Lyra’s face blushes, Annie thinks of the first time she held her, screaming and signifying her arrival. A moment passes and Lyra repositions herself to start again. This time Lyra ignores the conductor, her eyes close and she pulls the melody out with her right arm. Her entire body sways at her arms will. Her passion, memory and movements fill the room.

Annie recalls the logistics of sound; she had read that the vibrations of sound spread through the atoms in the air which bring the sound to the listener’s ear. Each atom infects the next with the fever. And the world is composed of atoms. The curious parents do their best to be discreet as they glance for Annie’s reaction. But Annie is taken with the music and the phenomenon behind it; she barely notices the attention. I might not hear the music, Annie thinks, but it is wrapping itself around my body. 

Before long, the phenomenon has a hold over the entire audience; no one seems to be interested in the personal ties of the performer, only the performance. Annie closes her eyes to join her daughter on the stage, It’s only us. The mountains move and the holes fill. Calmness washes over Annie as she experiences a rare and precious moment in life that will sustain briefly yet prove that life is worth the moments. Rough hands slide up Annie’s legs, boys and girls dance in a gymnasium, a semi pulls back onto the road, a tree falls in the forest of a quiet earth and Annie hears it all. She hears the signifying cry of human arrival and reflects on the miracle of life. Humanity and humiliation kindly greeting one another. In perfect darkness and peaceful silence Annie smiles and thinks, Watch my baby’s hands move.
