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	Pictures


The first thing he remembered was a smile.

Not the sound of laughter, not a voice calling his name. Only his mother's smile — wide, warm, filling what seemed like his entire small sky. Other faces came later: his father with his large, slightly awkward hands, his grandmother who always held him a little longer than necessary — as if she sensed something she wasn't yet ready to put into words.

Nicholas Andrew Merrill came to awareness at around three or four years old. Not in a flash, not through a word — through pictures. Scattered, warm, silent pictures.

Silent — that he understood later. Back then, there was no «later» yet.

There was simply the world — bright, detailed, full of movement. Lips moved, people laughed, cried, argued — and all of it happened behind thick glass, through which nothing passed but light and vibration. He didn't know there was anything else beyond the glass. He thought — this is how it's supposed to be. This was his life, and he knew no other, which meant no other existed for him.

Gradually, without a specific day or hour, understanding arrived.

He noticed how people — even those closest to him — spoke to each other without turning toward him. How glances slid past his head, how something funny or important would happen in a room and he would learn of it through other people's faces — afterward, like reading yesterday's news. There was no resentment. Just a quiet observation: he perceived the world differently.

The world returned the favor — it perceived him differently too.

And from his earliest childhood he had one quality he couldn't explain for a long time: he never cried. That is, tears — sometimes — fell. His eyes would grow wet, something would tighten inside, something would press toward the surface. But there was no voice. Not because he held back, not because he was strong — simply because this throat, these lungs, this chest had never learned how to cry aloud. That is how it is with people who live their whole lives in silence — they grieve in silence too. Not by choice. Simply knowing no other way.

And Nicholas lived. Simply lived, as he always had.

	Father


He was five years old when his father died.

He wasn't taken to the funeral — too young, the adults decided, no need. He didn't see his father dead. Didn't see the coffin, didn't see the earth being thrown from above. His father simply vanished: there one morning, gone the next — and no transition between those two mornings existed.

But he remembered the wake.

He remembered strangers in dark clothing moving through the apartment with faces he had never seen on adults before. Not angry, not kind — somehow emptied out. He remembered how mouths moved — many at once — and of course he heard not a single word, yet something dense and almost tangible hung in the room, pressing on his chest and muddling his thoughts.

Then came the table. The funeral meal.

That was the strangest thing of all. People ate. Drank. Faces tightened and then relaxed. Someone laughed — briefly, almost guiltily — and immediately turned serious again. His mother sat very straight, ate almost nothing, and her hands lay on the table like someone else's hands.

Nicholas watched all of this and didn't understand. Not because he was small — though that too. There were no words to explain where his father had gone. No gestures to say: he died, and this is forever, and now everything will be different.

There was only absence.

Abrupt. Inexplicable. As if someone had removed a window from the room — the wall remained, but the light was gone, and there was no understanding why.

He didn't cry then. There may have been tears — he didn't remember. But in voice — no. He sat at the funeral table among adults with emptied faces and was silent — as he knew how, as always.

You took him? — he asked then, not knowing whom he was asking. — Why so quickly?

There was no answer. But he was already growing accustomed to the fact that there were no answers — only questions that could be carried inside without being lost along the way.

	Mother's Language


His mother learned sign language perfectly.

Not «well enough,» not «to get by» — perfectly. She studied at night — after work, when he was already asleep — sat at the table with books and trained her hands the way a musician trains fingers. His father had learned less, but he too had learned — the words for what mattered most: I love you, be careful, come here, everything is fine. Now there was no one left to show those words to, and his mother showed them for two.

She took it upon herself to teach him through primary school.

She sat with him at the table, and her hands told him about numbers, letters, seasons, the four directions of the world. He was a good student — not because he wanted to impress anyone, but because he was genuinely interested. The world, despite its silence, turned out to be complex and beautiful. It captivated him.

In middle school he transferred to a special boarding school for the deaf — thank God, their city had one. Friends appeared there. Real ones, his first — those with whom nothing needed to be explained, because they already knew.

He tried sports. Volleyball didn't work — his deafness was more of an obstacle than he'd expected; the entire rhythm of team play was built on sound, on calls, on tone of voice. He stood on the court like someone reading a book in an unfamiliar language — recognizing the letters, missing the meaning. It all ended with chess. He played indifferently, without particular enthusiasm — simply as something quiet, his own, undemanding.

He looked back on his school years without bitterness. If there had been anything dark — it left no mark. Or he hadn't allowed it to stay.

	The Inner Voice


All his life, for as long as he could remember, he had a companion.

He gave it no name — not God, not conscience, not a second self. Simply, there was always someone inside. Someone to tell things to. Someone who listened — even though outside, no one and nothing could hear.

Did you see the sunset today? — he would ask in the darkness of his own mind. — It was orange, almost red. I stood there thinking: if someone painted this — why go to such trouble? Most people won't even look.

The companion was silent. But silent in a warm way.

This dialogue had run since childhood and never stopped. In joy and in bewilderment, in exhaustion and in those rare moments one wishes to hold still — he spoke. Soundlessly, as he knew how, as he was accustomed. Words formed inside — without air, without a throat.

	Natalie


At technical college he met the real world more directly.

There was mockery — not cruel, but noticeable. There was the condescending look of an instructor who explained things with the expression of someone performing a great favor. There were a few times he simply left, because staying meant wasting himself.

But there was also the work. Repairing electronic equipment — quiet, precise, honest work. His hands understood him better than people did. A circuit board asked no questions. Broken things became whole — and that was sufficient meaning for eight working hours.

After college — a large service center. Colleagues, corporate clients, a settled routine. And one day — Natalie from human resources. A year younger, with quick eyes and a habit of looking directly at people. She spoke with him — simply spoke, without condescension, without that particular carefulness with which people sometimes address those they consider fragile.

He fell in love — with her directness.

They married. A daughter was born, then a son. The home was warm — genuinely, not for show. There were shared dinners, trips, children's laughter he couldn't hear but felt through his whole body — through the vibration of the floor, through the way the children jumped, through the way Natalie's face would brighten.

He was happy. Not perfectly, with cracks — but happy.

Then the children turned thirteen and fourteen.

And one evening Natalie looked at him for a long time — not with anger, not with hatred, but with a kind of exhaustion — and said what she had apparently been carrying for years:

— I'm tired of the silence, Nick. I simply can't do this anymore.

Natalie was intelligent and straightforward — in Nicholas she had loved a depth she sensed beneath the surface. But she had never lived through young passion. And with age she honestly admitted this to herself.

She took the children. They left him the dog — temporarily. Then the dog was taken too: it was drawn toward the children, toward voices, toward the living noise of a home. He understood. He generally understood a great deal without words — that had always been both his gift and his solitude.

At thirty-six he was left alone in an apartment that still smelled of someone else's life.

Are you there? — he asked the darkness. — I just want to know that you're there.
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