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I don’t need you to worry for me ’cause I’m alright. I don’t want you to tell me it’s time to come home. I don’t care what you say anymore, this is my life. Go ahead with your own life, and leave me alone.

“MY LIFE,” BILLY JOEL









I’LL SCREAM LATER





Contents


1




2




3




4




5




6




7




8




9




10




11




12




13




14




15




16




17




18




19




20




21




22




23




24




25




26




27




28




29




30




31




32




33




34




35




36




37




38




39




40




41




42




43




44




45




46




47




48




49




50




51




52




53




54




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




Photographic Insert














[image: image]                           [image: image]

Libby and Marlee, ca. 1968      Marlee and Sarah, 1996









1




FEBRUARY 2, 1987, it’s nearing dusk when my plane lands in Palm Springs. No one in my family is there to meet me. No friends. Just a stranger, an old man with a face that looks as if it has traveled a thousand miles of bad road. He smiles and waves in my direction. I’m sure he’s seen countless like me before.

He seems kind, tries to be reassuring, but it still takes all of my strength to move toward him and his aging station wagon. He is a volunteer, the transportation of lost souls now one of his missions in life—maybe a way to direct a little good karma back in his direction. I understand, I could use some myself.

I have never, ever felt more alone or more frightened in my life; it’s as if sadness and despair have seeped deep into my bones.

He doesn’t try to talk to me, and I wonder if he knows I am Deaf or just senses that I’m too emotionally fragile to talk. Either way he’s right. I have no words right now. I am as close to broken as I’ve ever been. We head out into the fading light for a fifteen-minute drive that feels endless, the one that will take me to the Betty Ford Center, specializing in treating alcohol and drug addiction, in nearby Rancho Mirage.

My name is Marlee Matlin, and at this moment I am twenty-one years old and at the very beginning of an unexpectedly promising acting career. I’ve also managed to pack a few other things into those years—among them a serious addiction to both pot and cocaine. Then there’s my two-year relationship with actor William Hurt, which has gone from passionate and troubled to dangerously difficult and codependent.

The sun sets as we pull up to the front of the center, BFC to anyone who’s spent time there. The building looks imposing, not welcoming, but I can see through its expanse of windows that a light is on inside.

 

IT SHOULD HAVE been the best time of my life. And in a surreal way it was. Almost exactly forty-eight hours earlier and a world away in the bright lights and red-carpet glitz of the Beverly Hilton Hotel, I had won a Golden Globe as Best Actress for my performance as Sarah Norman, the profoundly Deaf and profoundly angry young woman who finds herself and love in the film Children of a Lesser God.

I stood on the stage that night in a simple black dress I’d found a few days earlier, no speech, looking down into a sea of faces. So many of the actors whose careers I’d been awed by were applauding me. I had won in a category that included Anne Bancroft, Sigourney Weaver, Julie Andrews, and Farrah Fawcett—all Hollywood veterans. I was dizzy with happiness. I felt humbled, unable to quite believe this was truly happening. To the rest of the world it must have seemed that everything was going my way. My very first film had come with a celebrated costar in William Hurt, who quickly became my mentor and my lover, and not in that order. For the most part the critics had been exceedingly kind to the film, it was doing good business at the box office both in the United States and overseas, which always makes the studio bosses happy, and now the Golden Globes had officially launched the movie, and me with it, into the Oscar race.

Though much of my life was falling apart, for that one night I was able to put all the problems and the pain aside and let the extraordinary evening wash over me. I don’t know whether it’s fate or karma or just me, but for every momentous time in my life—good or bad—it seems the gods always throw in something for comic relief. On the way up to the podium to accept my Golden Globe, I looked down and realized that one of the Lee press-on nails that I’d glued on and painted bright red earlier that day had come off. Instead of thinking about what I would say, my only thought was how in the world could I sign and hide that broken nail!


But once I hit the stage, that thought flew from my mind. All I could think about was how grateful I was to be recognized in this way. And that is essentially what I signed. Short, simple, heartfelt.

The walk backstage to the pressroom, Golden Globe in hand, was amazing, overwhelming. My heart was pounding, I swear I could feel each beat, hundreds of strobe lights were going off in my face, photographers were screaming my name until Whoopi Goldberg flung her arms around me, gave me a squeeze, and said with no small irony to the crowd, “Hey, guys, she’s Deaf, she can’t hear you.”

But photographers are a hungry bunch—a really great shot puts steak on the table and a Mercedes in the driveway—so it didn’t take long for them to figure out the trick to getting my attention. So the shouts were replaced by waving hands, and I twisted and turned and smiled as the hands in front of me waved wildly.

That night I went back to my room at the L’Ermitage hotel and closed the door on Hollywood—at least for a time.

On the other side of that door, the Oscar campaign for the movie was getting ready to kick into overdrive. I had no idea how Oscar season worked in Hollywood, all that it entailed. There was publicity to do, photo shoots to line up, magazine covers to consider, TV talk shows to book. There were calls from the studio, the media, old friends, new friends, agents.

The calls would go unanswered, the interviews would all be turned down, the photo shoots nixed. I had decided I was going to quietly disappear, leaving it to Jack Jason, my interpreter and increasingly the person I relied on to help with the business details of my life, to run interference for me. I told him to say no to everything—though I was pretty much oblivious of how much that would be—but to tell absolutely no one where I was or why I wasn’t available. No exceptions.

I was lucky. Today in the world of rabid paparazzi and TMZ such discretion wouldn’t be possible. But in 1987, only a handful of people knew where I was going—my immediate family, Jack, and, of course Bill, whose own stint at Betty Ford was barely finished by the time I checked in.

It was hard enough to go into rehab, it was harder still that I had virtually no support for my decision. Bill was the only person encouraging me. Everyone else thought whatever problems I might have with drugs weren’t all that serious, and, besides, didn’t I realize my career was at stake?

In a seven-page letter that was typical of the pressure I was under from those closest to me, my dad wrote:


So you smoke pot—big deal—do you understand you are just starting a career and by checking into a hospital, can ruin your life…. Don’t go to the Betty Ford clinic. You have something going for you—don’t throw it away—don’t waste it.

You missed a lot in life but maybe this little bit of fame can make up a small portion of what you missed.



This letter came as a follow-up to a huge fight my mother and I had over my decision to go into rehab. Even Jack, who was spending hours a day with me interpreting interviews and meetings, thought the timing was wrong and the problem wasn’t that severe.

But it was. Consider January 9, 1987, one particularly memorable day of my life on drugs.

I was in Chicago at my parents’ house and due to fly to California the next day to be with Bill at Betty Ford during Family Week as part of his rehab therapy. I knew deep inside that during the counseling sessions they would bust me about my drug use, so I tried to finish everything I had.

Here’s an inventory of that day: I had a gram of coke, a half-ounce bag of pot, a pipe, rolling papers, and a bong. All by myself, I finished the coke but couldn’t finish the pot; though I really tried, there was just too much. That doesn’t even touch the emotional issues I had that were fueling my drug use.

I remember cleaning up my desk in a haze, finding anything that I could that was drug-related and throwing it all away. It was in my gut that this would be the last time I would ever use. But I knew, no matter how determined I was to keep drugs out of my life, I needed help.


Looking back on it now, I realize everything in my life up to that point—my childhood, my family, my deafness, the obstacles, the opportunities, the friends and lovers, the molester and the abusers, the doctors and the teachers, and always the acting—had all meshed to buy me a ticket on that forty-eight-hour roller-coaster ride in 1987. Forty-eight hours that delivered an amazing, drug-free high at the Golden Globes and an immeasurable low as I faced the entrance to Betty Ford and the hard work I knew I had ahead of me if I was to build a life of sobriety.

The intersection of these two events would change the way I would navigate life—and the life I would have to navigate—forever.
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IT ALL BEGAN for me on August 24, 1965, at 12:03 a.m., when Marlee Beth Matlin came screaming into the world. I was not then, nor was I ever, a quiet, retiring child. As my mom describes it, “None of my kids were quiet, they cried, they screamed—they were anxious to get grown, Marlee most of all.”

My family lived just outside of Chicago in Morton Grove, one of a string of upper-middle-class suburbs filled with newly minted bilevel homes to accommodate the growing families with disposable incomes who wanted a comfortable lifestyle, separated from the poverty of the city. My mom and dad, Libby and Don Matlin, definitely wanted to put the grit, grime, and hard times of their childhoods growing up in Chicago behind them.

When my mother talks about her early years, it is a story of abandonment and disappointments. An aunt and uncle had helped Libby’s mother, Rose Hammer, and Libby’s older sister, Sara, and brother, Jack, who changed his name to Jason, emigrate from Bledow, Poland—a village about halfway between Warsaw and Lodz—in the late twenties, saving them from the almost certain death they would have faced as Jews had they been there for Hitler’s invasion in 1939. Libby, the family’s last child, was born in 1930 in Kansas City, Missouri. It was a new world full of possibilities. But the family would soon begin to fracture.

By the time Libby was nine, her family had moved to Chicago, where her parents ran a small baked-goods store, though that didn’t last long. Libby’s father, Paul, diagnosed with tuberculosis, soon moved into a treatment facility in Denver, her brother eventually left to live with the aunt and uncle in Yakima, Washington, who’d helped the family emigrate, and Libby’s sister moved in with another family as a boarder. That left Libby and her mother to make their way alone.

Rose, who spoke Yiddish and little English—barely enough to get by—mostly found work in the Chicago sweatshops sewing dresses for little money and long hours each day. Rose and Libby lived in rat- and roach-infested tenements in the city’s worst areas, a life that Libby remembers as “soul-destroying.”

Her one good memory is of an uncle, a shoemaker who one day put taps on a pair of her shoes. She loved to dance in them for hours, but worried that her overworked mother might take them away or see them as frivolous in their hardscrabble life. Libby would sneak off and find a little bit of bare flooring away from the apartment where she could make the tap shoes sing.

She says she had no real dreams for herself as a child, it wasn’t a life that allowed for dreams, but there were those tap shoes and somewhere along the way the hope that maybe, just maybe, she could be the next Shirley Temple.

More disappointments followed. When Libby was twelve, her mother found out that her husband, by then getting his TB treatment in San Francisco, was involved with another woman. Rose divorced him and Libby felt she had lost her father forever. I never knew any of this until after Grandpa Paul passed away.

He would come into Libby’s life again when she was nineteen. By then, her sister had tracked him down and reconnected him to the family. He was living in Los Angeles and running a small dry cleaner’s on Vernon Avenue, and the next time Libby was in town she went to see him. Maybe it was more out of curiosity than anything else; she said she could never forgive him for emotionally devastating her mother.

A few years later he came through Chicago and asked to stay with our family, but it was awkward and tense. My mother remembers one day going downstairs to the basement with a knife in hand to retrieve some ribs from a fridge down there. On the way down the stairs she stopped and, unable to shake off the rage she felt for the father who abandoned her, rammed the knife into the wood paneling along the stairwell. They rarely spoke again, and when he died in the nineties, she didn’t go to the funeral. I was in L.A. then and went to the service, the only one in my immediate family there.

 

MY DAD’S CHILDHOOD was just as bleak. The Matlin family traces its roots back to Russia, where my great-grandfather was a blacksmith in Gomel, which sits on the banks of the Sozh River in what is now Belarus. By all accounts it was a thriving city in the early 1900s with a large Jewish population. But wars would transform it.

Five of six sons in the family were lost to the fighting during World War I. My great-grandfather died in 1908, before World War II would claim his wife and six daughters along with more than 2 million other Jews during the German occupation of the region.

Edward, my grandfather, the youngest child, was around twelve in 1914, and his mother knew if he stayed, he would have to go into the army like his brothers. She refused to lose another son. So with little more than the shirt on his back, he headed for the United States.

My grandfather made his way to Glenview, Illinois, just outside Chicago, where some other families from Gomel had settled. He went to work for a family that owned a barbershop/pool hall and soon started to learn the barbering trade, sleeping on the pool tables at night.

By the time my dad came along, the real business at the barbershop was a backroom bookie joint my grandfather ran. Eddie was a heavy whiskey drinker—my dad would pour him shots throughout the day. The legend in our family was that Sammy Davis Jr. showed up one day for a shave and a haircut, but Eddie wouldn’t let him in because he didn’t cater to blacks. I wonder what Eddie would think when years later I would count Sammy as a friend and mentor.

By his count, Eddie gambled away four barbershops over the years with a string of bad bets on the horses. He became a Chicago character, leaving more than a few customers with towels steaming on their faces while he ran to make a last-minute bet before post time. When a reporter asked why, after forty years, he kept betting when he kept losing. Eddie just shrugged and said, “I’m trying to get even.”

The relationship between my grandfather and my grandmother, Ann, was just as sketchy. My dad hated to talk about it to me no matter how hard I tried. My grandparents would marry and divorce four or five times over the years and have one more child, my uncle Steve, who is nineteen years younger than my dad.

When times were bad, and they mostly were, Don was passed around from aunts to grandparents. He never knew where he would be living from one day to the next. He never made it out of high school—“I never took home homework, nobody was there to say I should or shouldn’t.” With an alcoholic father and a mother who was easily distracted by the other men in her life, at sixteen my dad tried to join the Marines, a decision that his mother approved. But after three months, the Marines found out that he and two other boys in the company were all underage and sent them back home.

Don kicked around at odd jobs for the next few years. He had a serious girlfriend that he lost tragically that we would hear about over the years. Near Christmastime, they had argued, leaving things in a mess. That night she went out with another guy. As they were driving back home from their date, another car plowed into them. She was instantly killed. To this day, when Don says her name—and he rarely does unless pushed—he still cries. Another twist of fate; who knows what would have happened had she lived, my brothers and I might not exist.

My dad and my mom dated off and on, from the time they were fifteen, though as my mom says, “We did a lot of breaking up, too.”

My dad tells this story of why they finally got married:

“We’d been engaged quite a few times, and Libby finally said she didn’t want to hear from me again unless I wanted to get married. I knew she was out visiting relatives in California and heard that there was a big earthquake. I called to make sure she was all right and she said, ‘I suppose you want to marry me since you called…’”

So the Kern County earthquake in July of 1952, a 7.3-level shaker that would twist highways, crumble buildings, and do more than $60 million in damage, triggered what would become my family.

 

THE WEDDING ON November 2, 1952, was at noon on a Saturday at the Belmont Hotel in Chicago. Around a hundred guests were invited. On their wedding day, my dad was in a dark suit, and my mom wore a powder blue dress that she bought at a department store for $17. The veil she borrowed. With a rabbi officiating, they said their vows, Don crushed a wineglass, and they both dared to dream a little.

The couple settled into a nice, bright apartment on Chicago’s north side, furnished with $5,000 that Don’s bosses had given him as a wedding present—a fortune at that time. My mom was soon pregnant with my brother Eric, and four years later my brother Marc was born. Not long after, the family moved to Morton Grove, to the house I would grow up in.

My dad, by then, was selling used cars, a business he would stay in for the rest of his working days. It was hard work, long hours, but the money was enough to afford us a comfortably solid middle-class life. My parents developed an active social life—Wednesdays and Saturdays they always went out. Thursdays my dad played cards with the guys…all night.

Over the next few years, my parents would try without success to add to the family. My mother had one miscarriage, and more devastatingly they lost a baby, a boy, who was premature, born the day President John F. Kennedy was assassinated.

By the time my mom was pregnant with me, Libby and Don were hoping for a girl, but like most parents, what they really wanted was a healthy child. Eric had just turned twelve and Marc was eight when I came home in August 1965.

My grandmother Rose is indirectly responsible for my name. She wanted Libby to name me after Molly, her half sister, the aunt who had helped bring Rose and her two oldest children here from Poland. Although my mother really despised this aunt, she agreed—sort of. Sometime before I was born, she attended a luncheon where the speaker was a British woman named Marlee. The woman was attractive, self-possessed, and impressive and was kind to Libby when they met that day. My mother came home and told my dad that if the baby was a girl, Marlee would be her name…close enough to Molly to satisfy my grandmother’s request.

For a time there was a nurse—I guess that was 1965’s version of a nanny—to help take care of me, although in my brother Eric’s memory her main function seemed to be to keep him and Marc away from me. But she soon left and my care and feeding reverted to the family.

To Eric I was just the baby in the background. He was busy becoming a distant teenager, out with friends as often as he was allowed, which was a lot. Marc, though, remembers he was fascinated by the new addition to the household and hung around to help out:

“I remember being intrigued with Marlee’s tongue. In those first few weeks when she’d cry, it would curl up on both sides, just a perfect little bow. I learned how to hold her, how to check the temperature of the milk on my wrist, and how to feed her. I remember Marlee always wanted to know who was in the room; even before she could sit up, she’d be lying in her crib but always looking around. I used to think she had radar in her head.

“Oh, and I remember she had regular diapers, I guess it was before disposables. My mother would put them in the toilet to soak and I used to go in there and pee on them.”

Just what brothers are for…

Life went on and I grew into a babbling toddler—“What’s that, Marlee?” “Apple.” “And that?” “Dog.”

“She wasn’t putting sentences together, but she had very clear speech,” Marc remembers.

Everything seemed fine. Except it wasn’t.


[image: image]

Wearing my hearing aids, age 5
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THEN THERE WAS SILENCE.

Many theories have floated through my life about why or how or exactly when I lost my hearing. The one that I remember hearing as a child and that has followed me around the most is this: When I was around eighteen months old, I had roseola, a viral infection common in infants and toddlers. It comes with a rash and a high fever and usually disappears without complications in a week. I would later find out that roseola doesn’t cause deafness.

As the story goes, the family was due to fly to California where my grandmother and most of my aunts and uncles now lived. My fever had been particularly high but it seemed to have run its course; nevertheless my mom took me to the pediatrician to make sure I was well enough to travel. He said yes. And so we did.

My brother Marc remembers the plane ride as Wizard of Oz scary, rough, with a dark storm he could see outside the windows of the plane. Marc says, “We were waiting for my uncle and aunt to pick us up at the airport, and what my memory tells me is that I said to Marlee, ‘What’s that?’ And she answered, ‘Tree,’ which it was. Now, looking back, I never heard her speak again, never as a hearing person.”

In California everything just stopped. Hands clapped, I didn’t hear them. Pots fell, I didn’t flinch. People called my name, I didn’t look up. My family left me with my grandmother Rose’s neighbor so they could go to dinner. When they came home, she told my parents she was sure that I was Deaf. My mom at first chalked it up to the stubbornness of a kid heading into the terrible twos. But the neighbor insisted it was something more.

I don’t have memories of before, of a world where I could hear, I was too young. So I can only imagine what it must have felt like to know that something fundamental has suddenly shifted and you don’t know why. The most basic connection we make as human beings is communication, and mine was suddenly irrevocably changed. Over time, I would learn how to bridge this gap, but I still wonder about that eighteen-month-old toddler just learning about life and what it felt like when everything went silent.

The first doctor my parents took me to when we got back to Chicago thought maybe I just had water in my ears and suggested they give it a few days. But there were no improvements. Another doctor identified the problem and handed down the verdict that would change life for me and my family forever: I was profoundly Deaf.

My dad says, “I remember leaving the doctor’s office after they told us, just feeling stunned. I couldn’t really accept it. I didn’t want to believe it. My little girl, Deaf? When we got home, Marlee had fallen asleep, so I put her in her crib. Then I went down to the kitchen and got some pans and stood over the crib, banging them together. She didn’t wake up, just kept sleeping, and I stood there, banging the pans, and crying. I still cry when I think about it, one day she could hear, the next day she couldn’t. It just disappeared.”

Even to this day, when I’m long past wondering what happened, it still chokes my dad up so much he can barely talk about it.

 

ANGER AND GUILT moved into my family’s house along with my diagnosis—something as a child I never felt swirling around me.

My parents wondered if they had done something to cause my deafness, if they had missed some sign along the way. If they’d discovered a problem earlier, while I could still hear, could something have been done? Had the changes in the pressure in the airplane cabin that day as we flew through the storm been too much? Even when they were told no by just about every professional around, it was always there, unsaid, in the background.

Guilt settled in over the years, too, over not learning sign language. My mother did a little, but for me it was soon like talking to someone who knows just a little bit of English—barely enough to get by, and far from enough to have a real conversation. There was guilt that my family could hear and I couldn’t—the conversations around the dinner table, the radio in the car, the television sets that were on almost constantly in the house.

And there was anger—at the situation, that it had happened to their baby girl, their little sister, that no one could tell them how to fix things. All their plans and hopes and dreams, everything they thought about what this last child would mean in their lives, in the family, changed.

“I was angry at her being Deaf, that nature played such an awful trick,” says Marc. “And I know she wouldn’t have wanted it, but I felt guilty that I could hear and she couldn’t.”

Dealing with my deafness would overtake everything else. For my mother, it would become her obsession. My brother Eric remembers a sea change in the Matlin household; he defines the two stages as the “original family” and then the “Marlee family.” Eric says, “My mother’s reason to live changed. She poured everything into Marlee. I was older and I didn’t need their attention at that point. Marc, I’m not as sure.” And I’m not so sure Eric wasn’t in some ways hurt that as the oldest, and heading into his teenage years, his needs just fell by the wayside. That’s just not right.

Marc remembers that many of the household rules were not just relaxed, but tossed out the window. All of which benefited my brothers as well as me. We’d rarely had treats in the house, but now a cabinet in the kitchen was filled with anything sweet that I liked. Ice cream was always in the freezer. Toys began to fill the house, whereas in the past the boys had made their own entertainment, usually pickup hockey or baseball with other kids in the neighborhood.

From that point on, just about anything I wanted was given to me, as if the toys, ice cream, candy, and an almost complete lack of rules could somehow make up for my being unable to hear. I was definitely spoiled—the baby of the family, the only girl, and Deaf.

Looking back on my childhood, I honestly don’t remember ever not getting something that I asked for. By the time I could drive, the toys became cars, with new ones all the time for me from my dad’s used-car business. Despite my being a pretty willful teenager, I was only grounded once, and even that was cut from two weeks to one almost immediately.

The message I got from my parents was that their world, and as far as I knew the world at large, revolved around me.

Growing up, most of the time I was happy, I loved to play, I loved having fun. I loved performing, making other people laugh. I had a large collection of friends, a mix of both hearing and Deaf. But as anyone who knows me well will tell you, I also had a temper.

I’ve thought a lot about that anger, trying to understand the source of it. While it’s easy for people to assume I was angry because I was Deaf, that explanation always felt too simplistic. Even when I was completely alone and trying to do a brutal self-examination of my emotions, that never felt like the reason.

I think some of it was triggered by the ways in which deafness isolated me from a world I wanted to embrace and absorb with a passion. Anyone else in the family could pick up the phone and call my grandmother. I wanted to, but I couldn’t. Everyone else understood the dramas and sitcoms that played out on TV; someone had to fill in the blanks for me. And too often, no one did.

I had a thousand questions about life, and too many times no one was there who knew how, or would take the time, to explain things to me.

When my mother would say no, in my memory it was always just no, there was no reason why. I wanted to know why, needed to know, but felt lost and too often was left to figure it out—or not—on my own.

Here’s how I tried to explain how I felt in an essay I was assigned when I was thirteen. The title: “My Life About Being Deaf…”


I know that it ruined my life from an early age…. My brothers had fun with me and tried to talk with me but when they both heard that I was Deaf, they were so shocked and couldn’t believe it. And it had depressed them…. What I feel about being Deaf is that it is a hard life for myself.




As I grew up, I had to find a way of coping. Whether it was my parents, friends, lovers, teachers, the entertainment industry, or for that matter the deafness itself—anyone who said, “No, Marlee,” set powerful emotions churning inside me and I would fight back. Whoever or whatever was trying to hold me back—I would fight against it as if my very life depended on it. And I now believe that it did. That fight, that intensity, that relentless need to break through and connect, has, in many ways, propelled me through this life.

When I was young, Marc, my aunt Sue, and others saw my temper tantrums as a manifestation of my frustration at not being able to communicate. Temper tantrums are common among Deaf children, and I would imagine among hearing children, too, until barriers to communication are broken through. My mother, though, seemed to view it as my punishing her. My father saw these rows as his own private hell, with him caught between the two people in his life he desperately wanted to be happy.

An escalating cycle of conflict between my mother and me would reach its height when I hit my teens, which came around the same time as what I now believe were my mother’s increasing bouts of depression. All I knew then is that when my mom closed the door to her room, no one was to bother her, no matter what. I felt closed out, and once again I didn’t understand why. I just knew that the moods were dark and we weren’t supposed to invade.

One day many years later after I was a mother myself, I was in a grumpy mood and closed the door on Sarah, my oldest child. I suddenly remembered my mom closing her door…. I told myself then to try not to repeat what my mom had done to me as a child. To this day, I try to never close the door to my room at home, and if I do, I always explain why to my kids. I don’t want them to ever feel that I am shutting them out of my life or, worse, that I’m closing the door to escape from them.

I, too, had a weapon that I would use in fights, my own way of shutting the door—with a turn of my head, communication stopped, all the screaming in the world could not reach me.

As I entered adulthood, I found that, in a sense, I had to grow up all over again—learning how to set limits for myself, whether it was my need for drugs or for attention—realizing that I couldn’t control everything, that sometimes I just need to let go and trust; and understanding that just as I wanted to kick down all the doors my mother shut on me, when it mattered most, I needed to find a way not to turn my head away from the difficult moments but to look that problem, that emotion, that person in the eye, and work through it. Essentially I had to unlearn a lot of what I’d been taught as a kid.

It hasn’t always been easy, and sometimes progress is slower than I’d like—but I work on it day by day.
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MY PARENTS’ DECISION to have me grow up at home, go to mainstream schools, live in and cope in a hearing world, was, without question, the most important of my life, and one that I will forever be grateful for.

At the same time, they wanted to make sure I could navigate the Deaf world as well, so my earliest memories are of moving constantly between the two. Feet firmly planted in both.

As soon as they began to finally accept that I was Deaf, my parents threw themselves into finding out everything they could about how to help me navigate life.

The first group of specialists they consulted suggested that I be sent to a school for the Deaf, essentially institutionalized, which was the most common practice at the time. So my parents packed me and Marc into the backseat of the car and drove to St. Louis, which had two highly regarded schools for Deaf children.

One of the schools specialized in the oral tradition—no signing, you were instead taught how to speak and read lips. The other was more focused on teaching American Sign Language as the foundation for communication and developing an understanding of Deaf culture. Both boarded students through the week, with weekends spent at home.

After the visits, my parents sat in the car in the parking lot of the last school we visited and, once again, cried. They couldn’t live with the notion of shipping me off to a boarding school, but they weren’t sure what other options were left to them.

Ultimately, they decided that they would find a way for me to attend mainstream schools with Deaf-education programs—that usually meant long bus rides, but allowed me to live at home. They found a doctor in the area who specialized in the oral tradition, essentially teaching the Deaf to speak and to rely on lipreading for communication, and I started working with him several times a week by the time I was three. I was fitted with hearing aids to assist any residual hearing that might be there. I had one for each ear, although the doctors had determined that I had absolutely no hearing in one ear and was roughly 80 percent Deaf in the other.

I didn’t appreciate these efforts at the time. The speech lessons were extremely difficult, especially for a three-year-old—sometimes I screamed going in and coming out of them. I did grow to accept them, the lesson learned was not to reject help—I knew at some point in my life I wanted to be able to speak as well as I possibly could.

As a child, I also hated those hearing aids. I was forever trying to get rid of them, tossing them whenever they bothered me, resulting in periodic searches through the neighborhood with a reward of candy or a dollar offered to any kid who found and returned them. One day I threw them out the car window, and my aunt Sue stopped in traffic and retrieved them before anyone ran over them. The worst time was when I was in the fourth grade. I had slipped them into my brown paper sack during lunch. The bag, and my hearing aids, both went into the furnace. This time it truly was an accident, but no one believed me.

My dad was always trying to smooth things over. When people on the street would ask about the hearing aids, my dad had two stock answers. If an adult asked and it was baseball season, he’d say I was listening to the Chicago Cubs on a transistor radio and if they were nice, I’d tell them the score. If a kid was asking, he’d tell them I had bubble gum in my ears, and then I’d chime in, “You want some?”

With my dad working long hours running the used-car lot, my mom shouldered much of the tough stuff—taking me to doctors, always looking for better answers, arranging and shuttling me to speech lessons, as well as dealing with a child whose energy level and interest in exploring the world were extremely high.


 

OVER THE YEARS, various theories emerged on why I became Deaf. One doctor suggested that maybe it was genetic. When my mother heard that, she searched for anyone on either side of the family who was Deaf.

She still tells the story of meeting a woman one day at the beauty shop. After hearing about my condition, the woman said she, too, had relatives from the Gomel area of Russia who knew of the Matlins, and that several of the Matlin women were hard of hearing and one was profoundly Deaf. But it always seemed a story born more out of desperation than reality—one that my mom wanted to believe—but no records were ever found. To my knowledge, I am the only person in my family who is Deaf.

Just this past summer I wanted to try to better understand the possible causes for my deafness and I turned to Dr. Patricia Scherer, who is founder and president of the International Center on Deafness and the Arts in Northbrook, Illinois, and was an innovator at Northwestern University for years before that. She and the center have been so instrumental in my life, and she probably knows more about my history than anyone else, having known and worked with me since I was a small child.

As she recalls, about ten years ago a Chicago doctor who was doing pioneering work with cochlear implants approached her wondering if I might consider one.

“When he asked, I said I honestly don’t know,” said Dr. Scherer. “Part of me was thinking that Marlee would be a good candidate, but another part of me was saying, ‘I don’t think she would want that.’ But I told him her mother was still living in the area, so he got in touch with her.”

At a meeting with the doctor and Dr. Scherer, my mother brought all my old audiograms, as well as X-rays of my inner ear from soon after the initial diagnosis. After reviewing the files, the doctor said the X-rays and audiograms indicated that I had a genetically malformed cochlea. That meant that I could likely hear when I was born, but that my hearing would recede over the first couple of years of my life.


Around that time I was giving a speech in the Chicago area, and during the question-and-answer session afterward, someone asked me where I stood on cochlear implants, an extremely divisive issue in the Deaf community. I said that I wasn’t opposed to them, but that they were not for me. When my mother heard that, she never broached the idea with me or talked to me about the X-rays.

In some ways it doesn’t matter because it won’t change anything, it won’t change who I am. But it would be nice to get the facts straightened out, just for my own sense of sanity. I’m not so much angry as curious. I want to be able to tell my children about my life and where I came from—why, how, what, and who I am—so that they can tell their children.

When I talked to Dr. Scherer last summer, she took me to a room they have at the Center on Deafness and the Arts, where I started acting. It had all the various displays of the body so you can see how everything works, including an ear with all of its intricate pieces identified. She walked me through an explanation of what likely happened—from the initial malformation of the cochlea to how it would cause me to progressively lose my hearing as a child.

And so at forty-two, I think I finally learned how I lost my hearing. But what I realized is that all that really matters is that this is the life I’ve been given, with all its many aspects. I am proud to be a Deaf person and wouldn’t know life any other way. Yet, I have never wanted my deafness to define me as a person, or as an actress. I am many, many things, and only one of them is Deaf, and I’m at peace with that. But it wasn’t always so.
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NINETEEN SEVENTY WAS a significant year for me—it could have been the end of everything; instead it became the beginning.

Most summers we had a college student come and stay with us, essentially as a summer nanny. The program was designed to give students who’d grown up in rural areas exposure to the city. This year, our summer girl was a University of Michigan student named Jean.

One day Jean was driving me and my brother Marc in a convertible with the top down. We were headed somewhere none of us can remember anymore. She made a left turn right into the path of an oncoming car, which slammed into us. My brother Eric was at a friend’s house and remembers getting the call to come home, there’d been an accident, and we were in the hospital. He was the “adult” in charge. My parents had flown to San Francisco just that morning. When they walked into their hotel to check in, they were given a note at the front desk to call the hospital. They did, but the hospital refused to give them any details over the phone. They flew right back immediately. My mother still avoids San Francisco because she associates it with bad news.

Of the three of us, my injuries were the most severe. My nose was bleeding—a man was holding me and I helped myself to the handkerchief he had in the front pocket of his suit. My pelvis was fractured. Marc hit his head near his eye, and Jean had cuts requiring stitches. This was before seat belts were the first thing you thought of when you got in a car, and it’s a miracle that we weren’t badly hurt.

Marc and I shared the hospital room for the few days we were there. Neither of us was happy about the interruption in our summer vacation—why couldn’t it have happened during the school year! Marc was given a box of Bazooka gum, and I kept wanting some. But sharing wasn’t easy—he couldn’t move, so he kept tossing pieces of gum into my crib!

He still remembers the nurses going insane from a whistling noise they couldn’t identify. They would pop their heads into the room, scout around, but they could never discover the source of that irritating noise. It was my hearing aids going off, and Marc decided he wasn’t about to tip them off.

When we got back home, it felt as if a prison sentence had been lifted! The doctor told my mother that we could basically do anything we felt up to doing. I felt like playing nonstop to make up for the lazy summer days I’d missed out on.

Jean was more traumatized than anyone else. She was horrified that we had been hurt while in her care, and as soon as she was better, she apologized to my parents, then left for home. My family stayed in touch with her for years afterward and we all think of her fondly, though she would never stay another summer with us.

A couple of years later I found out how lucky I was to have had such a short recovery and no cast. My family was going out that night, and just before dinnertime I was ready and bored. I decided to go into the backyard while we waited for my mom to finish getting ready.

We had a swing set with seats made of wooden slats. I must have been standing up on the swing because I got my foot caught between the slats, then fell—snap, that was the sound of my right leg breaking. I didn’t hear it, but I sure as heck felt it, screaming at the pain.

So it was off to the ER again. Thankfully it was a clean break, no surgery needed. This time when I was released it was with a big plaster cast. It didn’t take me long to figure out how to get around. I was back on the block in just days with all the problems and perks a cast brings with it—getting all my friends to sign it, going nuts when I had an itch underneath it. My mom just remembers I worked it.

 

WHEN I WAS five, I started taking sign-language classes. I remember my first night class with a Deaf teacher, Samuel Block, who is still alive today, now in his nineties. This changed my world. Communication and meaning flowed back into my life at full force. He was so sweet, so smart, and so full of life.

The temple we went to on Friday nights, B’nai Shalom, catered to both the Deaf and hearing Jewish community and had a rabbi signing at services, so I began to understand my religious heritage. A Sunday-school class was taught by my soon-to-be-aunt Sue, who was majoring in speech audiology and was a fluent signer. In that class was a six-year-old named Liz Tannebaum.

I still remember meeting Liz for the first time. She was the first kid who looked like me and was Deaf like me that I connected with completely. I just knew it in an instant. I walked up to her and asked, “Who are you?”

“Liz.”

I giggled. “Hi, Liz, where do you live?”

“In an apartment.”

“You are now my best friend!”

No discussion, no debate. And so we have been for nearly forty years now.

The relationship that Liz and I have has been a defining one in my life, and I can’t imagine it without her. We were soon inseparable, spending weekends, vacations, any time we could together. We’ve shared secrets and growing pains—from our first boyfriends, first French kiss, first joint, and the list goes on.

We’ve been there for the births of each other’s children, through marriages and divorces. We’ve had good times and bad, and we’ve both done things to each other that have left a few scars. We’ve weathered it all together, and when trouble comes, I always know that Liz has my back, and I have hers.

 

WHEN I WAS seven, I would also discover music. You might not think music would be a turning point in my life, but it was.

The summer of 1972 my parents sent me to a day camp specially designed to work with Deaf children and their hearing siblings. Although my brothers didn’t go, I did and I loved it. Dr. Pat Scherer, who was running the camp, first came into my life here. She says:


“We were doing things in the camp like music, poetry, memorization, art—activities you would do with normal six- and seven-year-olds. One of the songs they picked to do was ‘John Brown’s body lies amouldering in the grave,’ and I noticed Marlee really liked doing this, so I encouraged her to perform it with the hearing children. And when we had the program for the parents, she really stood out. The love for what she was doing just showed through.”

I remember standing on stage, signing as the others sang, feeling the vibrations of the music rumbling up through the floor under my feet and up through my body as I moved to the beat. I remember the audience, the faces smiling at me, watching, the hands applauding. I loved it. I felt at home and knew I wanted to have this feeling again. I was hooked.

This time in my life was the beginning of my education about living in the real world beyond the safety of my Morton Grove neighborhood, where I knew just about everyone and they knew me.

While my mother focused on the schools and the doctors, my dad focused on acclimating me to the world. When we would go out to eat, which was pretty often, he always had me order my own food. He says, “Marlee had some Deaf friends who would not speak yes or no, couldn’t speak. I always wanted her to order, to keep repeating it until the waiter got it.”

In what would become a tradition for years to come, just about every Sunday my dad would take us on a family outing, to petting zoos, to carnivals, apple picking, strawberry picking—if there was a fruit that could be picked, the Matlins were there—water parks, bumper cars, and on special occasions to the Dells in Wisconsin, a big amusement park filled with rides, anything to make sure I experienced the world at large.

Dad had just one rule when we hit the amusement parks—be willing to try everything once, even if you’re afraid, still try it once. There wasn’t much I was afraid of—except a massive roller coaster. Liz, who often came with us, and I stood in front of it and trembled. Surely we wouldn’t really have to ride this. We were both terrified. But my dad insisted, despite the tears and the trembling.


I had never been on anything so fast in my entire life, with its wild swoops and stomach-churning dips and razor-sharp turns, the wind rushing past my face, our screams trailing behind us. It was amazing, and I blame my love for speed on those early rides.

Later I would graduate to cars that I loved to push to the limit, the wind rushing past, the radio cranked up so I could feel every thud of the bass, every beat of the drum, my laughter trailing out the window behind me.

During one weekend trip to the Dells, we saw a helicopter flying over the park. On the way home, my dad spotted a sign that offered helicopter rides for a few dollars. He says, “I stopped the car and went and got tickets to take Marlee and Liz up in this helicopter. I give each of them a ticket, and these two girls are crying like you can’t believe. I told them. ‘You’ve got to be brave and do it once. If you don’t like it, you never have to do it again.’ And they’re crying but they get in, and of course Marlee, she loved it.”

Over and over he would demand, try it just once, see if you like it. And I would. And often the “thing,” whatever it was, that I feared the most turned into something I would come to love. I have to believe my dad’s habit of putting me in those situations, then forcing me to face my fears, to push past them, helped me learn to believe in myself, that I could do anything—including one day tackling Hollywood.

One thing I refused to tackle, though, was an inflatable trampoline that my brother Eric and his new girlfriend, Gloria, got for my fifth birthday. At first I loved it and spent hours jumping on it the day I got it. That night when I went to sleep, I dreamed it turned into an octopus, and I flipped out! I wouldn’t go near it, convinced that it would swallow me whole. Not even my dad could coax me into this one. I don’t remember feeling quite as frightened by a nightmare as a child ever again. Gloria remembers that trampoline as her introduction to the family—a rocky start to say the least.

The trampoline didn’t stay, but Gloria did. She became like a big sister to me, hanging around our house more than her own, eventually marrying Eric, which was such a good thing because I loved Gloria so. There have been difficult moments in my life since then when I’ve needed someone I could count on, and Gloria has often been the first person I’ve called.

She was always so patient with me. When I was younger, she would sit on the bed and let me brush her long, beautiful hair for hours. She shared her Glamour and Cosmo magazines. We even cooked together. It fit that we all soon began calling her Glo—she does. Great catch, Eric!
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MORTON GROVE, ILLINOIS, and my street in particular, was a great place to grow up. Our house had five bedrooms and three bathrooms.

Eric and Marc and I shared a bathroom with two sinks and a big mirror. I would take over the bathroom for hours at a time acting out stories in the mirror—that girl could understand everything I said!

Though it drove my brothers crazy, because literally hours would go by, it would be my first training ground for performing. I created sad faces, happy ones, angry ones. I told stories to the girl in the mirror, I learned how every part of the face and body could communicate emotions, feelings.

One of the exercises that my acting coach Jim Carrington would give me on Children of a Lesser God was to work on scenes in front of a mirror. When he said that, I knew I was home free—that I could do it.

In many ways I was an ordinary kid. I loved Play-Doh, Barbies, Silly Putty, jumping jacks, and balls that bounced—the higher the better. I especially loved a Mrs. Beasley doll, whose claim to fame was that she could talk. Again and again I would pull the string that made the magical Mrs. Beasley sounds. Even though I couldn’t hear her, I knew she was talking to me.

There were always crayons and coloring books, though I would get frustrated when I couldn’t stay inside the lines. It wasn’t conformity I was seeking but perfection. I wanted the pictures to be beautiful.

Every week my dad would bring home comic books—Archie comics Veronica and Betty were my favorites—and candy. I especially loved Marathon bars, a wonderfully chewy chocolate and caramel twist in a bright red wrapper.

[image: image]

Me and Mrs. Beasley

For all the hours I spent inside, I spent more outside, roaming a neighborhood filled with kids. There were football games, roller hockey, baseball, and softball. Bob Michels, who’d turn into a summer crush a few years later, painted the bases on the street every year. Our house and Bob’s, which was across the street, were on an intersection that was a gathering spot for a lot of the neighborhood kids. My house was one of the main hangouts, anyone was definitely welcome there.

Bob says, “Marlee was confident even as a young kid and she always had a very strong personality. She was the kind of person who looks right through you, got who you were. It was always like she had the upper hand. She was definitely one of the cool kids, someone you wanted to be around.”

I think he’s just trying to make up for breaking my schoolgirl heart.

My brother Marc and I thought our house was like the Brady Bunch, and I definitely wanted to be Marcia Brady.

I had a best friend, Cathy, who lived on the street. She wanted to learn how to sign, so I taught her. She’d soon help referee neighborhood disputes when other kids didn’t understand me. It was so great to have someone on my street with whom basic communication was easy, organic, and, best of all, ordinary. I didn’t have to think, just talk. She moved away when I was eleven, and I really missed having her there to talk to.

Every year when the weather warmed up, my parents would set up a plastic pool out back, one with a slide. I remember coming home from school in the spring and getting off the bus and being able to smell the water. I’ll never forget that sweet smell.

My room had wallpaper with strips of flowers, a desk, a black-and-white TV, and a queen-size bed, which was a big deal to me. My brother Marc described it as a “princess room” because all the furniture in it was white. It felt safe, my little bit of territory. Most of the time when I was younger, it was covered in coloring books and crayons and comics and clothes. And when I got older, Teen Beat and Tiger Beat magazines, with posters of Leif Garrett, Scott Baio, and Shaun Cassidy covering my walls.

But as much as I loved having my own room—and I loved it even more after Eric moved and Marc and I both traded up for bigger, better spaces—I didn’t like being alone. I felt starved for attention, and to get at least some of that need satisfied, that meant being in my parents’ room or the kitchen, the two places in the house where everyone hung out.

We had Apples, a schnauzer, who was old by the time I came along. Apples was a little doll and more than happy to take care of any of my unwanted food under the table at dinnertime. Eric had a German shepherd named Solo, who was the sweetest dog. She disappeared one day when Eric and Gloria took her with them to visit my uncle Steve. My uncle believed she’d been stolen out of the front yard. We pasted the neighborhood with flyers and pictures of Solo, but to no avail.

I was crushed when we lost her and couldn’t imagine not being able to throw my arms around her and bury my face in her soft fur. One of my favorite childhood photos is of me and Solo—we’re both smiling. Years later I would name my production company Solo One Productions in her memory.

 

JUST ABOUT EVERYONE has a teacher who has such a positive impact that you remember him or her forever. For me it was Jane Endee, now Sister Mary Elizabeth, a marriage and family therapist at the Franciscan Life Center in Meriden, Connecticut. It’s no small irony that one of the greatest influences on this nice Jewish girl was a woman who became a nun!

One of the downsides of putting me in the local school system was that I never knew which school I’d be going to until a few days before classes would begin each year. The district couldn’t afford to set up special-needs classes for every school, so they would change where those students went from year to year.

Though we never moved, I would go to five different schools before I reached high school. But at one of those I got Miss Endee.

While I was in fifth grade, Miss Endee came to our school as a teacher. She was in her senior year at Northwestern University and we were her student-teaching assignment. The classes were small—state law limited the class size to eight kids at the most—so when you had a great teacher, you noticed and remembered. She always found ways to keep us engaged and challenged, and she made me feel as if anything were possible.

She remembers, “They were all outstanding kids in their own way, but what was outstanding about Marlee was her ability to engage. In special ed classes there are lots of observers. With Marlee, there was no difficulty communicating. She was outgoing with just about anybody who came into her life—very bright, very animated. She had an inner spark that always came through. I do think also she was very intuitive even when she was young. She really knew how to relate to people depending on who they were, she does have that ability to know what a situation calls for, how to respond.”

That instinct would serve me well years later in Hollywood, where much of your future rests with making directors or producers or casting agents or costars feel comfortable that you can do the job.

Miss Endee’s father was an amateur magician and she had him come to the class to do a magic show. What I remember most about that day is that he pulled a rabbit out of a hat, which had all of us absolutely captivated. Later in the act he used rabbits again, but at the end of the show, I only saw one rabbit. I came up to him afterward wanting to know what happened to the other rabbits. I had kept count. He would tell that story for years after.

I had Miss Endee again when I was in high school. As always, she kept us on our toes, expecting that we could excel if we tried. So in 1994 when I was asked by the Walt Disney Company to be a presenter at their annual American Teacher Awards, I asked if Sister Mary Elizabeth could present with me.

She remembers, “It was in Washington, D.C., and covered live. I was a mess. I went there with my parents, and Mother Sean went with me. It was wonderful. Marlee was totally focused on us. And we had those little scripts that were written for us. It was quite an experience.”

Some years later, I was asked to become involved in Target’s Take Charge of Education program, including an ad campaign celebrating the important teachers in our lives. I knew I wanted to be shot with Sister Mary Elizabeth. The company flew her to L.A. for the photo shoot. She still remembers the fun of landing at LAX to find a limo waiting for her, not the sort of transportation a Franciscan nun usually has.

She says, “Oh my gosh, Marlee had hair and makeup for me. They asked me what size I was to get wardrobe. But what I most remember is that Marlee made a point of bringing her two children to the photo shoot so that I could see them. It’s amazing to me to know that I taught her and to see how she has become such an amazing woman and has impacted so many people, what a powerful presence she is. But for me almost the greater thing is that she has been able to make this wonderful marriage and have these beautiful children.”

It was a wonderful chance for me, in a way, to say thanks to Sister Mary Elizabeth for her part in helping me to believe in myself.

 

I WOULDN’T CALL my parents couch potatoes; they were more like bed potatoes. Some of my earliest memories are of coming home from school and knowing I could find my mom, propped up in that bed, smoking a cigarette and talking on the phone for hours.
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