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Praise for But You Look So Normal: Lost and Found in a Hearing World




“Marseille’s memoir is a beautifully told, nostalgic portrayal of a 1950s childhood with a severe hearing loss. Born at a time when hearing aids were crude amplifiers, Claudia had to deal with loneliness at school, social gatherings, and professional demands. She finally learned to tell others about her hearing loss and find meaning in a loving marriage and a successful career as a painter. Hers is an evocative story of resilience, and her challenges will resonate with anyone who has experienced hearing loss.”


—Katherine Bouton, president of the Hearing Loss Association of America, NYC Chapter, and author of Shouting Won’t Help and Smart Hearing


“Claudia boldly shares with us a heartwarming story, unveiling the challenges of a significant and isolating disability and heartbreaking insights into complicated relationships. Her persistence to overcome these obstacles and ‘fit in’ help us grow to deeply appreciate her numerous natural talents, bravery, beauty, all within the threads of a grounded and humble woman—who may not fully appreciate her incredible brilliance.”


—Jill Ellis, MEd, cofounder of Center for Early intervention on Deafness


“Marseille’s skilled, down-to-earth, deeply moving, and bravely intimate storytelling is a captivating look at the profound lifelong impacts of growing up and finding one’s way as an adult with a severe hearing loss in a hearing world. Yet, while hearing loss is central to her story, it is also about the many experiences that has created the tapestry of a life rich with complex relationships, passionate artistic talent and profound personal growth.”


—Rachel Dash, MSW, Faculty Emeritus, West Virginia School of Medicine, Department of Behavioral Medicine and Psychiatry


“Marseille creates a vivid picture of what it meant to grow up with hearing loss—the complexities, the sadness, the frustrations. Marseille is special and so is her story. She traversed a world that wasn’t built for her and in her journey she found her true, authentic self. This is a story you will want to hear for yourself.”


—Susanna Storm, AuD, CCC-A, audiologist at Blue Sky Hearing


“A well-written and indispensable book about the author’s journey from silence to sound. A must read for able-bodied people to learn about the trials of an invisible disability. This is a heroine’s journey—learning to speak, navigating hearing loss, and cultivating other senses for artistic expression—and a testimony to the resilience of the human spirit.”


—Theresa Silow, PhD, LPCC, Professor of transpersonal and somatic psychology at the California Institute of Integral Studies


“In her eloquent story of shaping a life as a hearing-disabled person, Claudia Marseille awakens readers to the barriers and biases most of us fail to recognize or fully understand. Through her singular courage, tenacity, and self-discovery she gracefully illuminates the ways difference and determination can transform us all.”


—Elizabeth Rosner, author of Survivor Café: The Legacy of Trauma and the Labyrinth of Memory


“Claudia Marseille’s memories are reported with vivid color and sight descriptions and muffled sound. This is a tale of medically induced hearing loss, lifelong learning, survival, love, music, and finally art.”


—Maureen Fitzgerald, Licensed Professional Clinical Counselor, Certified American Sign Language Interpreter


“Claudia Marseille’s beautifully rendered memoir doesn’t stop at offering insights into the hearing disabled world. This well-crafted, tender tale begs us to consider the grave challenges faced by the disadvantaged, and how it is that such individuals defy great adversity and champion debilitating handicaps to achieve remarkable personal goals. Marseille’s narrative is informative, stirring, and noteworthy.”


—Julie Ryan McGue, author of Twice a Daughter: A Search for Identity, Family, and Belonging


“This well-crafted, intimately personal, and honest exploration of the author’s truth is a revelatory experience for any reader, whether they are hard of hearing themselves, Deaf, or hearing. In this memoir, Claudia Marseille brings us with her on the lifelong journey of finding her place in the world of silence and sound.”


—Ruth Dubin, MEd, CI/CT/SC:L, Nationally Certified American Sign Language Interpreter


“Claudia Marseille’s memoir paints an evocative picture of her loneliness and perseverance through hiding her hearing loss during her early life. This is a must-read for new parents, grandparents, pediatricians, and anyone who works with children and young people to prevent such isolation.”


—Mary E. McCall, PhD, developmental psychologist, consultant, and retired professor of psychology at Saint Mary’s College of California


“Claudia Marseille illuminates the experience of living with severe hearing loss in her extraordinary and powerful memoir. With tremendous sensitivity and insight, she eloquently brings the reader into her world of growing up with a serious and invisible disability. My understanding of what it means to live with hearing loss was blown wide open. This needs to be required reading for those in education, healthcare and, simply put, everyone.”


—Miriam Eisenhardt, MPH, RN, Assistant Professor, Samuel Merritt University


“A breathtaking tour de force! Claudia Marseille’s heartbreaking memoir is a game-changer, opening new vistas on the world of the hard of hearing. Marseille’s sincere narrative seamlessly navigates the gaps between her needs and her reality as she worked hard to create an admirable path forward to the life of her dreams and aspirations. I’m sure I won’t be alone in being grateful that Marseille has shared this wonderful story!”


—Esther Erman, author of Rebecca of Salerno: A Novel of Rogue Crusaders, a Jewish Female Physician, and a Murder


“Claudia Marseille’s memoir recounts her journey growing up with profound hearing loss, mainstreamed in the world of verbal communication. Marseille deftly weaves the realities of the ever-present communication challenges and the deep sense of isolation she so wanted to overcome. We learn just how impactful communication barriers can be. Most importantly, Marseille faced down these challenges and realized her desire to have a fulfilling life and engage as the socially outgoing woman she is.”


—Robin E. Miller, disability rights attorney


“In her compelling story, Claudia paints in fine details the story of her life challenged by a severe hearing loss while also managing to live an adventurous and fulfilling life rich with her many talents in music, art and creativity.”


—Ronnie Wilbur, PhD, Professor, Dept. of Speech, Language, and Hearing Sciences at Purdue University


“Claudia’s life would be dramatic even if she hadn’t been born nearly deaf, but she was, and how she maneuvered with and around her ‘disability’ makes her account of her life all the more poignantly compelling.”


—Noel Holston, author of Life After Deaf: My Misadventures in Hearing Loss and Recovery


“Marseille’s memoir was the most authentic depiction I have ever read on this topic. It was so surprising to read about the similarities of our life experiences of hearing loss. Thank you for so beautifully articulating your experience and sharing it with the world.”


—Sarah Shapero, MSW, behavioral health counselor


“In this beautifully written memoir, Claudia really hits on the topic of isolation—very common among those with hearing loss. Her vivid descriptions of her colorful journey through complex family interactions, friends, and different professions are truly inspiring as she finally creates a happy and fulfilling life. Her strength and resilience shine throughout.”


—Joy Holtzman Antar, MSW, former counselor at the Alabama Institute for Deaf and Blind/Mobile Regional Center


“A poignant memoir, rich with vivid details about the full impact of severe hearing loss on every aspect of daily life, and ultimately a story of resilience and triumph over adversity.”


—Barbara Ridley, author of When It’s Over
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Author’s Note






I decided to write this memoir when I realized that my friends and even family members had little idea of how severe hearing loss can affect one’s life.


My parents chose to mainstream me into the hearing world, and because I didn’t meet any other people who were hard of hearing or deaf until my mid-thirties, I had no exposure to ASL or Deaf culture. I was educated in the “oral” method which meant I learned to speak and understand with the vital support of strong hearing aids and lipreading. While I was largely successful with the oral approach, there were significant costs: lack of a sense of community; difficulties in understanding others; and perhaps worst of all, frequent isolation. Because of my significant hearing loss, I felt alone throughout much of my childhood and young adulthood.


My story is about how I navigated two worlds without genuinely feeling I belonged in either one. I didn’t fit into Deaf culture, nor did I entirely integrate into a “hearing” and spoken language mainstream culture. As the Deaf world was not part of my experience, in this book I don’t describe the richness of ASL and the unique Deaf culture. This memoir is not in any way meant to advocate for mainstreaming or to take a position on the oral approach over the use of ASL and participation in Deaf culture.


In this memoir I refer to myself as being “severely hard of hearing,” or as “having a hearing loss,” despite that when I was growing up, people used the terms “disability” and “impairment” to refer to my hearing challenges. I have avoided the use of the word “impairment” as the word tends to have a negative connotation in Deaf culture. “Disability,” however, is a term that has come into acceptance by many, not only in Deaf culture but among other groups of people with disabilities, so in this story, I occasionally refer to myself as having a disability.


I deeply admire all those who have courageously dealt with the impact of deafness or hearing loss in their lives and have sought to live well despite the many challenges they’ve had to navigate. I also empathize with parents who have to make difficult choices, including whether or not to mainstream their child. I wrote this book for those who have hearing loss and their families and for the general reader who wants an inside glimpse into one life lived with hearing loss.












Prologue






It was the day of the citywide elementary and middle school track meet, and I was elated that I’d made the cut, one of only two students at our school. At age eleven, I was a good athlete and very fast, and I was thrilled to have the chance to compete against other sixth and seventh graders from across Berkeley. I’d trained hard for this day. For weeks after school my teacher, a soccer coach, drilled my friend Mark and me hard on our school playground, yelling at us to sprint faster, faster! Day after day I pushed harder and harder as I raced Mark—the only kid in our school who could run faster than I—and I could feel myself getting better. I also depended on Mark to help me navigate the hearing world. Like my brother Elliot, Mark was very attuned to me. On the playground he faced me directly and clearly repeated what had been said, carefully explaining where we were to line up, how far we’d be running, and who had taken first, second, and third place.


Now standing in the center of the field, I surveyed the bustling scene, and to my surprise I didn’t see anyone I knew. Athletes wearing their school colors stretched out on the grass or jogged in place, excited families settled into their seats in the bleachers, coaches with clipboards dashed here and there. My heart thumped in anticipation of the moment when I’d launch from the starting line with the pack of runners, sprint neck and neck alongside other contestants fiercely determined to beat me, and then, finally, stretch into the finish to break the tape. That morning, I fastened my bulky hearing aid with an extra strap to ensure it wouldn’t fall off from where it was clipped to my undershirt. I was ready.


I was eager for my mother and father to see how fast I could run, and I looked all around, anxious to spot them in the crowd. Searching the glaring hot metal bleachers, I finally spotted them sitting across the field from each other. Their fraught divorce had left them with no desire to sit together, even to show united support for me. My father looked grim and formal in his dark wool suit, and he wore a handkerchief on his head, each corner tied with a knot, which created a kooky little hat to protect him from the sun. I watched him wipe sweat from his forehead and wondered, why on Earth would he wear a heavy suit on such a hot day? Far across the field from him sat my mother, looking cool and elegant despite the sweltering heat, fumbling for something in her purse.


In the distance, I saw a coach yelling instructions into an orange megaphone as sprinters began to line up for races, but I couldn’t understand a word he said. I had trained at my familiar elementary school playground, and I was totally unprepared for how the track meet would unfold in this unfamiliar place. I still didn’t see anyone I recognized, and I began to panic. Was one of my events just now about to start? Where should I go? Mark! I thought. Mark will tell me what to do, where to go. Frantically, I whipped my head around looking for him, but he was nowhere to be found. Then, as kids started running, I stood frozen, a little statue in the middle of the field as races whirled around me. Coaches darted about, herding kids and lining up racers. Athletes whizzed past me as they took their places, ran their races, and whooped with joy when they won. But nobody asked if I needed help. No one seemed to notice that for almost an hour I hadn’t moved from where I stood rigid on the track.


Finally, it was all over. As everyone streamed off the field, I saw my father in the distance, slinking away through the far exit. My mother was waiting for me by the bleachers, and we walked slowly towards the car. She looked concerned. “Why didn’t you run in any of the races?” she asked.


I burst into tears. “I’d no idea where to line up! I couldn’t understand the man with the megaphone or what any of the kids were saying.”


My mother nodded and murmured sympathetically, but that was the end of the conversation. From the bleachers, both of my parents had sat and watched me just stand there. Why hadn’t they run across the field, grabbed me, and guided me to an adult in charge? Why didn’t at least one of them recognize that I was in trouble and needed help? And now that the humiliating event was over, there was no exploration of what had happened, why I was so lost, and what might be done to spare me such shame in the future.


As my mother drove us home, I cried quietly in the seat next to her and gazed out the window at the constant activity and clamor that made it so difficult for me to hear or understand people around me. A motorcycle roared in front of us, a bus screeched to a halt to our left, a truck beeped insistently as it backed up on our right. Whenever I was amidst these kinds of city sounds, all I could hear was the tremendous clamor. And most of the time, interior spaces weren’t much better; as I sat next to my mother, the rumble of our car made it virtually impossible to understand her unless she turned to face me, which she couldn’t do while driving. Tears ran down my cheeks as I realized, once again, how terribly alone I was. Every day I struggled to understand. There was so much I was missing. Meanwhile, almost nobody was listening.
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Painting in preschool
















Chapter One






My earliest memories are completely silent. Not yet knowing what it was to hear and speak, I’d no idea what I’d been missing, that other people experienced the world differently. As a very little girl, I felt completely at home in my world defined by visual communication and other sensory clues I received through scent, touch, and taste. Silence wasn’t a lack or an absence. It simply was—a familiar backdrop to my experience.


Once, when I was about three, I squatted in my grandmother’s garden tugging on a weed in the stillness of a late summer afternoon. Light sparkled through the undulating leaves as Omama, wearing a green sweat-stained kerchief tied over her bun, sprayed a glittering mist onto thirsty purple pansies. I ran my fingers through the damp earth, staring with astonished attention at a tiny worm that wiggled its way deeper and deeper into the soil. I didn’t hear the warbles of the birds flitting in the bushes, the wind rippling through the trees, or the roar of the airplane soaring overhead. Omama waved to me to come to her, but I didn’t hear her calls. All was still. I didn’t yet have the words to express it, but that afternoon as I communed with the musty earth, I was aware for the first time of being immersed in a world of pervasive silence.


Later, after I experienced the wonder of sound, I began to better understand silence. Every night after removing my hearing aids, I would reenter the deep and spacious emptiness of a profound quietness. This stillness is a very intimate, palpable experience. Even now I feel it as an inner resonance within my body, and when I resume silence, it’s as though I am being enveloped in the warm embrace of a soft, comforting blanket. And each night, I feel the infinite expanse like a starlit night as I lie wrapped in the quiet until morning when I reluctantly emerge to rejoin the world of noise.


But although I’ve always treasured my nighttime peace, I gradually realized that to be part of the world that rumbled and hummed around me all day, I would have to learn to hear as best as I could. My long journey from silence into sound—with its debilitating lows and intoxicating highs—began in 1950, five months before I was born when my mother was prescribed a seemingly harmless medication to treat her severe nausea.
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Me with my father






When I was a baby, my parents had no idea I suffered from a severe level of hearing loss. I was their first child, and they didn’t notice anything was wrong, despite that by age four, apart from some babbling, I hadn’t uttered a word. Most children begin to utter their first words by twelve months, so my parents should have known something was amiss. But they were still adjusting to life in the United States having emigrated from Nazi Germany—my mother shortly after WWII ended and my father just before the war began. Both parents were also distracted by the birth of my brother, Elliot, who was born when I was two. They were busy, but as I’d realize later, they were also in denial.


Eleanor, my nursery schoolteacher, was the first to notice I couldn’t hear. She told my parents that whenever she called and gestured for me to come to her, I would obey—if I could see her. But when she called to me from behind, I didn’t respond. Eleanor also noticed that I always carefully watched the other children and copied what they did, except during group sing-along. During that circle-time activity, I would rock on a wooden rocking horse, daydreaming while staring out the window at the garden, silently experiencing my own world and oblivious to the singing and activities of the other children. Eleanor suggested to my parents that I should have my hearing tested. My father was outraged and yelled at her, insisting that there was nothing wrong with his daughter. But my mother calmed him down and said it wouldn’t hurt for me to be tested.


I was four years old at my first audiology appointment, and I tried to be brave as I walked with my parents into a huge building and then down long halls to a dark, cramped office with a small glassed-in booth. The audiologist was a kind elderly man who squatted down to my level and moved his mouth in funny formations, the way grown-ups seemed to do much of the time. I said nothing and instead lay down and pressed my ear against the linoleum tiled floor. I was feeling the vibrations of the hammering and banging of the remodeling taking place in the office below. The audiologist explained to my parents that I was astutely listening for the kinds of sensory clues that people with hearing loss notice but that hearing people ignore. After observing me for only a few minutes, the audiologist suspected I was hard of hearing even before he began the test.
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Lost in my own world






My mother then walked me over to the testing booth and sat me on her lap while I played with my teddy bear. During the test, the audiologist piped in sounds at various pitches and watched to see if I glanced up or tried to identify the source of the sounds. But I just sat on my mother’s lap, happily engaged with my bear, not responding to any of the beeps. I also didn’t respond when he spoke directly behind me or in front of me. After the test, the audiologist and my parents sat at a table and moved their mouths at each other. All three of them had grim expressions on their faces, so I knew that something serious was going on, but I didn’t think it had anything to do with me. I went back to playing with my bear.


The audiologist had my mother’s medical records and explained to my parents that I most likely had severe sensorineural hearing loss in both ears, probably due to nerve damage because of medication my mother was given to treat her severe nausea and dehydration during her pregnancy. This medication irreversibly changed the course of my life. He told them that the medication had most likely damaged the developing auditory nerves in my inner ears, a side effect that wasn’t known about at the time.1 He said that I needed to be fitted with a strong hearing aid, immediately, which would help me learn to listen, identify sounds of spoken language, and then speak as soon as possible, as well as prevent further atrophy of the auditory nerves.


Even though I wasn’t talking yet or responding when they called to me from behind, my parents didn’t notice that something was seriously wrong, so they were stunned to learn how serious my hearing loss was. It was measured and labeled “severe,” approaching “profound,” particularly in the higher frequencies where many of the distinctive sounds of speech reside.2


Later I would learn that the audiologist went on to stress that I couldn’t hear my parents speak or sing to me, couldn’t hear the music they played on their record player, couldn’t hear rattling noises in the kitchen. I certainly couldn’t hear rain, birds, dogs or cats, cars, or airplanes. I’d probably be able to hear nearby thunder, he said, but not a siren, which wailed at high frequencies, unless it was very close by. The audiologist warned my parents that even with a hearing aid, I’d most likely have problems discriminating speech, particularly in noisy situations, and he urged that I learn to lipread as soon as possible. My parents asked whether I’d need to learn sign language or go to the School for the Deaf in Berkeley, but he said, “Let’s wait and see how she does with a hearing aid.”3


Two weeks later my father brought home my first hearing aid. My mother and I met him in the street as he got out of the taxi, beaming with excitement. I reached a hand up to my father’s, and we walked to our house as I clutched in my other hand my new hearing aid wrapped in a brown paper bag. At home I examined the device with curiosity although I had no idea what it was for. It was gray, about as big as a deck of cards and had a long cord connected to a customized mold that was made to fit snuggly in my ear. My father’s enthusiasm was infectious, and I could hardly wait to try it out and show it to my mother and Omama.


I stood patiently in the living room as my father wiggled the mold back and forth in my ear until it fit in place. Then he clipped the hearing aid onto my shirt and turned it on. Right away, I was hit by an explosion of sounds: the painful crack of metal pots in the stainless-steel kitchen sink; the blaring ring of the telephone in the living room; the low, scary rumble of an airplane, its ferocious whine coming from some unidentifiable place in the sky. All this noise frightened me, and at first, I felt completely disoriented as I had no idea where these sounds came from or what they were for. But in the garden a few days later, I saw my father throw his hands up in the air with excitement when he saw me point to birds that were cheeping in the bushes right next to us. At first, I thought the chirps were coming from the bushes themselves, but eventually, to my delight, I registered that the sound coincided with the bird opening its beak. Slowly I began to get used to all the new and unfamiliar sounds coming in through my hearing aid.


Human speech was another story. I was totally confused the first time I heard my family speaking. They had always moved their mouths in funny ways, but I’d never understood why. Now, thanks to my hearing aid, I heard some of what they said, although at first it was all garbled and indecipherable. Over the next few weeks, I learned that the sounds coming out of my parents’ mouths meant something important and would help me connect with them.


Within a few weeks I started to utter my first words as my father pointed to different objects and named them: “doll,” “teddy bear,” “cat,” “Mommy,” “piano.” My first word was “doll.” I knew what a doll was by its shape, but now I was learning that the sound “doll” also referred to the doll itself. And if I managed to utter the word “doll,” my parents, thrilled, put my doll in my hands. My brain was buzzing with all the new information I was able to take in with the help of the hearing aid; I wasn’t only hearing new sounds, I was learning what things were called. But my greatest pleasure came from watching my father’s face light up as I started speaking for the first time.


From then on, my father often tested whether I could hear him by crouching down and speaking behind my back ever more softly with each question.


“Claudia, can you hear me? What am I saying? Can you hear me now? Am I saying “cat” or “pat?”


I would turn around to look at his mouth as he repeated the words. I could hear some sounds in the quiet living room, but his voice was too muffled for me to understand what he said unless I could also see his face. I couldn’t hear the difference between “cat” or “pat,” but by looking at his mouth, I soon learned to distinguish between the shapes of the letter “c” uttered from the back of his throat and the letter “p” formed by his pursed lips. As he observed me carefully watching him, he realized I was relying greatly on lipreading, so from then on, he took care to look directly at me when he spoke. With his help, I could feel myself making great progress, and I was proud every time I heard an excited “Yes!” from him as I came to understand more and more what he was saying. At this point, I was still too young to realize that I was different from others in my family. Mostly I just relished the attention I was getting from my father.


My father thought that since I compensated for my hearing loss by reading lips and facial cues, reading text might be easier than learning to hear and speak. And he was right; I clearly remember the first word I was able to read. Several times a week, we walked up to the blue mailbox a block from our house. He would lift me up to drop his letters into the chute where I would make out the embossed word Mailbox. “B-O-X,” my father would patiently spell, pointing to each letter.


Then one afternoon when I was almost five, something clicked; sight and sound slotted into place. I realized that B-O-X signified the box itself, and from then on, to my delight and astonishment, I was able to read. At the time I didn’t know how unusual it was that I learned to read at such an early age. Understanding what a word meant by seeing it written on the page was much easier than trying to understand speech, so right away, I loved reading time. Snuggling on my father’s lap under his thick plaid throw blanket, I would follow along as he read aloud to me from children’s books, his forefinger underlining the words. Leaning my head against his chest, I could both hear what he was reading and feel the vibrations of the words from his throat on the top of my head.


Reading exposed me to a world of messages and meaning that helped orient me in my life. From the stories my parents practiced reading with me, like Grimms’ Fairy Tales, Dr. Seuss books, and the stories of Winnie the Pooh, I learned about the emotions and issues that were common in the lives of children and grownups. My father read with me regularly, explaining what various words meant, and after two years of reading and speaking practice, I could speak in short sentences and read aloud from the Dr. Seuss books. Then I would cuddle under a pile of blankets with my younger brother Elliot and read to him. Reading became an indispensable part of my life.
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Reading






When I was almost five my family moved from our apartment in San Francisco to a house across the bay in Berkeley, two blocks below the Hillside Elementary School. I loved our apricot-colored stucco house with its castle-like turrets. We each had a room, including Omama, who had lived with us since her arrival from Germany the day before I was born and who was now ensconced in a little suite of her own down a dark hallway. The house had a small lawn in the front with a rose arbor draped over the short path that led to the front steps. Elliot and I splashed about in a cement wading pool situated under a tall, graceful cedar tree. In the backyard was a steep terraced rock garden where I spent many happy hours helping Omama weed and plant flowers.


Inside, three steps led down from the dining room to a large sunken living room with hardwood floors, a room largely devoid of furniture except for a mustard yellow couch, a coffee table, and a dark straight-backed wooden chair that enthralled me, its legs carved in the shape of gargoyles. In a corner of the room sat a baby grand piano that friends of my parents had passed on to us.


Throughout that house, I discovered new places and ways to learn how to hear. I sat for hours on the piano bench, my legs swinging back and forth, dreamily sounding out notes and savoring the different pitches of the tinkling tones. During lazy afternoons, I lay on my sunbeam-splashed bedroom floor, watching luminous fairy dust motes gently swirl about me as I pressed my ear against the speaker of my little record player. Again and again, I listened carefully to the only words I could discern: “Oh my darling, Clementine.” I couldn’t get enough of the music, and I wondered who Clementine was.


When I was five and Elliot was three, I realized that my brother wasn’t like me, that he could hear and understand in ways I couldn’t. We were building a block tower in his room when I heard a faraway, unclear yelling sound coming from our mother. I didn’t understand the words, so I ignored the sound, but my brother turned to me and said clearly, “Dinner time!” I realized then that she’d yelled a message and that Elliot had translated it for me. And like my father, Elliot also learned early on that he needed to look at me when he spoke. Soon I depended on him to explain what transpired during family conversations at home, in the car, and while playing outside with children in the neighborhood. He became the first of many people I relied on throughout my life to interpret the world around me, and this reliance knit me closely to him.


In time I began to understand that as important as it was to be able to hear, sometimes silence had its advantages. One evening, as I stood outside my parents’ bedroom, I could hear the doors slamming and my father shouting in German. My mother, not wanting me to witness one of their fights, hustled me away, tears staining her cheeks. I turned my hearing aid off, letting the silence surround and comfort me, dissolving the tension in the house. In time it became a habit to turn my hearing aid off during their frequent fights.


But turning off my hearing aid was not just for tuning out conflicts. Silence also helped me focus enough during one incident to save my little brother from injury, maybe even death. One Sunday when I was five and Elliot was three, my mother drove the three of us across the Richmond Bridge to Marin County for a hike on Mt. Tamalpais. My father rarely accompanied us on outings, and this day was no exception. It was early spring, and the world glimmered a vibrant green. We clambered up a hill, and then Elliot and I sprinted ahead across a flat expanse of meadow which—although none of us knew it at the time—ended abruptly at the edge of a steep cliff overlooking the ocean. We ran headlong toward the horizon but then suddenly slipped, tumbled, and landed on a narrow ledge six feet below the meadow’s edge. Looking down, I saw that we stood on the crumbling side of the cliff just above a perilous decline. The ledge was the only thing between us and the steep drop to the sharp rocks far below.


I could tell by my mother’s frightened expression as she peered over at us that Elliot and I were in danger. She lay flat on the ground, inched her way to the edge of the incline, and stretched out her arms to pull us back up, but Elliot was just beyond her reach. She yelled panicked instructions to me, which I couldn’t understand. My first thought was that I had to protect my precious hearing aid before I could help Elliot. I took it off, tiptoed along the ledge, and carefully passed it up to my mother who wordlessly took it from me. Then in the silence, I was able to focus on rescuing my little brother. Kneeling next to him, I grabbed his ankles and guided his feet into footholds, then slowly pushed him up the cliff as he climbed step by step into our mother’s outstretched arms. Finally, she reached down and pulled me up. Crying with relief, she hugged us both to her, and I felt a surge of confidence course through my body. By staying calm and grounded I’d been able to extricate myself and Elliot from danger. The quiet had allowed me to do that.


I was always very protective of my hearing aids. Gradually I was learning how important they were, that they connected me to my family and that without them, I’d be alone in my own isolated world. So even from my earliest days, I never lost or damaged one of my hearing aids. But ironically, while my hearing aid connected me to others, sometimes I needed to tune out the barrage of sound they delivered to better focus. By instinctively taking my hearing aid off as I clung to that ledge, I was able to shut out my mother’s frantic voice and just concentrate, trusting in myself. It’s a practice I continue to this day, periodically turning my hearing aids off when I need to focus. Sometimes eliminating sound makes it easier for me to attend to what’s important.


A few days after the incident on Mt. Tamalpais, my mother, smiling mysteriously, led me by the hand into my room. Sitting on my dresser was a resplendent green parakeet in a shiny wire cage. Ever since the first time I’d heard the birds chirping in the bushes, I’d dreamed of owning a pet bird. My mother beamed as I threw myself into her arms for a hug, wondering if this new pet was a reward for helping rescue Elliot. I named my new companion “Peter” and spent many hours with him, pressing my face close to his cage as I tried to teach him to talk—hoping he could read my lips as I read to him. I taught him to sit on my shoulder where he nuzzled my neck, chewed on my hearing aid cord, and pecked at seeds I held out in my hand.


I was allowed to release him from his cage only when it was being cleaned or when an adult was present to make sure he didn’t escape my room. But sometimes when no one was watching, I’d let him out so he could sit on my head and squawk in my ear, keeping me company while I played with my dolls. I adored Peter, my first pet.


One afternoon I hosted a tea party for my dolls and stuffed animals, and I wanted Peter to be part of the festivities. I released him from his cage, and he happily flapped around the room. Then he perched on a curtain rod, gazing with heavy lids down at me and my dolls, but soon I forgot all about him. By evening, I remembered I’d let him out of his cage and was terrified to discover he was nowhere to be found. Panicked, I ran to my mother. I was relieved she wasn’t angry at me for letting him out, and she suggested we leave his cage door open and put a slice of apple in his food dish, hoping to entice him back in. But Peter didn’t show up.


The next morning, as I was making my bed, I pulled the bed from the wall, and Peter fell with a dull “thunk” onto the wooden floor. Horrified, I realized he must have been stuck between the wall and my bed, desperately cheeping all night long for help. Clutching his limp body to my chest, I wailed at the thought that my lack of hearing might have caused his death. And even though my mother didn’t reprimand me, I felt the horrible weight of guilt for having let him out to roam freely and for not having been able to save him. Peter’s traumatic death led to a frightening realization: My lack of hearing could be dangerous.
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Kindergarten
















Chapter Two






“In school you’ll learn to read books and think for yourself,” my father told me. And although I was excited to begin kindergarten and “learn to think” at Hillside Elementary School, I was more concerned about learning to speak like everyone else. I was already able to read, but I was just beginning to talk in short sentences, so I began weekly speech therapy and lipreading practice with Mrs. Christiane, the school speech therapist. This therapy would continue for the next seven years.


Mrs. Christiane was a sweet grandmotherly woman with gray curls, and I relished the dedicated attention she gave me. Throughout elementary school I was pulled out of class for an hour every Friday to work with her in a small office stuffed with plastic toys and a medical model of the mouth, tongue, and throat that sat on a low table. When Mrs. Christiane nodded and smiled to indicate that I’d made a sound correctly, I tried to memorize the feel of the sound in my body, how I had used my throat and shaped my mouth and tongue.


The cognate pairs were tricky; it was hard to tell through lipreading the difference between the voiceless “p” and the voiced “b,” and the nasal “m.” Same with the “t” and “d” and the “f” and “v.” And then there were the sibilants, which in the language of phonics refers to sounds made with a hissing effect: the “z’s,” “s’s,” “sh’s,” “sch’s,” and “ch’s.” Being in the high frequency range where my hearing loss was most severe, these sounds were simply too soft for me to hear. Over and over, I had to practice placing my tongue and forming my mouth in the right way to execute these phonetic challenges.


Mrs. Christiane would ask me to look into a mirror to see how we shaped our mouths when we made a certain sound. As we worked, I was mesmerized by her tongue with its deep groove in the center which waggled as she enunciated the letters. She would place my hand on her throat or my palm in front of her mouth so I could feel the vibrations of the different airflows produced by the sounds. We spent a long time focusing on the subtle differences between the “ch” in “church” and the “sh” in “should” and the “sch” in “school” until one day I felt a forward release of air in my mouth when I articulated “sh” as opposed to a vibration when I made the sound of “sch.” After years of concentrated effort focusing on Mrs. Christiane’s mouth to articulate different sounds correctly and consistently, I was finally getting the hang of it. I was excited to make these distinctions which I could feel with my hand placed on my throat, and I was proud when she regularly rewarded my accomplishments with a gold star sticker and a hug.


Later, in fifth grade, I played weekly games of gin rummy with my new speech therapist, Mr. Scott. To sharpen my lipreading skills, he would silently ask me questions about school, my friends, and what I was going to do for the weekend, and soon I excelled at reading his lips. Years later, my mother told me that Mr. Scott used me as a case study in presentations about how lipreading can be an effective addition to hearing aids.


In elementary school, I was self-conscious about the way my bulky gray hearing aid bulged heavily beneath my shirt or dress. In the mornings, my mother helped me clip it to my undershirt or place it in a little pouch secured with straps over my shoulders, across my chest, and around my back so it wouldn’t be dislodged while I was playing. The bulge was very obvious and made me think I looked like a robot. My classmates teased me for having some kind of square breast in the middle of my chest, and sometimes a child yanked out the plastic cord that snaked conspicuously around my neck to the customized mold in my ear. The yanking hurt, and I’d have to persuade my classmate to hand the mold back to me. Then, I’d carefully work it back into place in my ear.


In kindergarten during one recess, I saw some girls tittering in a circle, pointing at me as I hung upside down on the monkey bars. I mustered my courage, swung down to the ground, and walked up to them.


“Are you a Martian?” Marsha teased. I was afraid of Marsha, a ringleader who was bigger and older than the rest of us and who sometimes beat up little kids. She planted herself squarely in front of me and was fingering my hearing aid cord. The other girls crowded closely behind her, and my heart began thundering in my chest. I had seen a Martian in a comic book, and I certainly didn’t want to be seen as weird, but I took a deep breath and answered her. “No,” I replied, “do you want to try my hearing aid?”


Marsha held out her hands. “Be careful,” I said as I nervously fished the device from inside my dress and placed it in her outstretched hand, hoping she wouldn’t drop it. I was excited to show her my hearing aid, and I held my hand steady as I raised the mold up to her ear. One by one, the girls jostled each other, eager to try it out. They smiled at me as they carefully held the mold up to their ears. But because the mold didn’t fit their ears, the hearing aid screeched its loud feedback whistle, which to my relief they treated like an interesting toy.


Most of the girls didn’t actually experience hearing sounds amplified, but that playground demonstration seemed to satisfy their curiosity and diffuse the mystery and strangeness about me and the unfamiliar contraption I wore everywhere. Before long, we scattered to play a game of tag. By the next day, word of my show-and-tell session got out, and during recess the boys lined up to try on my hearing aid. They were more inquisitive, spending more time with it during their turn and asking whether they could have one too. I was hugely relieved that everyone was so interested, and I was pleased I’d had the courage to show it to them. Their acceptance made me feel just a little less different.


After most of the kids had experienced my hearing aid, the issue of my being different was more or less forgotten, and I wasn’t teased again on the playground. But my two days of show and tell didn’t mark the end of my school social troubles. Often, I felt separate because I just didn’t know what people were talking about during group conversations. When I couldn’t understand a game’s complicated instructions and rules, I stood alone, lost on the playground. The other kids were too busy playing to notice my awkward confusion, and I felt invisible, surrounded by the swirl of kids and games all around me. I desperately wanted to be included, and it was only during my mid and later elementary school years when I had a best friend who explained the rules that I could wholeheartedly participate in the recess games.


I loved my kindergarten’s art and sewing class, which relied on seeing rather than hearing. For one project, we drew and cut the shape of a hen out of stiff cotton fabric and patiently hand-stitched the two pieces together, leaving a little opening of about two inches. Then we turned the form inside out, stuffed it with cotton balls, and sewed the little opening shut. With crayons, we colored the body of our hens yellow and gave them red beaks. I gave mine blue eyes and red cheeks. Proud of my hen friend, I napped every afternoon hugging her to my chest.


One afternoon, I took my hen home to show to my mother, and it was on that day that I first understood that my parents’ marriage was having difficulties. She murmured admiringly and said, “Let’s show it to Daddy.” We went upstairs into his study where my father sat hunched over his desk, and she held the hen out to show him.


“Look what Claudia made in kindergarten,” she said in a cheerful voice. But he just continued to write, his back turned to us. He didn’t look up or say anything. Crushed, I thought I’d done something wrong—maybe we shouldn’t have entered his study without knocking. But my mother led me out of the room, looked down at me, and said, “He’s angry at me, so he won’t talk to either of us. It has nothing to do with you.”
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My parents, 1955






“Why’s he angry at you?” I asked.


“It’s too hard to explain.”


I was confused and wanted to ask her more questions, but she turned her face away from me, placed her hands on my shoulders, and steered me downstairs into the kitchen for a snack of cookies.


Over the next few days, my father continued to refuse to speak to my mother. One evening as we sat together around the dining room table for dinner, instead of asking my mother to pass the butter, which was right next to her, he said to me, “Ask your mother to pass the butter.” At first, I thought this was a fun game, but after a while, as I watched their grim faces, I didn’t like it anymore. To break the heavy silence hanging over the family dinner, Elliot and I shrieked and kicked each other under the table, but Omama tried to shush us as the tension around the table only thickened with our antics. We finished the meal in silence with Elliot and me nervously giggling as we bussed our dishes.


I didn’t like our father’s bizarre and erratic behavior, but as children often do, I simply accepted the way things were and became used to his moods. Several weeks passed, and my father still wasn’t talking to my mother. It was Halloween, and I wanted to go out dressed as a queen. My mother had sewn me a glittery silver dress with a sequined silver and gold cape, and on the day of Halloween, she helped me make a crown of gold foil and fastened it to the top of my blonde curls. I had also lost a front tooth that afternoon and was excited to show my father my beautiful costume and the gap in my teeth. Again, my mother and I went upstairs to his study, this time knocking on his door. I entered the room shyly, eager for my father’s approval of my royal attire.


“Look at Claudia’s costume. Doesn’t she look beautiful?” my mother said.


But again, he refused to look up or say anything to either of us. I was crushed and confused. He also didn’t join us when our mother took Elliot and me trick-or-treating with the other kids in the neighborhood. I noticed other fathers out trick-or-treating with their kids and I missed his presence.


By Thanksgiving, my father was finally talking to my mother again, but by Christmas he was back to living in stony silence. The atmosphere his isolating grimness created in our home was oppressive; my mother and Omama were quiet as they went about the house, their faces drawn. Omama tried to distract me by asking me to help bake Christmas cookies. I adored her and loved to help her bake. As we did every Christmas, we made her favorite cookies from her childhood in Prague: lebkuchen, zimsterne, pfeffernuesse, and a large yeast stollen. She helped me roll out butter dough on the wooden breakfast nook table and press out star shapes with a cookie cutter for the sugar cookies. Beaming at me with her bright blue eyes, she allowed me to scatter multicolored sprinkles onto the cookies and lick the rich, creamy dough off the wooden stirring spoon. I came to associate the ritual of baking alongside Omama with a certain magic of the Old World she embodied. She helped create a homey and loving atmosphere in an otherwise tense household, and I cherished her for it.


That Christmas, my father decorated our tree without saying a word to my mother. On Christmas Eve, he lit the candles on the tree, which was resplendent as usual, adorned with gold tinsel, red apples, and tangerines. In addition, he hung the carved wooden ornaments that my mother had brought with her in her suitcase when she emigrated from Germany. For my first Christmas, my father had carved for me a small wooden mouse, which he painted blue with yellow ears and a red snout, and every year he would tuck the mouse deep in the tree on one of the pine branches for me to find. On that Christmas Eve when my father wasn’t speaking to my mother, I raced to the tree to hunt for my mouse as my brother ran over to his pile of presents. I looked over to where my mother sat quietly on the sofa watching, and I hoped she would also have some presents to open, but there was nothing by her chair. As I opened my presents, my heart grieved for her as she watched the rest of us tear open our surprises. But there was nothing I could do, and I tried to put my parents’ difficulties out of my mind as I played with my toys.


The tension between my parents only added to the insecurities I already struggled with. I was afraid that my father no longer loved my mother and worried that he might leave us. They argued in German, so I couldn’t understand what they were fighting about, but I could hear and feel the tone, and the arguments often left my mother in tears and my father in stony silence. My father’s unkindness caused me to feel a split between my love for him and a dawning realization that he was simply mean, mean to my mother and to me by way of his silent treatment. I felt torn; I was protective towards my mother, but I didn’t want to acknowledge this unkind part of my father. I also took his meanness personally. He didn’t seem to realize or care that by punishing her he was also punishing me. At not quite age six, I couldn’t reconcile the idea of my sometimes attentive, fun father also being this man who could behave so coldly for weeks at a time.


Omama saved that difficult Christmas Eve for me and helped me forget my mother’s pain. She pointed to a present wrapped in gold tissue paper and topped with a pine frond, which she’d tucked among my other presents. As she watched me open it, her face glowed with excitement. It was a Kaethe Kruse doll with long blonde braids, and it wore a pale blue dress imprinted with white stars.


“She came to you specially, all the way from Germany,” Omama said. Germany, I imagined, was a fairy-tale land of magic and mystery.
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