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A Silent World

Before:


Growing up, I knew my mom was different. She was hard of hearing. Her right ear  always worked better than her left ear. It was a bit of a challenge but nothing she couldn’t handle. My mom was supermom. She was athletic, she ran marathons and triathlons, played tennis, dove and fished. Nothing stood in her way. 


In 2003, I remember hearing a “Ring...ring...ring...” No response. “Mom, the phone is ringing,” I would say, not remembering that my mom is now living in a deaf world. I did not know what to do. If I answer the phone, how do I relay the message to my mom? I am only nine; I am not a secretary. I am shy and I don’t even like talking to adults. What do I say when I answer the phone? How do I explain to people what happened to my mom and why she cannot talk on the phone anymore? She lost the little hearing she had in her right ear. She is no longer just hard of hearing; she is deaf. 


“Ring...ring...ring...” Fine, I answered it. I remember my voice sounding shy and squeaky as I hesitantly said, “Hello?” Then a deep voice that I did not recognize asked for Mrs. McCormick. “She can’t talk right now,” I said. “Please little girl give your mom the phone,’ the deep voice said. “I can’t, she doesn’t hear anything anymore,” I would say. It is so frustrating how people on the phone didn't believe me or didn't understand what I meant. They would hang up or say, “ Fine I’ll call back later” or “When your mom gets home tell her I called.”


But they didn’t understand, she could not call them back. I had to grow up within the matter of weeks and learn how to speak for myself and others. Being the oldest, I was expected to help my little brothers cope with our mom’s condition. They were five and three years old at the time. The two of them were just toddlers and talked like toddlers. My mom could lip read but barely. With my brothers being so young, their lips did not pronounce whole words the way an adult would. This made it practically impossible for the boys to communicate with my mom. I had to interpret for them and this was not always an easy task. It took a lot of patience and lack of attitude to communicate with my mom. She was still learning how to read lips and often needed me to repeat myself several times. Do you know how annoying that can be? Well, it is, constantly re-pronouncing words out slower and slower each time. The frustration I felt inside was like nothing else I have ever experienced. I just wanted to scream at my mom, yell the words out at the top of my lungs. But how could I? Yelling would not make a difference, and I could never be that mean to her. 

During:


It had been a year, and finally my mom was ready for her surgery. My mom was 100% genuinely deaf; she went from hearing in one ear to none. She was a perfect candidate for a cochlear implant. She grew up a hearing child learning how to speak and hear sounds. So losing her hearing as an adult would make her recovery easier because she knew sounds and how to speak. The surgery seemed like our little miracle, but it was also a risk. The doctors would have to cut open my mother’s head in the temporal area. They would have to grind a hole in her skull and implant the hearing devices. The internal portion would convert the sound waves and send them to her brain, therefore hearing for her. On the outside of her head, sits the processor. It is basically a microphone that picks up sounds from the outside and sends them to the internal processor. 


She went through with the surgery. I remember the way I felt as I waited for her to come home from the hospital. I was so nervous and anxious. The blood in my body was rushing like a river. I could not sit or eat or even watch TV. I was pumped with adrenaline, eagerly pacing the hallway in my home waiting to hear my parent’s car drive up. When I heard the familiar hum of the car’s motor, I ran to the front door of my house, twisted the resistant lever and threw open the door. There, I saw the car door open and out came a figure I did not recognize. There was no way this could be my mom. This person looked like a mummy, I thought. Her head was shaved and bandaged. My mother’s soft long dark brown hair was gone. 


I cried at the sight of my mom. I was overcome with a mix of emotions. It was a feeling of overwhelming joy that she made it out of her surgery and she was home, but along with joy, I was overcome with fear of the uncertainty. Now would she hear me? Did I still sound the same or would my voice sound computerized? As I grew up and my voice changed, would she know it is me? All of these thoughts and more were flying through my head like a swarm of bees as I made the long walk down the driveway to my mom. 


When I reached her, I immediately wrapped my arms around her and squeezed. The world around us froze as I took in the mixed smells of the hospital in what was left of her hair. The starch hospital soap smelled on her skin. She did not look like my mom or smell like her, the only familiarity was her hug. She squeezed me tight and held on like her life depended on it. She went through the surgery for us, her kids, so she could be a better mom. She wanted to be whole for us and be able to take care of us fully. My mother wanted to be able to hear her children crying or calling out for her. We were going to have to help her recover and begin to hear again. 


For the next week our house was the quietest I have ever heard it. We all awaited the day my mom would plug in the cochlear implant and hear for the first time since going deaf. When the day approached, I sat at the cold marble table in the kitchen with my dad and brothers. My mom put together the cochlear implant in what seemed like hours but was only minutes. I watched as she placed the batteries into her device. They fit like Legos snapping into a little box. Then, she slid on the ocean blue outer cover to finish the process. Outside, I could hear the rain pounding on the graveled patio floor and the palms swaying viciously in the wind. Then, my mom picked up the implant and attached the magnet piece to the left side of her head. We all moved close; my dad, brothers and I all moved within inches of my mom. She flicked the tiny black switch on the back of her device and she was turned ‘on.’ The first words she heard in a year were from my dad’s mouth: “Can you hear me?” I will never forget the look on her face when she recognized his voice and she knew things could finally get back to normal. Her clear blue eyes lit up and opened wide, the side of her lips curled up and her smile filled up her face. She could hear and we could once again try to be a normal family. 

After:


We are the furthest thing from a normal family. Our TV is always set with closed caption. I find it weird to watch TV without it now, but my friends come over and find it extremely annoying that they have to read and watch TV at the same time. 


Our outdoor active family had to change. My mom’s cochlear implant cannot get wet. Therefore, she can no longer go diving with us or swim in triathlons if she wants to hear after. Every water-related activity has to be altered for my mom. With the water being such a big part of our lives, we had to figure out a way to get my mom back on the boat. On the boat, she has special covers for her processor and I protectively sit on the side of the boat that gets hit with water so she won’t get splashed. It seems silly, but all it takes is one drop of water and her processor is fried. My supermom turned into the bionic-woman and her kryptonite is water. 


In reality, my mother is still deaf. She can hear when she is ‘plugged in’, but at nighttime or when she is in the shower or anytime she is ‘unplugged’, she can not hear a thing. So as a safety precaution, our alarm system and smoke alarms are hooked up to these bright blaring lights that shine ten times brighter than a lighthouse. They are bright enough to wake someone fast asleep. The lights are strategically cornered in the house so no matter where she is, a light will reach her view. Unfortunately, one of these lights shines into my room. So God forbid the alarm goes off in the middle of the night, my house lights up brighter than Christmas.


Aside from changes in my house, the way people reacted to my mom on the outside affected me. I remember going to the mall and the people in the stores would walk up and say something like, “May I help you?” or “Test this” or “Take this sample” and they would receive no response. They thought my mom was just another annoyed customer who was ignoring their relentless efforts to sell something. In reality, she had no idea they were even saying anything to her. My mom is the friendliest person I know, and it kills me when people think other of her. So, I would have to compromise for her ‘rude’ state. I would try to explain, “She doesn't hear very well.” Sometimes I would just answer for her or try and grab her attention. It didn’t always work, but sometimes I could sway her attention in the direction of the person talking. It took her a while to learn my body language but eventually she would notice the way I moved, turned, or stopped in reaction to a person’s comment. I became her second, or should I say third, pair of ears.  Her cochlear implant can only hear so much at once and only process so many sounds that are important get drowned out in everyday noise. 


From seeing the way my mother gets treated by some people, or the way others are too quick to judge has taught me many lessons. First off, I know to never judge a person by a first impression. One can never know what is truly going on with another person. I am now very aware of handicaps and issues that affect people. Some are obvious to the world but others can be hidden. I remember a time where this knowledge helped me ease a situation with another cochlear implant patient. It was a girl about may age; she was at the mall and the noise was too much for her. The cashier had lost all patience and was screaming at the poor girl. I noticed the slim pink box behind her ear and I knew she was like my mom. I jumped into action and calmed the man by talking to the young girl for him, therefore calming her. I explained the situation and she was eternally grateful. 


Some people meet my mom and have no idea, but others just think she is flat out mean. I mean, it doesn't help that my mom is a fitness buff and can never stand still; because she is always on the go, she can be perceived as rushed and have no time for other, but it is really a mix of deafness and energy. 


I am very protective of my mother when it comes to her deafness. To this day, the most confrontational time I have ever had with my mother’s deafness was when I was in eighth grade. My mom had parked in the school parking lot in the morning to go on a field trip. This is acceptable only on days parents go on field trips because the school does not like it when the parking lots gets packed like Christmas mass. So naturally, when school is over, she had to walk back to her car with us, her kids and my best friend, to drive us home. 


As we walked across the path from the school to the parking lot, I remember my math teacher screaming something at us. Mrs. Eagle is the person in charge of carpool and keeping the traffic a flow. She is also known for her temper. Obviously, my mom kept walking to the car with my little brothers because naturally she did not hear anything. The teacher was behind her and the noise did not register in her head. Again, the teacher yelled and this time I heard what she said. I was absolutely shocked. My heart stopped from a rush of anger and shock in my blood. The woman said in a condescending tone, “Hey, what are you deaf? I am going to give you all detention for a month.” My heart dropped. This woman had no idea my mother was deaf. She was just saying a common saying, but she didn't realize the sensitivity of the subject to us. No matter who it was, everyone had some beef with Mrs. Eagle. It was just the way she was with people, so everyone was on my mom’s team.


By this time, my mother had realized that I had stopped and was listing to the teacher, as did she. You could see every muscle in my mom’s body tense and in an instant she turned on her sneakers. Well enough to say my mom turned into hulk mode, the bionic woman kicked in and she marched straight over to that teacher. She said, “Yea, you know what? I am deaf. I am sorry but I could not hear a word you said.” The once jungle like carpool noises softened into a gentle hum. Everyone was watching their interaction and wanted to see what was going to happen. The teacher’s face dropped. She had just realized the consequence of her temper. She had just insulted a deaf woman and dropped detention bombs on her kids. The stare off began. Mrs. Eagle is not the kind to admit she is wrong, so instead of apologizing, she just continued her questioning on why my mom was walking to the parking lot because it is not allowed. Of course it is not, my mom had never parked there, but it was a field trip and it was allowed. 


After this situation, I had first hand experience of people judging others without knowing the whole situation. It was one of the most uncomfortable experiences of my life and I could never do that to another person. I learned a lesson of not judging. If someone acts a certain way or does certain things, it may be for a reason or it may just be that they are mean, but either way I always give them the benefit of the doubt. 


After extensive research and real life experiences, I have obtained knowledge in the field of audiology now that my mom has her cochlear implant. Her specific device is a generally new field and is very intriguing. I have gone to appointments with her and met her doctors, all of whom were incredibly kind and patient as they explained the complexities of her device. They took Chinese and made it into a comic book, basically. I actually enjoyed learning from them and understanding my mom better. 


I am now consciously aware of the way I speak and react around my mom. It seems natural to me, but from an outside perspective, people can see a difference in the way I act around her. Because her device is on the left side of her head, she can only hear on the left. So out of necessity, I need to walk on her left side. It just becomes a little odd when every time we cross a corner or shuffle around, I always loop back around to her left side like an obedient wingman in the air force. It actually drives my best friend crazy because apparently I do the same thing with her. Every time we go shopping, I end up on her left side. But now we just laugh about it like it is our own personal joke, because she is the only person who has ever called me out on it.


I have definitely learned the lesson of patience. Nobody I know has to verbally repeat themselves several times after their mother does not understand a difficult word. I have to sound it out, over emphasizing the way I form my lips for her to understand what I am saying. Getting frustrated and giving up gets me nowhere. It only makes matters worse by stressing my mother and me. I volunteer at the children's hospital and I work with children who have disabilities. They are the sweetest kids but can be difficult at times and having patience really helps when playing with them. 


After living in Tallahassee these three short weeks, I have found new complications of my mother’s implant. At home, whenever I wanted to talk with her. I would just walk into my mom’s office, a big bright open kitchen. She would make cookies or smoothies and I would tell her my whole day and all my high school problems. I never had to explain myself over the phone before. Having long complicated conversations, I do not always want my roommate or suite mates to hear. It is really difficult and we often end up in fights over the phone. I cannot whisper on the phone or talk at a normal tone. I have to talk with exaggerated words quite loudly and some conversations I do not want to share with my roommate. I call my mom when I am happy or with exciting news, but I end up getting mad at my mom because of the challenge of talking to her. It is like talking to a wall. A one-way conversation. She only picks up half of what I say, and as a teenager who just wants to spill all of my feelings on her, it sucks. Even with all the lessons I learned of being patient and understanding, it is just so frustrating! This is so weird because I have an incredible relationship with my parents, especially my mom. I never had a rebellious year; I always listen to what they say and I always tell them everything. We have a very honest, open relationship but with me being in Tallahassee and her in Miami, I can’t have her read my lips. I have actually gone to bed angry with her after a conversation about joining Greek life! Such a happy subject, filled with excitement and joy of sisterhood blemished by the difficulty we have conversing over the phone. 


It feels like all the frustration I had in the beginning of our struggle when I was eight is all coming back. Unfortunately, all the lessons I have learned are disappearing with my new circumstance of being so far away form home. This is a lesson I am re- learning now. I have to learn how to be more patient with my mom over the phone. It is a lot harder than just being patient with her in person. Because in person, all she had to do is see my face and we have an understanding. The phone is our hardest challenge to date. I cannot wait to go home just so I can tell her everything that happened here in Tallahassee. 


Life is a constant learning experience. Once a lesson is learned in life, a test passed with flying colors, life has your next exam planned out. I am still learning and still being tested. I have learned that no lesson in life is ever over, it can always be re-taught, revised or re-learned. 


