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For Two Boys




I am sure that there is no one among the deaf who desires to have his affliction handed down to his children.

—ALEXANDER GRAHAM BELL, 1891

Language is a love code.

—M. KOZYK




Two Boys

Sometimes strangers approach me on the street and ask if my sons are twins. The first few times it happened, I laughed. It’s a defense mechanism I often use in interactions with hearing people, an attempt to disarm them in case of misunderstanding, though in this case, even after I was sure of what they were saying, I really did think it was a joke. Now five and six, the boys are close in height and often holding hands, but by most other visible metrics they’re opposites. S fair, with a spray of freckles across the bridge of his nose, and the lingering roundness of a toddler’s tummy; K with brown skin, sinewy muscles, and the jack-o’-lantern smile of so many first graders. S a chatterbox, who prattles in multiple languages and rushes to cover his ears at any loud sound; K with neon pink and blue hearing aids, who signs fluidly and delights in all things noisy.

And these are only the differences passersby can see. Their beginnings, too, are at odds: S a born Philadelphian, lover of stoop-sitting and Eagles green, having experienced nearly every moment of his first three years within my arms’ reach; K who, half a world away, was forced to exchange the safety of his birth mother’s womb for the harsh lights of the NICU, then spent the next four and a half years in a government orphanage. In taking stock of their personalities, their skills, their favorite foods, games, and toys, there are so many ways they are more different than alike. These early years have marked and continue to shape them, sometimes in ways that seem clear and predictable, and other times surprising, my parental joy or interventions scrambling to catch up.

Eventually, after I realized strangers weren’t kidding about the twin thing, I began to take stock. It could be the boys’ insistence on identical leopard print shirts and rubber rain boots (in all weather), or because in our first months together they often traveled by double-wide stroller, brandishing dual thumbs-up at everyone we passed. Maybe strangers are simply struck by what is plainly there—an unbridled delight in each other.

Watching them, I’m reminded of the best part of what it is to have a sibling, that unhesitating belief in another person’s greatness, someone who will not only cheer on your silliest idea, but who will throw their weight behind the plan. My own sister and I are also opposites in many ways—appearance, personality, skills, dreams—but we, too, had a bond of unwavering loyalty to each other’s harebrained schemes and imaginary worlds and most deeply held secrets that transcended those differences and grew into what remains one of the most important relationships in my life today. Now, as these two boys traverse the backyard, crafting traps and wielding branches against invisible villains, holding on to each other as they stake out uncharted territory, I am able to glimpse a bit of what those strangers see: They are brothers, through and through, their closeness as effortless as it is miraculous, as if they’d always been together.

How do we know, or come to know, the things that make us us—our tastes and values, our predispositions and prejudices, our histories and mother tongues? In the social sciences, experts studying the acquisition of culture and language use three overarching categories of transmission—vertical, oblique, and horizontal—to talk about the way humans learn from one another. Vertical cultural transmission occurs when a language or culture is handed down from an older generation to a younger one, as from grandparent to parent to child. Oblique transmission occurs when that knowledge is passed down by an older generation but not one’s parents, like an older relative, teacher, or mentor, while horizontal transmission is the passage and exchange of cultural knowledge between peers, intragenerationally.

The methods aren’t mutually exclusive—most people receive this information from various sources, the proportions dependent on a variety of factors within a family, local community, and overarching society. Still, when people conceptualize the dispersion of culture, most assume a vertical trajectory; the path is embedded in our very language for the concept, the way we talk about knowledge or traditions being “passed down.” But what happens when the vertical threads by which we’re bonded to our elders fray or are severed, if they existed at all?

For deaf and hard-of-hearing children, the overwhelming majority of whose parents are hearing and choose not to engage with other deaf people or to learn sign language, there is rarely an opportunity to receive culture or language vertically. If these children are lucky, they may have access to an oblique source of transmission—a deaf mentor or teacher in a school setting. But most of the time, deaf people receive sign language and deaf culture horizontally and late, the way I did, or not at all. Deaf children with deaf parents are the exception.

Deafness and disability are far from the only horizontally transmitted cultures, of course—it is perhaps best known as a tenet of the LGBTQ+ community, whose store of knowledge, practices, values, and social norms are largely passed through peers and small groups of “chosen family.” Like in the deaf world, most queer people don’t have queer parents, and just as communication barriers cordon many deaf people off from their families of origin, queerness is sometimes cause for families to cut those vertical ties. Due to centuries of stigma that kept people closeted, followed by the mass losses of the AIDS epidemic, most queer people also have limited opportunity for oblique transmission of queer cultural information, though we can hope this is changing for today’s youngest generations.

Adoption, too, is a subversion of traditional schematics. While I can provide an effortless vertical transmission of the deaf culture that is also inherently K’s, I can never give him the satisfaction of seeing his own genes reflected back at him, and can offer only opportunities for oblique and horizontal ports of learning about Thai culture, his birthright. This is a failing of adoption on the fundamental level, but it is not the whole story, either. Because we are together, he’s also gained a fully accessible language, without which so many things—his culture of origin included—might have remained a mystery to him even as he stood in its midst, as is the case for so many deaf people. American Sign Language is for K, for us, a chance at the long way home.

After three years as a unit, our family is recognizable throughout the neighborhood. People know us when we turn up at the library, or as I chase the boys down the sidewalk on their bikes toward karate class; we stick in people’s memories, no doubt because of our gamut of skin tones and the miry mix of languages we use together. It is not within my nature to desire visibility. In fact, I’ve spent a good portion of my life trying to conceal myself; it took years for me to come to terms with the attention signing in public often garners, and that shift was seismic. But this next stage is different, too—the ability to be fully myself out loud—and has only become possible because of this motley family.

At times I’ve struggled in getting this story down, in ways that differ from the typical writer’s block I experience when writing fiction, but are probably familiar to anyone who has tried to tell a true story. A degree of protectiveness remains in these pages, as I try to share parts of myself that are not mine alone. Others’ experiences of events described here are—filtered through their own sensory inputs and deficits, beliefs, desires, selves—necessarily different from how those same experiences felt to me. My impulse to shield applies particularly to my boys, not only because I think the world of them, but because they can’t yet consent to being beheld. So if there are occasional walls and ellipses in these pages, I hope readers will forgive the places they wish for more, and know that I would have offered it up if it were mine to give.

When I started this book, I’d planned to write mostly about deaf history and culture, and the ways I envisioned passing those things to my children. I assumed, with all their differences, each of them would require distinct stories, histories, and advice, and I attempted to parcel up bits of memory and ideology into discrete sets for each of them. But in the process—of writing and of living our first years as a family—something else became clear to me: Just as our lives have become knitted so tightly together, deafness, too, is plaited through every other facet of my identity. As a result, these pages have transformed into a broader examination of what I’ve learned so far about finding oneself in places where our paths diverge from our parents’, and what it might mean to grow a family in those gaps.

Maybe admitting that loss has carved out straits before and within us is the first part of healing, that initial suture in closing a wound. Or maybe closure isn’t the goal. What if, in remaining cracked open, we create—more room to explore, to build something new.




Oral History

I don’t remember going deaf. I don’t remember any pain, or my ears ringing, or asking others to repeat themselves, at first. I don’t remember missing anything at all, but then if you’ve truly missed something, how would you know? My hearing loss was not cinematic—no hit to the head rendered my world silent, though it can be that way for some. Mine was slow, uneven, deceptive as a switchback trail. One day I lost the wind. Then the drip of a leaky faucet. Then whispers, and perhaps the letters s or p or m. But at the time I was twelve and had other things on my mind. I was archetypically anxious about grades and upcoming play tryouts and whether anyone would ever like me that way; I had no time for the wind, and for a while my brain probably continued to slide the s’s and p’s and m’s right where they should go. I don’t remember the last time I heard those things, or how long I walked around without them.

What I do remember: the smell of our half-renovated middle school auditorium, air thick with Sheetrock dust and the tang of body odor from preteens who hadn’t yet discovered deodorant. The feeling of vacancy behind my eyes, one step past boredom, as I stood with my fellow seventh graders in a line snaking down the aisle to the foot of the stage, where makeshift “booths” had been set up to test students’ hearing. I was half reading a paperback, half thinking about how annoying it was to be made to stand in a room full of chairs. I wasn’t worried about the hearing test, though. Our public school system had administered hearing and vision checks every other year since first grade, and besides a few minutes’ reprieve from our regular schedule, and the one year my friend ended up with reading glasses she refused to wear, nothing had ever come of them.

When I reached the front of the line and the test administrator handed me the oversized headphones, I was more concerned about the possibility of getting head lice than the results of the exam. I don’t even remember the test itself. So no one was more surprised than I was when the woman gave me a pink slip announcing that I had failed it.

Do you have a cold? the woman asked. Sometimes congestion can cause a blockage.

I didn’t.

Yes, I said.

She told me I should take the slip home to my parents, and that I would be called down to the nurse’s office for a retest. I nodded and left the auditorium, made a beeline for the bathroom, and tore the paper into tiny pieces over the toilet.

To people who know me now, I’m sure it seems strange that I was ever unhappy about being deaf—everything about the life I’ve built is evidence to the contrary. But at the time, a confluence of ableism and perfectionism had me in a tailspin. Hearing loss, I knew from the relentless Miracle-Ear commercials of the mid-nineties, was for old people. I had never met a deaf person, knew nothing about sign language or deaf culture, and had no framework for understanding myself as anything other than a broken version of my peers. More than that, I’d never failed a test in my life, and I wasn’t about to start now. I don’t remember stopping to think even for a moment about whether I actually was struggling to hear. Not yet. I had only decided that I would pass the next exam, and I would under no circumstances tell anyone that I had bombed this one.

At the retest a few weeks later, the nurse administered my screening from behind a curtain in her office. Through the crack where the headphone cord tethered me to the machine, I could see a sliver of her hand each time she pressed the button. So for a few years, by brute force, I stayed hearing.

If a tree falls in a forest beside a deaf girl in denial, does it make a sound?

Listening is a complex process that involves the outer, middle, and inner ear systems, as well as the auditory nerves, brain stem, and several processing centers of the brain. Sound pushes through the outer ear and middle ear systems as vibration, then moves into the inner ear system, where it is filtered and translated into electrical impulses that traverse the nervous system. Some of these processes are better understood than others, but all must be in working order for “normal” hearing to be intact.

Because people with typical auditory systems hear involuntarily, most don’t realize that there are gradients of sound and hearing beyond volume. The hierarchy of listening processes—sometimes visualized as a ladder—includes detection, identification, discrimination, and comprehension, with comprehension as the top rung. Basic audiometry measures only this first level, detection—you hear the beep, you raise your hand. But this provides no information about whether a listener can tell the difference between sounds or know what they mean. There are many opportunities for sound to be distorted or lost along the way, so the chasm between hearing and understanding can be wide.

Step into that hot, soundproof booth and don the headphones as the audiologist slides the thick door closed, sealing you in, tomb-like. Raise your hand when you hear the beep. Did it happen or didn’t it? Detection. Are you sweating from the airlessness or because you know you are going to fail? Your audiologist says something—didn’t she? Was it a beep or a word? Identification. The voice, louder now: “Say the word flower.” You can see her through the window, but she’s no help—she covers her mouth with a little white card when you try to peek. Was it flower? Power? Tower? Discrimination. Last round: comprehension. What is a flower, anyway? Just kidding, there’s no test for that. You’ll figure it out—or not—on your own.

“How deaf are you?” hearing people often ask me. They crave a number, a specific percentage—20, 50, 80 percent? I’m not even sure where the idea that deafness is measured in percentiles came from; it’s not, though my best guess is that it stems from a misunderstanding of the audiogram, the standard graph used to depict hearing sensitivity. Perhaps more confounding is why otherwise socially adept adults feel it’s okay to ask a stranger this question at all. To me, it feels both as prying and useless as asking someone, “How male are you?” or “What percent straight?” That people inquire as often as they do speaks to how foreign the notion of deafness is to most hearing people. Maybe, if they could just wrangle it with a nice round number, it would make more sense.

Because deaf and hard-of-hearing people have such varied experiences of sound, both with respect to the listening hierarchy and across different listening environments, it’s an impossible question to answer. There is not even a universally agreed upon line between hard of hearing and deaf—the label is based on individual preference, and many folks switch between the two depending on audience. I’ve introduced myself as hard of hearing to people I know to be ableist as an attempt to get them to take me seriously, though culturally and functionally I think deaf makes more sense. I’ve introduced K as hard of hearing based on the usable gains his hearing aids provide, only for him to correct me indignantly that he is deaf. Deafness is better understood as a spectrum. Complete silence is rare, though possible. Restoration via assistive technology that mimics typical hearing is even rarer.

At first, my ears were a spectrum unto themselves. Some days sound returned, scraping the audiogram’s boundary of what was considered “normal,” before dipping out again. Later, I still heard a lot of sounds but couldn’t understand them; then there was tinnitus, the pressure changes inside my head like the bottom dropping out of an elevator. It took a while for things to taper off to my deafness as I experience it today. The uneven progression made it possible for me to pass in the hearing world for as long as I did, but in some ways that made things more difficult than if silence had arrived quickly and absolutely, the ripping off of the proverbial Band-Aid.

Today my world is mostly quiet, like trying to listen to something back on land when you are underwater—or at least what I remember that feeling to be. Sometimes I’m no longer sure whether I’ve heard a sound or felt it in my chest or up through my feet, my body having become increasingly sensitive to patterns of vibration. When I put my hearing aids in, I can hear significantly more, but sound is not the same as it used to be.

People who haven’t used hearing aids or cochlear implants often assume these devices are corrective, working in the same way putting on glasses can restore many types of blurred vision back to 20/20. But hearing technology is not equivalent to prescription glasses. Hearing aids can amplify sounds, and CIs can convert and pass them to the auditory nerve, but neither can clarify or interpret them. Listening through hearing technology can be a bit like turning up the volume on an out-of-range radio station; the music gets louder, but so does the static. Though today’s devices offer directional microphones and options for different listening atmospheres, technology still pales in comparison to the cochlea and brain’s natural filtering capacities. Rather than glasses, a more apt comparison of medical technology might be a pair of crutches—they will help with mobility, but they won’t make the user walk “normally.” Most of the time, this distinction is not explained by audiologists or doctors to the technology users or, in the case of deaf children, their parents, setting in motion a mismatch of expectations that can have permanent consequences.

What happens when hearing people—particularly those in positions of authority—misunderstand deafness in a manner so far removed from the actual experience? Cycles of harm, neglect, and abuse ranging from accidental or even well meaning to hateful and predatory. An epidemic of language deprivation, isolation, mistrust, and trauma. A vibrant language and culture in increasing danger of extinction.

Because having the ability to hear is seen as the “default model” of humanity and deafness is a deficit in comparison, the desire to eradicate it, and often deaf people, is central to the hearing worldview. Curative instructions for hearing loss are recorded as far back as an ancient Egyptian recipe containing olive oil and bat urine for fixing “the ear that hears badly.” Hebrew law granted neither rights nor responsibilities to deaf people, they were not classified as adults, while ancient Greek and Roman societies allowed for the infanticide of deaf and disabled babies, with Aristotle famously weighing in to say, “Those who are born deaf all become senseless and incapable of reason.” Early Christianity hailed Jesus’s swapping spit with a deaf man to cure him as one of the great miracles of the time. By the sixth century, the Church had added a special twist—deafness, they declared, was God’s punishment for a parent’s sin.

The dissenters: Urine-based tinctures aside, ancient Egyptian culture generally took a philanthropic approach to the disabled, with some evidence that the deaf were educated and viewed as spiritually gifted.

Socrates, having at some point met a deaf man who signed, believed deaf people possessed innate intelligence, like all humans. Cicero declared hearing “the dullest of all the human senses” and acknowledged that silence might even have its pleasures, responding in his Tusculan Disputations to the notion of deafness as “an evil” by pointing out that though deaf people couldn’t hear music, they were equally free from “the grating of a saw when it is setting, or the grunting of a hog when his throat is being cut.” Cicero’s objections to his society’s penchant for euthanasia and infanticide didn’t extend to all disabled people, or even to the deafblind, but he did seem to understand that deaf people’s intellectual capacities remained intact, suggesting that rather than listen to music, deaf people could be just as happy reading poetry, and declaring, “Whoever can converse with himself doth not need the conversation of another.”

The Mayan, Incan, and Aztec empires cultivated more holistic views of disability, establishing requisites of community care, and highlighting manifestations of various disabilities in the depictions of their deities. A system of gestures was also believed to be used as a method of pan-Mayan communication. Across generations, Aboriginal Australians and indigenous peoples in North America have also used signs to communicate intertribally. Native American Hand Talk, sometimes known as Plains Indian Sign Language, is one such system, the existence of which eased communication and lessened stigma for deaf people within their homes, an effort that has continued within some Native communities into the present.

But to be born deaf today is, for most people, to begin life estranged from one’s parents. In the United States, more than 90 percent of deaf children are born into hearing families, and the majority of those parents meet their first deaf person in their child. These hearing parents receive their initial lessons on what it means to be deaf almost exclusively from healthcare workers who are tethered to a specific ideological and financial agenda. In some ways, the American perspective never evolved much past that of the early Christians, right down to the people who continue to try to pray over us for healing, or even exorcise deafness from us. Mostly, though, the zealotry of a cure has been transferred from religion to technology.

Children born in U.S. hospitals almost always undergo an early detection hearing screening within hours of their birth. When a baby passes the test, the family is congratulated and told, as we were with S, that the child is “healthy.” If a baby is deaf or hard of hearing, his mother, in the throes of postpartum, is informed that their newborn has already failed at something. The family is referred to an audiologist, who conducts further testing and presents a variety of ways to “fix” the child—increasingly popular is the surgical insertion of a cochlear implant, and subsequent years’ worth of therapies to learn how to make sense of the electrical impulses it provides to the brain. A vast improvement on spit and urine, CIs nevertheless do not cure deafness, and have benefits, drawbacks, and side effects, like all prostheses. The real cruelty, though, is that part of the prescription from most CI surgeons is to prevent the child from learning or using sign language, in order to force reliance upon the implant and motivate the use of speech.

For most deaf children, spoken language—their mother’s language—is enigmatic, something to be accessed only via a combination of surgery, training, effort, guesswork, and luck. While some find success with oral-only methodologies, recent data suggests the majority do not acquire age-expected spoken language skills. Even those who acquire reliable speech are often left behind socially, emotionally, academically, or a combination of these. Some get by but never access the full potential of their intellectual faculties, while others experience language insufficiency or full-blown language deprivation syndrome, a condition that causes permanent global cognitive damage. Beyond familial wealth—and the capacity to pursue expensive technologies, outpatient therapies, tutors, and other supports—there are few reliable predictors of how a deaf child might fare in the world of sound. The outcome is evident only after they’ve already been lost. Then the harrowing fate of the language-deprived brain is offered up by oralists as a natural result of deafness, rather than the preventable consequence of harmful ideology.

This is not my story, though. Being born hearing meant that worries about my development weren’t baked into the core of my relationship with my parents, and they never seemed to take root later, maybe because by then I had already established myself so thoroughly as an overachiever. I’d always delighted in my dad’s stories about the trouble he and my uncle caused while growing up, the antics that got them suspended from school, or the great lengths to which they went in covering their tracks, but to a bookish and introverted eldest daughter, it all sounded about as outlandish as a fairy tale. Maybe that degree of unfamiliarity is a bit how my obsession with school felt to my parents, too. I don’t doubt they would have stepped in to help me if I’d begun to fail. It’s just that for a long time not failing was pretty easy.

My middle school was a behemoth windowless cinder-block box, where inside, an unfavorable student–teacher ratio consistently toed the line of chaos. Because of this, and as I’m sure is true of most public schools, compliance was valued above all else. There were rules about tank tops (no), carrying a backpack (no), kissing, snacking, and going outside (no, no, no). The rules were annoying and often arbitrary, but they also came in handy; after my first failed hearing test, I’d become determined to disappear, and my dependable compliance quickly erased me from my teachers’ radars. I was beginning to feel left out, struggling to follow conversations in the cafeteria, my stomach sinking when friends tried to whisper something to me in class that I couldn’t catch, but from the outside my behavior didn’t look much different from the way I’d always been.

I hid behind my textbooks and asked no questions. When I ventured out, I learned to train my eyes on people’s faces, discerning meaning from context clues and eyebrow arches and mouth movements and the bobs of Adam’s apples. Speechreading as a sort of superpower, the way it’s portrayed in the media, is a falsehood. Even in optimal light, with clear subject matter and a non-mumbling speaker, many English sounds aren’t visible on the lips, and the extra work it requires to slot in missing information is exhausting. The skill of lipreading is less about parsing out specific mouth movements, and more like a deaf person’s ability to function as a predictive text aggregator, using interpersonal and contextual knowledge to determine what is most likely to be said. Still, it was something I became adept at, and I passed this way for a long time—by reading books and reading lips and staying quiet.

My algebra teacher had no tongue. He was captivating and a little scary, spent each class shouting a combination of mathematical formulas and jokes into a handheld microphone like some kind of experimental stand-up. Once, at an anti-smoking assembly, he rolled up his sleeve to show us the place where they’d cut a chunk from his arm to sew into his mouth as a kind of prosthetic tongue stopgap. It had been cancer, and he had been lucky to catch it so early.

In algebra I always sat in the last row, by myself. When someone asked me about it, I regurgitated a cruel joke I’d seen a cool kid make at the teacher’s expense before, about how I didn’t want to be spat upon during all the shouting. Really, the speaker to which the teacher’s microphone connected was propped on a table in the rear of the room, and sitting directly in front of it, his voice blasting against the back of my head, had probably saved my grade.

I can no longer vouch for the rationales of my twelve-year-old mind—perhaps my nastiness was a manifestation of fear as my own voice faded in and out, or maybe I didn’t yet understand the parallels between my teacher and me. If I had been more self-aware or less self-involved, what else might I have learned from him?

If a sound travels 343 meters per second down a middle school hallway, what is the value of x in f(x) = how not to drown?

By the eighteenth century, Western philosophers had built upon previous generations’ audiocentric worldview and declared speech as the standard by which to measure intelligence. German Enlightenment thinker Johann Gottfried von Herder argued that without what we in the disabled community sometimes jokingly refer to as “mouth noises,” one’s very humanity was in question:

Only by speech did the eye and the ear, nay the perceptions of all senses, become united, thus giving rise to creative thought, to which the hands and the other members were subservient tools … The delicate organs of speech must, therefore, be considered as the rudder of our reason, and speech itself as the heavenly spark that gradually kindled our thoughts and senses into flame.

For Herder, the function of one’s “organs of speech” was a dividing line between human and animal. In addition to justifying ableism, the idea was used to support racism and colonial violence—the fact of an indigenous language being very different from a Western one was wielded as evidence of the “savage” nature of its users. Even today, prescriptivist views on language almost always promote a degrading view of the marginalized; variations in white-centered English are viewed as charming regionalisms, while African American Vernacular English (AAVE) is considered “inappropriate” for academic contexts and syntactical or accented variants from English language learners are called “broken.” Pushback against linguistic racism has made some progress in recent years, but the superiority of speech as a modality and the notion of “disordered” language remain firmly in play in both language study and education.

Recently, I came across an internet advertisement for a hearing and speech clinic which looked to me like a public service announcement. It showed an image of a baby wearing hearing aids, looking forlorn, with text overlaid that read: “These are not my hearing aids. These are my brain development devices. Please help me wear them all waking hours.” Beside it was an older child with a CI, also labeled her “brain development device.”

The mere thought of someone forcing me to wear my hearing aids for sixteen hours a day can give me an instant headache, but more than that I was struck by the boldness of what I considered to be this poster-sized lie. Depicting a hearing aid or CI as a “brain development device” was to me an insidious scare tactic, relying on the conflation of one’s ability to speak and to think. Instead of explaining the real benefit an implant might provide—some access to sound via microphones and electrical impulses—they had cast their device as if it were an intelligence prosthesis, preloaded with language, information, and ideas. With expectations set at unrealistic levels, what else can a deaf child do but fall short?

Confronted with educational material like this, ranging from myopic to bona fide disinformation, it’s no wonder that a recent survey conducted by the Gallaudet Research Institute showed only 8 percent of deaf children’s parents ever learn enough ASL to have a conversation with their child. Often when I present data like this, hearing people act aghast. (Other deaf people, of course, are never surprised, knowing the information not as a percentage in abstraction, but intimately, a wound that never scabs over.) Why, hearing people ask me, wouldn’t parents want to communicate with their child? And while I do share the indignation, another part of me goes sour and wishes I hadn’t brought it up at all. Not because of the complex or unsatisfying nature of the answer, or not only that. More because it hurts to offer up reasons why other hearing people don’t care, knowing full well that statistically, most of them would not learn themselves.

I suggest a few rationales, emphasizing different ones depending on the fragility of my audience. Misinformation from doctors, a lack of access to ASL classes or the time or money to attend them, laziness, selfishness. I still think often of the mother of one of my friend’s students who didn’t want her child to sign because she “had a right to know what he was saying.”

But probably the most powerful reason is the one (and here, I, too, can attest) that governs so many parental choices: fear. Fear, planted by nurses who appear to the newest of parents to inform them their newborn is already broken. Cultivated by the host of specialists who, in peddling their wares, propagate the myth that ASL will harm a child’s English. Fertilized by parents’ own knowledge gaps, biases, and worries that signing will make visible to the world their child’s difference. And finally, the fruits of all those fears harvested as payment for the performance of miracles—the cochlear implant and the success, or devastation, that follows.

At least this is the current manifestation. Fear is an ancient crop, wielded by many and against many. Passed down for its most potent power—the ability to override basic reason. In its grip, no one even asks how it is that ASL is good for the linguistic development of upper-middle-class hearing babies in the form of half-appropriated, half-invented “baby signs,” but harmful for deaf ones. Why hearing children should be celebrated for their unique skills and strengths, but the deaf should pour all their energy into appearing normal. Why parents should converse and bond with and read to their hearing children but should convert their homes into replicas of the cruel and inaccessible “real world” for their deaf child, gladiatorial training grounds in which to practice isolation.

For my part, it’s difficult to explain, in the grocery store and without the time to lay down the foundations on Herder, why complimenting a deaf person’s speech is not a compliment at all. How many strangers have responded to news of my deafness with a hand to their heart and the line “But you speak so well!” Usually I manage a tight-lipped smile and an excuse that lets me exit the conversation, but inside, I am raging with the knowledge that hearing people believe so staunchly in their right to judge and compare deaf voices and accents, and no doubt draw the wrong conclusions.

To some degree, I understand the desire to parse out how later-onset deafness separates me from people born deaf. There is one big difference: I was not at risk of language deprivation. My first languages were all spoken, and I acquired them the way the brain was designed to do, not through rote instruction, but organic contact through conversation, overhearing others, being read to. (This is not distinct to acquiring speech, but true of all languages; those born into signing families acquire that signed language in the same incidental way.) As is true for all people, my own language access shaped my way of thinking, my sense of humor, and the sound of my voice.

My voice is what allowed me to pass for a while. This can be useful in my dealings with ableists. It can also cause confusion—people assume that because I can speak, I have more usable hearing than I do. In reality, it’s common for later-deafened people’s accents to be less pronounced the worse our hearing is—with limited new input, our voice production relies more heavily on sound memories made with typical hearing. This is also why deaf accents might become more noticeable when we put on our hearing aids, and new and distorted sound overrides remembered sound, leaving the brain scrambling to match the more immediate information.

Accents, both deaf and hearing, can be slippery anyway, shifting against different environments, like the rom-com trope of someone’s down-home Southern accent growing stronger upon return to their small town. The thickness of any accent is dependent upon a variety of factors influencing the speaker’s will and ability to modulate it, including whether the speaker is trying to hear themself against background noise, if they are tired, nervous, angry, or ill. The context and content of the dialogue and its audience
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