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            What Is an Auditory Processing Disorder?

          

        

      

    

    
      Auditory Processing Disorder (APD) is a disorder of the auditory (hearing) system that causes a disruption in the way that an individual’s brain understands what they are hearing. It is not a form of hearing loss, despite those who suffer from it showing difficulty with hearing-related tasks.

      Auditory Processing Disorder is a disorder of the auditory system at the level of the brain, in an area called the auditory cortex.

      Auditory Processing Disorder, also referred to as Central Auditory Processing Disorder (CAPD), can occur in both children and adults. It can only be tested for and diagnosed by an audiologist.

      What Are the Signs and Symptoms of APD?

      Some of the most frequently reported symptoms of APD include:

      
        
          	
        Significant difficulty understanding speech, especially in the presence of background noise
      

      	
        Difficulty following multi-step directions that are presented verbally, without visual cues
      

      	
        Easily distracted by loud or spontaneous (sudden) sounds
      

      	
        Difficulty attending to long lectures or other long periods of listening
      

      	
        Difficulty remembering and/or effectively summarizing information presented verbally
      

      	
        Difficulty reading, spelling, and/or writing when compared to their peers (performs consistently below grade level)
      

      	
        Trouble following abstract thoughts or ideas
      

      	
        Delayed or misunderstanding of jokes, idioms, and figurative language⁠*
      

      

      

      

      “In the early days of APD, a definition of auditory processing was proposed by Dr. Jack Katz of Buffalo, New York. He stated that auditory processing could be defined as ‘what we do with what we hear.’ Over time, we have tried to hone this definition, to render it scientifically more technical, to narrow it down to specific auditory mechanisms. Also, because of the difficulty in developing a precise definition of what APD is and what it isn’t, we have argued endlessly over what to call it, and by the time this book goes to press, our label for this disorder may have changed yet again. But, despite our best efforts, the heterogeneous and interactive nature of auditory processing deficits has eluded our grasp so that no specific definition of or label for auditory processing and its disorders has successfully captured its true essence. [. . .]

      “[Despite] our increased knowledge, our ever-improving tools and measures and tests, we still have much to learn. In truth, what we do not know about auditory processing far outweighs what is in our current realm of understanding. In this fascinating, frustrating, and complex area, we still have, in the timeless words of Robert Frost, ‘miles to go before we sleep.’”⁠*

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * “Auditory Processing Disorder: Symptoms, Treatment and Testing.” (2019). Nationwidechildrens.org. https://www.nationwidechildrens.org/conditions/auditory-processing-disorder

          

          * Teri James Bellis, Ph.D. When the Brain Can’t Hear: Unraveling the Mystery of Auditory Processing Disorder. New York, Atria Books, 2002.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      There was nothing so very remarkable in that; nor did Alice think it so very much out of the way to hear the Rabbit say to itself, “Oh dear! Oh dear! I shall be too late!” (when she thought it over afterwards, it occurred to her that she ought to have wondered at this, but at the time it all seemed quite natural); but when the Rabbit actually took a watch out of its waistcoat-pocket, and looked at it, and then hurried on, Alice started to her feet, for it flashed across her mind that she had never before seen a rabbit with either a waist-coat-pocket or a watch to take out of it, and, burning with curiosity, she ran across the field after it, and was just in time to see it pop down a large rabbit-hole under the hedge.

      In another moment down went Alice after it, never once considering how in the world she was to get out again.
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        * * *

      

      “You are not attending!” said the Mouse to Alice, severely. “What are you thinking of?”

      “I beg your pardon,” said Alice very humbly: “you had got to the fifth bend, I think?”

      “I had not!” cried the Mouse, sharply and very angrily.

      “A knot!” said Alice, always ready to make herself useful, and looking anxiously about her. “Oh, do let me help to undo it!”

      “I shall do nothing of the sort,” said the Mouse, getting up and walking away. “You insult me by talking such nonsense!”

      “I didn’t mean it!” pleaded poor Alice. “But you’re so easily offended, you know!”
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        * * *

      

      “Why did you call him Tortoise, if he wasn’t one?” Alice asked.

      “We called him Tortoise because he taught us,” said the Mock Turtle angrily. “Really you are very dull!”

      “You ought to be ashamed of yourself for asking such a simple question,” added the Gryphon; and then they both sat silent and looked at poor Alice, who felt ready to sink into the earth.
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        * * *

      

      “Really, now you ask me,” said Alice, very much confused, “I don’t think⁠—”

      “Then you shouldn’t talk,” said the Hatter.
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        * * *

      

      “How do you know I’m mad?” said Alice.

      “You must be,” said the Cat, “or you wouldn’t have come here.”

      

      
        
        —Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Down the Habit Hole

          

        

      

    

    
      The ocean waves are too much for me. I keep gulping down salt water as I flap my arms in a pathetic attempt to stay afloat. It’s no wonder I’m struggling: I’m wearing one of those old-fashioned froufrou dresses that weighs a ton just from the frills alone. And the scratching stitches aren’t helping either.

      I know I shouldn’t be wasting energy talking, but I still can’t help declaring between gargles, “It’s all that giant’s fault! Giants shouldn’t be crying! It’s a giant, for Pete’s sake! It should have some dignity!” I take the words back only a second later because I feel like a jerk. “But maybe it had a reason to cry. Maybe it was hurt or lost or . . . Ouch!”

      A particularly strong wave slams me into a beach. I spit up mud, muttering, “I think I preferred the water.”

      I feel so gross in the soaked dress that I don’t move for a few minutes. As long as I stay still in the dry, powdery sand, it’s almost comfortable. The sun feels so good on my face, so warm, so quiet . . .

      “What the jabberwocky are you doing?”

      The words jerk me out of my doze and onto my feet. “Huh?” I say stupidly.

      I blink to see a white rabbit in a handsome black tuxedo, complete with a tie and the strangest flower I’ve ever seen, a white rose splattered with red. It looks creepy to me, like he’d worn it while committing a murder. Even though he’s a full two feet shorter than me, he’s still terrifying with his angry pink eyes and his furry claw pointed right at my face.

      “You are supposed to be at the castle!” he shouts.

      “Huh?” I repeat even more stupidly.

      The rabbit growls in frustration. “The queen! You were supposed to have seen her forty-two hours ago!”

      At those words, my guts turn to liquid and my skin feels clammier. “Oh, my god . . . I forgot,” I whisper.

      “Well, what are you waiting for? Hurry up!” he screams, and shoves me into a hole that’s widened out of nowhere in the middle of the sand.

      Down and down and down I go. But for some reason, I’m running downward instead of falling. The hole, or should I say tunnel now, feels so vast around me, and yet the darkness encloses me to the point of suffocation. Far away I see a light. That’s where I have to go, whether I want to or not. That light means knowledge, knowledge I can use to defend myself against those who would accuse me of not listening and trying to get out of hard work.

      The longer I run toward the light, the more I wonder whether I’m getting any closer to it. In fact, the darkness only seems to shrink the light in the distance. I’m not afraid of the dark, not in the usual sense, anyway. Rather, I’m afraid of all the things it’s keeping hidden from me, everything I need to understand to survive, things I need before it’s too late.

      If that isn’t enough, my waterlogged clothes chafe my skin until I feel like one big rash.

      I struggle to keep my mind off the fear and discomfort. I strive to find the positives. I suppose one good thing is that I’ve left that crazy rabbit behind⁠—

      As if someone were just waiting for a dream of mine to crush, the rabbit suddenly springs up at my side, keeping up with me like it’s nothing.

      “Not that way!” He grabs my arm and yanks me to the left (or what I think is left in the disorienting darkness). “Over here!” I go where he tells me, but a second later, he smacks me hard on the shoulder. “No! This way!”

      “But . . . we’re . . .”

      I try to tell him that he’s literally making us run and tumble in a circle, and the distant light spinning like a ring around us as a result is making me dizzy and sick. But between the yanking, smacking, and screaming, not to mention my scorched lungs and wobbling legs, I can’t get a word in edgewise. Not that the rabbit seems to want me to. He whips an insanely long scroll out of his pocket and starts reading aloud, still running beside me without looking or sounding the least bit tired.

      “Now then,” he begins, adjusting his glasses as he peers at the words I can’t see. “First, you are to fetch the fan and gloves, then nurse the pig-baby, deliver the croquet invitation to the duchess . . .”

      I try to talk again, only for the rabbit to slice my hand open when he slaps it with his cat-like claws. My exhaustion from running doesn’t stop me from screeching and whimpering at the bleeding gashes.

      “Don’t interrupt,” he snaps. “Honestly. Now, as I was saying, you are to win the giant chess game, take a nap in the teapot, learn reeling, writhing, ambition, distractionuglificationderisiondrawlingstretchingfaintingincoilslaughinggrievingpeterpiperpickedapeckofpickledpeppersbettybotterboughtsomebutterbutshesaidthebutter’sbitter . . .”

      “Stop, stop!” I shout in between breaths. “I can’t remember all⁠—”

      The rabbit lashes out again. This time I dodge him, only to nearly knock someone over in the process. To my horror, it’s a nine-foot-tall mouse. The circle we’ve been making has grown, and now all sorts of creatures have joined us, running and falling in front of me, behind me, all around me.

      “Do bats eat gnats?”

      “Huh?”

      “Huh?” the mouse mimics me. “Do gnats eat bats?”

      “What?” I shout. “Do cats eat rats?”

      The mouse looks startled, then angry. He starts shouting at me in what I think might be French. But before the obvious swearing can get more intense, the mouse gets shoved forward from behind. Then there’s a huge sunflower next to me.

      She starts talking, but no words come out. None that I can hear, anyway. It’s like someone pressed the mute button on her; I can hear all the other creatures, but she is completely silent despite being closest to me. Suddenly, she stops talking and looks at me like she expects me to say something back.

      “I like video games.”

      I have no idea what made me say that. It’s like someone else took control of my voice at that moment. I have it back, but the damage is already done. I hear the sunflower now; its hyperactive cheerleader laughs almost rip my eardrums to shreds.

      “Wow!” she shrieks. “You’re so stupid, stupid, stuuuuuupiiiiiiiid!”

      She yelps as she too is shoved and replaced by another racing creature at the next turn, this one looking like a cow wearing . . . a turtle shell?

      “Once, I was a real turtle.”

      Disturbed as well as confused, I sound like a zombie: “Aaauuuhhhh . . .”

      This is the wrong thing to do. “You are really quite dull!” he says, annoyed. I’m even more alarmed when he starts to cry. “Really, you should know all this by now. You should know this! You should know this!” Whatever more he’d meant to say is drowned out as he wails like a baby.

      All this time, nobody has stopped their spinning marathon into the hole, including me. I’m about to pass out, when a new . . . thing . . . shows up: a giant M&M cookie.

      In a voice that sounds nowhere near as colorful or delicious as its appearance, it booms at me. “What side? Which way?”

      “Please,” I beg him. “Please, I don’t understand! I can’t . . . I have to⁠—”

      “One side will be made of strawberry Smucker’s, tuna casserole, bread pudding, and pepperoni-and-anchovy pizza, and the other side will be made of Hamburger Helper, mint ice cream, caramel sauce, and cottage cheese! This will be on the test! This will be on the test!”

      I stare as it reaches up toward what I guess is the top of its head and snaps a piece of itself off; the red M&M imbedded inside it stares at me like one of the rabbit’s eyes. Next thing I know, the piece of living cookie is shoved into my mouth. It tastes every bit as disgusting as the food items listed mixed together in a blender, but no matter how much I cough and spit, most of it still ends up going down my throat.

      My skin prickles again, this time because I start to grow. Bigger and bigger, wider and wider, as if someone has taken every side of me and has started pulling me apart like a piece of chewed bubblegum. The creatures that were surrounding me just a second ago are swarming all over me. I want to scream, but I know even worse things will happen if I do.

      Everyone sees me now. Don’t look at me! Don’t look at me!

      My stomach does a messy flip-flop at the appearance of even more beasts crawling over me, hundreds, thousands of them, making my whole giant body seem alive. I’m too petrified and sick to fight back. With their shouts and cries buzzing in my ears, I can’t make out a single word, but then I wish that were still true a moment later.

      A griffin grabs my chin, scratching it with its claws. “Do you have any sorrow?” it squawks. “Well, do you? Do you?! You shouldn’t, a great girl like you! It’s forbidden!”

      A fat king with an oversized crown on his bald head clings painfully to my cheeks, roaring, “What are the tarts made of? What began with the tea! Of course, the tea begins with a T! Do you think I’m a fool?”

      I’m being pinched all over and my ears are being beaten to a pulp, but I still can’t defend myself. They’re right! They’re right! I’m wrong, I’m wrong, I’m wrong⁠—

      A hand with hard, sharp fingers grabs the tip of my nose. Then, making its way along my nose is what might be the scariest thing yet: a four-limbed bottle full to the brim with liquid whose colors swim and swirl in a nauseating whirlpool. The bottle’s crazy googly eyes roll at me. All I can do is watch its mouth, full of unnaturally perfect teeth, break into an insane grin and start rattling mangled radio lines at me.

      “Listen! Recite! Study! Talk! Shut up! Play! Work! Answer! Rinse! Repeat!”

      I’m hyperventilating as the living bottle goes on and on and on.

      Suddenly, it stops, then focuses its fake, creepy eyes on mine. All the other creatures (covering almost every inch of me at this point) have also gone still and dead silent now. The bottle’s next words, these forming an actual coherent sentence, send a chill down my spine: “Or we’ll have you executed on the spot.”

      The bottle jerks its body around and splashes its liquid right into my mouth. I gargle and try to spit out the burnt-mushroom taste.

      The creatures start growing.

      No . . . Oh, my god. I’m shrinking.

      I glance around frantically; the light is still shining in the distance, but it seems dimmer now. I race toward it with a new burst of speed. But I’m shrinking now to the point where I’m falling even farther away from it. The smaller I get, the more menacing the creatures become; they seem to have mutated into monstrosities even worse than when I was normal size—a point I’m well past now . . . three feet . . . two . . . one . . . No! I’m not stopping!

      All the monsters, now gargantuan to me, go on growing and growing, surrounding me, smothering me, snarling, shouting, “You’retoostuckupYou’renofunYou’retoolazyYou’retoodumb!” and reaching out to tear me limb from limb.

      The distant light is snuffed out . . . and so am I.

      
      My own scream wakes me up. I sit up in bed, taking deep breaths as I readjust myself to real life. I rest my head in my hand. Even though I’m fourteen, I wonder whether I’m going to have a heart attack because of the pounding in my chest.

      But I can’t bring myself to go back to sleep. It may have been a terrifying nightmare, but it’s also too interesting to let go to waste.

      I have to get this down.

      I leap out of bed and turn on my light, stumbling a little from lightheadedness and the cold. (That’s what I get for leaving my backpack on the other side of a basement bedroom.) I finally dig out my pencil and notebook and get back under my nice, warm covers.

      Okay. Come on, let it out.

      My hand refuses to move. I’m racking my brain for a good way to write this, but I can’t settle on the first words.

      What if I get them wrong? What if they don’t sound right? No, no, no, I can’t think like that! Just get something down. Anything! I can always come back to it later!

      But can I truly, though? For me, trying to write things down from memory is about as simple as trying to catch flying piglets, setting each and every one on the ground, and then hoping those don’t fly away again before I catch more. The dream images fade fast while I waste time wondering how to describe them. My agitation gets worse, making concentrating even harder.

      So, I’m running . . . What was I doing before? Was I even doing something before? Where was I going? There was a giant mouse, wasn’t there? Or something? Oh, no. Oh, no, come on, please don’t go!

      In the end, all I can conjure up are three empty words: sea, bottle, and rabbit.

      I let my hand flop back down on the bed. I stare at the page, as blank and meaningless as my life.

      Auditory Processing Disorder.

      That’s what the doctors call it. My anatomy is perfectly formed. I have no physical hearing loss, blindness, or any obvious brain damage. Yet my brain may as well be on the blink for all I understand. My diagnosis was essentially a process of elimination. They hadn’t been able to figure out what’s wrong with me, so they just slapped me with the title that was most convenient before sending me on my merry way. The worst part is that they didn’t have the condition itself completely figured out when they labeled me with it. And they still don’t. The best they could come up with is “word deafness.” Is that even possible?

      My parents have told me tons of times how they were afraid I was deaf because I wouldn’t always respond to the sound of my own name. I would have chalked that up to babies just being babies if not for one thing: I also wasn’t talking when I should have been, or even trying to imitate adults when they talked. For all intents and purposes, I was in my own little world, and I never wanted to leave it. Maybe in my subconscious mind I’ve always known that my own little world would always be safer than the real one.

      I look at my clock: 7:05 a.m. No more time to doze and drown my sorrow at losing the dream, let alone go back to sleep and try to recapture it. My lightheadedness balloons into a full-fledged headache. Freezing and furious, I get up, nearly tripping over my book of fairy tales on the floor.

      I ask myself yet again, Isn’t this supposed to be the part when some good fairy comes along to grant my greatest, deepest wish, when I’m at my lowest point? It certainly feels like my lowest point. I tell myself—also yet again—not to be stupid. My lowest point isn’t the same as other people’s lowest points. Fairies are for people who are poor and starving and sick. Like Mom’s patients.
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        * * *

      

      Mom is a registered nurse for a home-health agency, in charge of directing nurse’s aides to make house calls to elderly and/or disabled patients who want to stay in their homes but need extra help taking care of themselves. As far as she’s concerned, every day needs to start yesterday. Or, better yet, the century before that. It’s the same every morning, the first thing I see when I climb out of the basement and emerge into the kitchen: if her cell phone isn’t already glued to her ear, she’s always peering at it the way a jittery old man peers at a pocket watch.

      “Damn,” she mutters, “I should have been at the office by now.”

      I know better than to talk to Mom when she’s like this. If I try, she’ll either ignore me or shoo me away. I suppose those options are better than being yelled at, but right now, it’s not worth trying. I don’t have anything meaningful to say anyway, and it’s not like I can ever compete with her old and sick clients in the personal problems department.

      I make sure to put my own cell phone and house key right beside my lunch box before I mix my Carnation Instant Breakfast. Between each step of the process of getting the powder from the cupboard, pulling the milk jug from the fridge, dumping the powder into the tall glass, pouring the milk over it, and stirring it all together, I make sure to look at my lunch box, my phone, and my key for more than ten seconds. I repeat the words in my head over and over again: Okay, there is my key, there is my phone, and there is my lunch box. The key and phone are right next to the lunch box. Right there. Before my eyes. There. I can’t possibly forget now . . .

      Ten minutes later, Mom and I are both standing at the front door.

      “Yes, Mr. Dean,” she says over her phone. “I’m just leaving my house now.” She hangs up. “Okay,” she mumbles, patting herself as she goes through her mental list for work. “Got my purse, got my briefcase . . .”

      I check my own inventory myself. Backpack, homework, books, pencils, lunch . . . Oh, crap! I sprint back to the kitchen counter when she isn’t looking and grab the stuff I’d thought I burned into my memory during my breakfast. Okay, now that should be everything.

      For whatever reason, though, Mom seems to be fighting with something in one of the files inside her briefcase. I watch her in anxious silence. My condition supposedly isn’t hereditary, but seeing Mom acting like this makes me wonder about that. How on Earth did she ever manage with me as a baby with her own brain like this, let alone mine? She’d assured me that neither of us had any physical trauma before or after my birth to explain my APD, but then, how could she really be sure? I imagine myself as a crying baby in a highchair and Mom—with her back to me—trying to make dinner so fast she’s tossing dishes at my head and flinging pepper
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