Hear Me, Hear You

by Terry McGee

Terry McGee graduated from Medicine at Sydney University and, after completing her hospital residency, spent the next few years working in Zimbabwe where she indulged her love for obstetrics. Upon returning to Australia, Terry completed her specialist training and for many years worked full-time as an obstetrician and gynaecologist. A problem with her hearing forced her to reprioritise her life and contemplate a new career. Misconceptions, described as “a novel of birth, death and what happens in between”, is the resulting novel. Terry continues to work part-time in obstetrics and gynaecology, having found she missed it too much to leave it altogether.

It was very sudden, overnight in fact, the loss of hearing in my right ear. Just thirty-two, the mother of a newborn, I went to bed with no hint of a problem, then woke up in the morning with a terrible pain in my right jaw and an ear which might as well have been stuffed with cotton wool. Not that it had been an easy night – a late breast-feed, an hour’s sleep, a call to the hospital at 2am to do a caesarean, another hour’s sleep, a morning breastfeed, a final hour’s sleep. Then wham, unable to hear in my right ear.  

A virus, thought the experts, or perhaps an immune problem. (My mother of course said it was an inevitable result of my ridiculous lifestyle). Obediently, I took some pills and submitted to the prescribed fortnight off work but, while the pain quickly resolved, the hearing never returned.  

The loss of hearing in my left ear was more gradual and completely painless. In fact I was not really aware of it for a number of years, since it still functioned so much better than the right. But by the time I got to thirty-eight, the number of conversations I misunderstood exceeded those I comprehended, and it was clear I needed help. It was also clear that my problem was inherited.

My father, by then deceased, had also gone deaf in his thirties, his problem long attributed to summers of underwater swimming or sessions of amateur boxing. But family sleuthing revealed that his mother (slightly) and her two sisters (significantly) had likewise lost their hearing before middle-age. I was traipsing my path to destiny.

In 1996, I was fitted with my first pair of hearing aids and slid trustingly from the hush of the audiologist’s office into the assault of the mall. A moan of pain balled behind my teeth - I daren’t add to the noise - as I groped giddily to the carpark, seeking silence. But I didn’t take them out.  

After all, he’d told me they’d require ‘a bit of getting used to’ - not that he’d mentioned it in the main body of the consultation, more as an afterthought. Certainly after he’d swiped the credit card. But he’d assured me they’d be fantastic if only I persevered.

In case you haven’t guessed, I’m the persevering type. So, despite the vice crushing my skull and the threatened revisitation of my lunch, I restrained my fingers from my ears and instead hurled myself into my vehicle. Only then did I release the volcano of air I’d trapped behind the moan. But even in the noiseless cocoon of my car, my ears continued to reverberate, warped and wounded from the onslaught.  

In the end I persevered. And I didn’t. The hearing aid for the right ear turned out to be quite good – so good I soon couldn’t function without it. But the left remained a disaster – despite multiple fiddlings by multiple audiologists. It amplified sounds in a harsh, hoarse, blurry way that made it harder to hear, not easier. I never used it.

And I learnt two lessons. I couldn’t expect someone to fit me for hearing aids unless I was assertive about what worked and what didn’t. And I would always ask for a one-month money-back trial. 

By 2001, I was really struggling both at work and socially with my one aging hearing aid. It was obvious a new one (or two) were needed.  

Now you’d think as a medical specialist I’d have an easier time than the rest of you when it comes to getting good care, but it doesn’t seem to be the case. Armed with my two lessons from 1996, I came early and well-prepared to the office of my chosen new audiologist, while she was late, flustered and distracted; it was not a good start.  

After a high-speed hearing test, she fed the data via the computer into a pair of very expensive digital hearing aids, which she attached to my existing ear moulds. 

Expectant  ‘How are they?’ 

Confused. ‘What?’

‘The aids.’

‘How can I tell?’

Disdain. ‘Well they’re in your ears.’

‘Yes, but no one’s saying anything.’

She uttered two short sentences. ‘Is that any better?”

‘No, not really. Don’t you have a CD of someone talking which I can listen to and comment on while you make adjustments to the volume and pitch of the aids?’

Impatient glance at clock. ‘No I don’t.’  

Lesson one recalled. I sat up straighter. ‘Well how can I tell if they help me with speech if no one’s talking?’

‘Oh alright,’ A small annoyed gasp escaped her. ‘I’ll find a tape if that will make you happy.’

Rummaging, she finally did: male, unintelligible, southern United States accent, recorded at the end of the last ice age and not yet thawed.  

‘Well?’ It was not quite a glare.

I shook my head, speechless. She wanted to sell me hearing aids, which cost $6,000, and yet she didn’t even have a $20 audiobook for me to listen to.

A battle of wills ensued and we both lost.  

I stood and collected my handbag. ‘I think I’ll leave it.’

A petulant final blow rained on me. ‘You’ve got an unusual sort of hearing loss, you know. I doubt anyone can help you.’

If you’re reading this, you would know the stress and depression, which accompany losing your hearing, and can readily guess the desolation I felt. Indeed it took me over a year before I ventured again with yet another audiologist. But this time I struck gold.  

Resourceful, persistent, determined the hearing aids would be perfect – that was her, not me – she patiently tried and re-tried several aids, played tapes while she tested and re-tested my hearing, fixed the feedback, refashioned the mould which blistered my cartilage, insisted I trial in-the-ear, then behind-the-ear, then in-the-ear again. Until I couldn’t contain my glee. Hearing aid technology had come a long way between 1996 and 2002 – especially the subduing of background noise – and the difference was amazing. And BOTH of them worked well. I was finally binaural.

So if you’ve been thinking about a first hearing aid or a new one, you’d be mad not to see how fantastic they now are – clear, minimal feedback, great background attenuation. But it takes time and several visits to get the adjustment right, and you must be assertive in telling the audiologist how it sounds – he/she’s not a mind-reader. And finally, if the audiologist doesn’t listen to you, they won’t be able to make you hear. So find one who does.

