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What Is Contributed

By Mary Ruth Summers


We lived in a city and used to see the school buses and laughter in the early morning sun.  We also had a bus driver tied to her wheel, which would stop us at railroad crossings, clunking us to the seats in front of us when she screeched at the last minute. The driver would say something from her seat, her eyes that talked, only illuminated from the rear view mirror, and we shared the ignorance of her mouth.  Isabel and I shared the largest seat in the back of the bus, constantly throwing our butts in the air which slapped back down, like a mother bobbing her infant up and down to calm her baby.  We would share eyeliners lit by matches she brought and holding a mirror in front of us, outlined our eyes. Returning from school, we would spend hours in rush hour traffic, voicing and signing words we picked up here and there.  I haven’t talked to her since high school.
Isabel was my best friend – a full blooded hard-of-hearing Mexican Catholic. Her parents had fourteen children, and she was the next to the last. They moved to Maywood when she was a toddler. She had smooth dark brown hair and dark brown eyes.  She didn’t wear hearing aids like I did.  She could speak Spanish and I thought it was strange that she couldn’t write in Spanish.  I wanted her to teach me the language, but her English writing also suffered. I saw it when I peered in her folder once. She had written a few sentences and they weren’t like what she spoke and signed to me.
The classes at our school were cluttered and spaced apart.  I didn’t take a class with her even though we were three months apart in age.  She went straight to the deaf class, and I to the traditional hearing class with no one signing there.  If we looked for each other during recess, we would play ball together with the other deaf kids who didn’t know me until recess and lunch. The motif of our drawings on our notebooks was different.  She had a folder carrying homework I did three years before.  She didn’t understand the thick writings I wrote on my three ring binder, and I changed them to daisies and “I love whomever” we liked that time, perhaps Ricky Martin. I dug out these binders which illuminated my past, with a glass filled with diet soda pop wondering how she was.
At times, I visited her at her house where her father barely spoke to her. She remembered only his hand brought down hard on her rear end and she was afraid of him.  She told me on the bus as she turned to look out the window. Her mother made watermelon drinks, and we hung out in her bedroom which she shared with three sisters.  There were posters hung on the wall of Mexican singers, whom I did not recognize. “My sisters like them,” she said poker-faced.  She never came to my house where there was spaghetti and garlic bread. “My father doesn’t allow me to go out,” When I asked why, the bones of her youth face begun to rise and struggle mad. “I can’t hear, and they always say no”.  

I was always welcome regardless, and her parents saw I was more deaf than their daughter who was more Spanish. On Sunday afternoons, when she was still in her Sunday dress, we would eat Mexican food that eluded my mother’s stove.  I loved the thickness of the beans and the warmth of the tortillas melting in my mouth.  We would gallop around the kitchen table, and when her father came in, we would be shoved into bottom stillness. He glared at Isabel briefly, and later on, when we grew apart, she got a boyfriend who got her pregnant in high school. He also was like her father. She seemed afraid of him. I would think about this for a long time afterward, biting my toenails in yoga-like poses, wondering what I could have contributed.
There were other kids like Isabel, but they didn’t catch my attention until after we grew apart. When we were fifteen, Isabel had a boyfriend named Ismael only at school and ignored me. When I wasn’t reading S.E. Hinton books, I started visiting Maria (also hard of hearing Mexican) who lived a few blocks from my house and who was silent as a mouse, and when she spoke, it was to answer my questions. In her English homework, she wrote “I came home tomorrow should there on well. Thank you soon”.  I didn’t bother to ask her what that was.  Her father didn’t live with her.  She said he lived far away, and didn’t know where.  She didn’t know her middle name either, so I asked her sister what it was. Louisa. I spelled it out with my hand but she didn’t know the alphabet. So I taught her.  Her energy moved with the vacuum and sometimes I would help her baby-sit her nephews and nieces. 

When Maria wasn’t at school for a few weeks, she said she had an operation on her ear. She was thin and distraught.  “What is happening?” she asked.  What contributed to her demise were the extra sounds that didn’t help her language, the sounds taking place in areas she didn’t want to hear – water running, crickets snoring and doors banging.  She would turn off the device on her head on the bus and throw them in her purse. Her language didn’t become worse, but she didn’t get any better either. At times when I got bored with her, she would look blankly out the window and tap me to tell me the names of cars she saw.
Finally, one year a new kid on the block came on the bus.  He hailed from an all deaf school and his sign language completed me.  He changed schools because he got bored with the low level education.  Like me, he was taking hearing classes with no interpreters.  He and I visited each other’s houses, and we rode the public bus for hours home from school. Our basketball practices were over at 4:30, and we had each other without suffering from half-minded, half-signed buddies.

“What is signed is contributed,” he said from his intellectual seat in the back of the bus. His parents could sign, and he had not been destroyed by anyone, a mind picked over, taken or shoved into the struggle of language. Although my own parents didn’t sign, they allowed me to play and seek, and they contributed to my strength that way. The strive of finding a language in the mainstream benefited me, however I held on to my parents’ language, because I loved them. I wanted to know more about why they said I couldn’t join Girl Scouts so I didn’t let go.  After a year with him as my new buddy, he left.  His mother had died, and his father moved the family up north.  I looked at my yearbook and saw his notes scribbled in and I glossed my hand over his intellectual words.  He brought hope to me in ways Isabel and Maria couldn’t.  He didn’t get his bachelor degree like I did, but he still had a place in my heart, that place where he filled it with knowledge and that was his contribution.
