As a teen and young married wife, my Mom always wanted twins.  In the 40's and 50's of course, there was no invitro, or other methods of having multiples by plan.   So when she found out at 6 months along, and delivered my twin brother and me in mid June, 1950, she and Dad couldn't have been more pleased.  We were both perfect, outgoing and very verbal from the very beginning.  I, particularly, was called, "our talking machine".  My speech was clear as a bell.  What's more, my twin brother was totally unintelligible.  It turns out that he was speaking in some kind of very fast mode and the only one who could interpret him for a very long time was me.   Nobody suspected, or would have believed that I had a  hearing loss, and my brother did not.

"I'd pay a million dollars to have my hearing back," I always said.  HA!  As if that would be possible at any price!  As if I could GET a million dollars!  Hearing Aids were ok, I updated every year or two with the help of two amazingly patient audiologists, but I still missed too many jokes, too much gossip, and too much LIFE!  My name is Jackie Flashnick,  this is my story, and I'm sticking to it!  
    The story of how and when my hearing loss actually began changes as my Mom ages.  We all agree, however, that, if not at birth hereditarily (Mom is hard of hearing) then certainly at age eight, when  the school nurse picked up a hearing problem.  From there we did the rounds of local doctors, and specialists and hospitals in 3 states.  All agreed that I had a hearing loss, it was "nerve deafness", and that hearing aids wouldn't help.   So, I went through grades 3-12 sitting in the front of the classroom, lipreading when possible (developed by osmosis, I guess) and generally missing a lot, though never realizing how much.  When I applied to college I was told I was accepted if I agreed to get a hearing aid, which I did.  Nobody ever checked, and I never wore the thing as it just made noise.  Voice distinction was just terrible.  Things remained that way until @ 10 years later when I had children of my own.  At that time I lucked into finding an excellent audiologist where we were living who took an interest in me, as my audiogram read completely different than how I was hearing in real life.  He worked around this and fitted me with what seemed to do a pretty good job.  For years, this audiologist kept me updated as best he could.  Then, we moved to another city, too far away to continue with him, Yet, again, I found an amazing audi whom I am still in contact with today - 20 years later.  Fast forward another 10 years and I found myself wearing bilateral hearing aids, and replacing them whenever something new came out.  When the digitals became available, however, they just did not give me clear voice distinction and my audi actually refused to sell them to me as he knew they did not help.  We continued to program my old analogue aid for almost 10 years.  
     Working as a teacher in my field, elementary and early childhood education, was impossible now, because my hearing was too poor.  I'd tried various retail jobs, but these became difficult as my ability to hear, on the phone as well, continued to decline.   About this time I began working as a substitute teacher for the deaf/hard of hearing classes in our local schools.  I had taken a few sign language classes and that was enough to get me by with the youngest students.   Even this job was problematic, though, as many of the students mainstreamed, and some could hear the teacher better than I could!    I became acquainted with several young students who wore a cochlear implant. So I knew about this technology in the early 1990's.  I wasn't very impressed.  Most of these kids had been implanted at age 4 or later, and still needed a teacher aid or an interpretor to get them through each day.  How good could the technology be?   One day I was asked to work with the pre-school kids.  The class was made up of only about 6 kids, all hard of hearing and oral.  Four of those students had a cochlear implant.  OK - I can do this.   Two of the children, in particular, caught my attention.  I "forgot" and called to the kids to clean up from "free play" and come to sit in our circle area.  "What are you doing, Jackie?  They can't hear you from here!"  As I walked toward them to reissue my instructions while facing them, the kids had already cleaned up and were sitting in their seats waiting for me.   I noticed in group activities that these same children also had excellent speech patterns.  "Can this be for real" I asked myself?    These kids were NOT lipreading.  I was truely amazed and set out to get some answers.
     I made an appointment to visit my audiologist to have him fit me with new hearing aids.  I was determined to hear better.  For the first time, he looked very sad and said,  there is just nowhere else to go with hearing aids.   OK - give me 24 hours to pout and feel sorry for myself - then remember those two pre-schoolers - the deaf were hearing!   So began my unscientific research into cochlear implants.  I stalked students and teachers, interpretors and parents with a million questions.   I went to the internet and found CIHEAR and Hearing Exchange.  And I was on my way.
     That very year, 2002, I found a CI center in Philadelphia.  I went through all of the testing and was, indeed, deaf enough, to qualify for a CI.   Deaf??  Me??  But, hey, the right ear was getting nothing but noise so what did I have to lose?  Besides, I could still wear my hearing aid in the left ear which still worked.  (ok, so it was only 10% but to me it was a lot more, giving me voice distinction.)  On October 19, I was implanted and on Nov.5,2002 I was activated.  EWWWWW  WHAT have I DONE???  No voice distinction at all, lots of noise, hearing aid out, so said the audiologist.  "It will get better" everyone said.  Within a half hour of leaving the office I had my hearing aid back in and never took it out.  The CI seemed to be giving me more sound, but it always seemed like the real benefits were just out of reach.  I went through Auditory/Verbal therapy once a week for over a year.  My therapist was amazed I could pick up some things without lipreading in her quiet office, but baffled at my complaints that "in real life" I couldn't make out word one with the CI alone.  She and many on line at CIHEAR and Hearing Exchange encouraged me to ask my audi to ask Cochlear to step in.  Finally - one year to the week of my activation I requested that my audi request a rep from Cochlear (I had been implanted with the N24) to sit in on our next mapping.  She refused, and said I was free to go to someone else if I didnt agree with her expert opinion that a rep wasnt necessary.  Still, I persisted and called Cochlear directly.  They can not send a rep to help an audi unless the rep requests it.  This was what finally pushed me out of Philadelphia and into NY.
     In NY I was fortunate enough to land with an excellent audi who was very sensitive to my needs and worries.  For a year he tried everything with mapping and things did seem to be getting a bit better with each mapping.  (Did I mention that my mappings averaged about once a month for two years??)  Still, I couldn't recommend a CI to anyone with confidence unless they really had zero hearing and nothing to lose.  Again, my friends on line persuaded me to request testing of my CI.  When I asked for an integrity test from my "new" audi he agreed immediately.  Upon running that test, his comment was, "weird" but no other comment.   On the same day I saw a new surgeon in NY who had the x-rays he'd ordered, as my original surgeon did NOT do testing or pictures in the operating room upon implantation.  Upon reviewing those x-rays he felt, and said so with no doubt, that I would probably benefit from reimplantation.  Say what???  Ya' mean - take it out???  Yep - and replace it with a new one.  Four weeks later that is exactly what we did.  Once inside, the surgeon saw his earlier feeling was correct.  Several electordes were inserted too deeply to allow high frequency sound to enter.   Upon hook-up 3 weeks later, I was getting voice distinction immediately, even if not perfectly.  I continued to wear my hearing aid in the left ear.  Fast forward 6 months, doing great with the new implant (same brand) and thinking how it might be to hear better in the other ear!   Upon testing it was found that I was no longer getting much benefit from the hearing aid.  It FELT like I was, but, alas, NOT.  So started the process of qualifying to  go bilateral.  All of this was based on the success I was now having with my right ear re-implant.   
     On Sept. 9, 2005, I was implanted in my left ear.  This time there was a new, upgraded implant from the same company I had in the first ear.
Upon implantation, I had 3 weeks to wait for activation in which I could no longer wear my trusty hearing aid.  With great surprise and satisfaction, I found I was doing really well with just the CI in my right ear.  WOW!  This week, on   Sept. 28, I was hooked up to the new implant.  It is not perfect, it's only the 3rd day as I type.  But I am hearing voice distinction.  None of the amazing bells and whistles of this new implant are activated, as yet.  We are moving slowly to acquaint my left ear to sound again, sound I thought I was hearing and discovering now that I had no clue how much was missing.
    I'm feeling pretty confident that this is going to just get better.  I didn't have that hope after my initial hook-up with my first implant way back in 2002.   
     Today I am hearing much better than I have in 40 years.  It is NOT perfect, but not much of anything in life is.  It has, no question, been a very big thing to have some of my hearing back.  Would I do it again?  Oh yes, without a second's hesitation.  
     I've gained so much from the people at CIHEAR and Hearing Exchange.  I've learned to respect experience and there is nothing to lose by asking questions of your "experts" as advised by those who have gone before me.  It costs nothing and can help you gain everything!  The encouragement, the empathy, the humor and the patience of this group has gotten me so far and I so appreciate it.   I hope I can give back half as much.
     And that's my story, and I'll add to it!  <Smiles>
 

:o) Jackie
Implanted - right ear - Oct.2002 - Nucleus 24/3G
Reimplanted - right ear - Jan.2005 - Nucleus 24C/3G
Implanted - left ear - Sept.2005 - Nucleus-Freedom
