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When my ears turned to silence, I did not believe them. When the hospital TV 

spoke in softer sounds, I tuned to a new station. When that didn’t work and I 

became frustrated I clicked it off, laid back on my pillow and listened to what I 

thought was a radio playing in the distance—Christmas carols, familiar and 

comforting songs like “O Tenenbaum,” and “O Come All Ye Faithful.” Sometimes 

the carols changed, but mostly it was these two. Gradually, I tired of the same 

music. When I asked a nurse for something different, she brought CDs, but the 

recordings, unrecognizable, made me edgy. They seemed intrusive, more like 

noise.  

 When I awakened from a nap one afternoon, the radio was back on. Instead 

of carols, someone was singing “Tom Dooley,” one of my favorites. I didn’t know 

I was the radio—that the music I heard was coming from inside of me, not from an 

external source—only that it was pleasing that the disk jockey liked the song as 

much as I did. He played it over and over. Distracted by therapies and nurses and 

my own sleeping, that song was a thread I could hang on to. What did surprise me 

were the consultations across from my bed that I couldn’t hear. I strained to catch a 

word or two but finally stopped trying and waited for one or the other to tell me 

what they were talking about when they came to my bedside. It never occurred to 

me that my ears were dimming. That the music I was hearing had gone undercover.  

At home, and still recovering, I did nothing but listen to the soft music, still 

not realizing there was anything wrong. “Tom Dooley” was a constant companion 

as were “Brahms’ Lullaby” and “Amazing Grace”.  At some point I told my 

husband that music was playing in my head. Since I had been a musician all my 

life, neither one of us was overly concerned.  

 It wasn’t until a month later watching the news that I began to feel stress. 

The newscasters were speaking gibberish. I asked my husband, Frank, how he 

could stand it. He turned to me and suggested the problem was my hearing. I 

reacted in fear. “The nurses didn’t say anything nor did my doctor. You never said 

anything either.”  

Frank replied, “We were concentrating on your survival. It’s a miracle 

you’re alive.”   
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That moment in front of the TV was the first time I really understood that 

whatever happened would compromise the life I had. Since I was unconscious for 

most of the two months in the ICU, I had to have my daughter and husband tell me 

what had happened. It was hard to believe. I had no memory at all of intubations 

and ventilators, of heart failure, and kidney dialysis. I was mainly frustrated that I 

could not walk, write my name straight, or know where I was. Somehow the 

seriousness of what had happened never truly registered. 

 

I had begun playing the piano when I was a child. Raised by grandparents who 

were concert musicians and parents who entertained musically, I breathed rhythm 

and melody from the moment I was born. I began performing at three and 

continued until I was 21 when I married and had children. I kept up my practice, 

performed on special occasions and gave piano lessons for sixteen years with a 

long list of advanced students. In 1976, I had a harpsichord built, and I began to 

study and perform Bach on the instrument for which he wrote—something I had 

always wanted to do. The instrument’s literature was all within reach. I could play 

everything, something I’d never been able to accomplish on the piano with my 

smaller hands. I began to play professionally.  

Losing my hearing was a disaster. All I wanted to do was go back to bed. I 

felt like crying, but tears would not come.  

 

The next day, Frank helped me walk to the piano as I was not yet stable. It sounded 

terrible—completely out of tune. He called our tuner, but it did not improve the 

sound. The tuner came again. When he finished, he walked into the kitchen to give 

me some time by myself. I played Schumann. When I looked up, he was standing 

at the far end of the room. “It’s me, isn’t it?” I said quietly. He nodded and said, 

“Yes, I’m so sorry.” He knew my history as a concert pianist, tuning our Steinway 

for years. He offered to come back any time, even tune the piano to a different 

pitch if that helped. When he closed the outside door, I didn’t move from the 

bench. I was lost. Completely lost. How could I live without music? 

 

In the next few weeks, Frank and I saw the ENT and finally the audiologist who 

listened to all I had to say, and then gave me a hearing test. When I came back into 

her office, she gave us her prognosis. I had a profound loss of hearing. The cilia 

were shattered. Frank asked if that meant I would never hear again. She said, “If 

you drop a china plate on a ceramic floor and it shatters, can you fix it?” Frank 

replied, “It’s not possible.” She went on to say that she was sorry to use such a 

harsh metaphor, but that we needed to understand what could be done, what 

couldn’t.  
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She suggested hearing aids in both ears. They would help with the bits of  

sound left. She encouraged me to play the piano, to be with friends as eventually 

the hearing aids would re-direct the sound and the brain would develop new neural 

pathways that would help prevent further deterioration. I didn’t understand. 

 I stopped playing the piano. I could hear melody in my head accurately, but 

it did not correspond to what I heard from the keys. The only way I could play at 

all was to sing the melody, try not to listen to the keyboard, and rely on my fingers 

to go where they should. My muscle memory surprised me, but the stress of 

singing out loud and yet hearing the distorted sound from the keyboard was beyond 

my capability. I lasted 20 minutes, completely fatigued. 

Instead, I could listen twenty-four hours a day to non-stop music “in house.” 

I had my own implanted iPod. Most of the time, it felt like a blessing—a 

compensation for loss. The selections were comfortable and appropriate. For 

example, when I got tired and it was close to bedtime, my iPod would begin to 

play “Amazing Grace” or “Brahms’ Lullaby.” When walking one day, I became 

aware of Harry Belafonte’s “Mary Ann,” and suddenly realized I was happy. The 

day I left the mangroves and said goodbye to the eastern screech owl, the alligator, 

and her babies, I was sad. But I didn’t know that emotion until I became aware of 

“Now Is the Hour” humming in my head. It was a revelation and a joy to know my 

body was helping me heal by gradually returning my emotional life.  

The dissonant tones of a siren alerted me when I was anxious, when a 

situation was beginning to overwhelm, and hearing that siren was my signal to 

stop. If I paid no attention, my body shut down. At a later time, my granddaughter 

was driving with me in a crowded parking lot, and she asked “Gramma, are your 

sirens going off?”  By then we could both laugh. 

 I began cataloging the songs I heard, writing them down in my notebook. 

Classical: Brahms’ intermezzos, Chopin waltzes, preludes, etudes, and more lyrical 

sections of Beethoven sonatas. Many oldies. Modern songs. “Tom Dooley” hardly 

ever made an appearance anymore. My station’s versatility thrilled me. 

Another development occurred about this time. I discovered I could change 

a tune by willing it to change—deliberately blocking what I didn’t want by singing 

an overlay in my head. I could also make the tempo slower if it was racing by 

doing the same thing. It took a lot of practice in the beginning, and then became 

easier. This tool gave me choices. 

 Repetition took place on a regular basis, but it didn’t bother me now as I 

could replace it with a different melody. Sometimes the iPod itself changed the 

recording. One night, for example, I got into bed and “My Bonnie Lies Over the 

Ocean” began. I stayed awake until I figured out why the song was playing as my  
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iPod had never played this one before. I finally realized I had been wistful most of 

the day.  

Gratitude was all I felt, for my music hadn’t left after all. In happiness, I 

drifted off, the music changing from “Bonnie” to my bedtime lullaby, “Amazing 

Grace.”  

 One afternoon, when Frank and I were in Door County, Wisconsin, another 

landmark occurred. We often went north to relax between the waters of the Green 

Bay and Lake Michigan. It was a place we went for relief from the business of life. 

Walking through a farmers’ market, music was playing over the loudspeaker. It 

sounded familiar, but I couldn’t name it. I stopped in the aisle. I had never been 

able to hear public music, and when the name finally came to me, I ran to get 

Frank. 

 “They’re playing “’Amazing Grace’. I heard it.” The manager saw my 

excitement. I explained that this had never happened before. As I told him my 

story, he shuffled through all the CDs to find the track that had my song. I bought 

Country Mountain Hymns.  

For three days straight we played that music until I was tired of listening to 

it, a little discouraged. But it was a turning point, and eventually I went back to the 

recording as more songs sounded familiar.  My repertoire, my sound range, seemed 

to be improving. Possibilities danced in my head. Perhaps the audiologist was 

wrong. In my heart, I had never believed her. It’s true she said I’d never hear 

better, but wasn’t this hearing better? If I practiced listening, I’d prove to her that I 

could improve. I turned on the real radio in the car, sometimes in the house. I had a 

goal.  

  

The essential problem, however, did not change. Movies were untenable because 

of the background music. The distortion swallowed the dialogue. I still could not 

hear symphonies or go to plays. I could not hear the voices in my poetry workshop. 

And yet, I felt there was improvement because I was able to recognize a melody I 

hadn’t been able to before this time. Maybe it wasn’t enough, yet something was 

happening.   

With that in mind, I decided to go to a small concert—piano and violin. This 

was a first, and I felt ready. They were performing pieces I was familiar with. I 

entered the small concert hall and settled into my front row seat. The performers 

were not on a stage but in the same space as we were, the audience in graduated 

seating. The light was soft, and they both spoke before the concert began. I could 

hear their words. My heart accelerated with hope as the pianist turned to the piano,  
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hands in her lap, head bowed. When she brought her hands up to the keys, I was 

nervous with anticipation. I had played this Chopin piece. As she began “Fantasy  

 

Impromptu,” I was confident, but soon got lost, the speed too fast for me to 

process.  

I let out my breath in the middle section everyone knows from the popular 

song “I’m Always Chasing Rainbows,” and then fell off the roller coaster of the 

finish. Next was a Bach violin concerto, the pianist accompanying. Everything 

began running together. I could feel panic welling up in my chest. The sirens were 

loud. Continuous. I left sad and embarrassed before they finished the piece. Sobbed 

all the way home. I was broken-hearted. Angry. Depressed.  

Afterward, I realized my expectations had set me up for a fall. I had 

reconciled myself to being unable to hear a symphony orchestra and giving away 

most of a large CD collection amassed over the years, but I hadn’t reckoned on the 

loss of a concert this small. Discouraged, I had no choice but to resign myself to 

the fact that I had done everything possible. I had to live with this. And that 

worked most of the time.  

 One day, however, I decided to try the piano again. I knew it would not 

sound exactly right, but I was unprepared after all this time to hear just how bad it 

was. I kept at it for forty minutes, tears rolling down my face. All the beautiful 

music that I would never really hear again. And then once more, I bounced back. It 

seems the “hope disorder” I used to joke about was in essence, the truth. I just 

couldn’t quit.  

 I decided to play for half an hour every day just to see if anything could 

open up another neural pathway (which I still didn’t really understand). After all, I 

reasoned, it took over a year just to train myself to hear a single melody. No one 

thought that would ever happen either.  

  

A few months ago, I emailed a friend in Arizona, and she mentioned hearing 

certain tones all the time in her head. She didn’t know where they came from, but 

it was driving her crazy. They were loud and constant. She tried blocking the 

sound by playing show tunes on the piano and had had some success in replacing 

the noise in her head. I explained what was going on with me. She wrote back “I’m 

dumbfounded. Can’t believe I know someone who has what I have. I’ve been 

afraid to talk about it. The few I did mention it to thought I was a little off. “ 

 We began exchanging the names of songs that could override the same song 

playing over and over like a needle stuck in a groove. “Edelweiss” and a few songs 

from “Oklahoma” were helpful to me. “Blue Skies” and “Melancholy Baby” were 

helpful for her. By sharing, we were no longer alone. We traded information on the  
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subject, and she found the first name from the internet that described our 

symptoms—Musical Ear Syndrome. This seemed far better than Oliver Sack’s 

explanation of musical hallucinations even though he explained “hallucination” in  

 

this sense carefully. We now had a name for what had happened to us. I gave 

Musical Ear Syndrome an older name for myself, one I knew from Greek 

mythology, from the modes that were used before scales for musical 

composition— “Aeolian”—"music of the wind”.   

 

Five years later, I now understand what the audiologist had been saying all along. 

My hearing will not improve. And for the first time, I understand neural pathways. 

It’s like the brain is saying something like “hey, I know that song,” takes it out of 

my memory bank, and matches it to what is playing on the radio. The audiologist 

nodded in agreement. 

The day I heard “Amazing Grace” over the loudspeaker was even more 

momentous than I thought.  I cannot hear anything new—some of the chord 

structures make sense, but it’s not enough to build on. But that day, a single 

melody was returned.  

 Yesterday, I took a walk to the pond. The tall grasses are hardly moving,  

but the river of water continues to sculpt a wider berth for itself. Carp jump. It is 

spring and mating season. A skimmer alights on my arms with its gossamer wings. 

Geese sit on the slope to the water and bask in the sun. I watch the pond change 

and turn toward the house when I hear my music switch gears. Sure enough, “A 

Bicycle Built for Two” wheels by, the song accompanying the image of a girl with 

long blonde curls waving as she passes.  

 The future is anyone’s guess. There will probably be more adjustments. I’m 

sure I will despair, and then come around, try one more time. It’s my nature. Oh, 

and did I say that if, in my reading, I come across the name of a song, it triggers an 

accompaniment, just as it did with the bicycle. The entire piece will play. So, even 

though there is no audible sound, it seems the music is breath. Silence itself is full 

of meaningful sound. And if I’ve learned anything, it’s to listen. It’s all there—just 

differently.  
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