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M y wife and I didn’t write our vows when we 
were married 41 years ago. Our vows were the 
standard off-the-shelf variety. We promised 

to honor, love, obey and something else but I forget. 
I’m pretty sure the vows didn’t say anything about 
“hearing” everything we said to each other. I never 
would have agreed to that. My wife might have. 
 Why the difference? I wear hearing aids and  
don’t hear much without them. My wife, in my eyes,  
has extraordinary hearing. At least that how it seems to 
me. In that regard, we are a mixed marriage. Our life 
together has convinced me that my wife carries a heavier 
load when it comes to the hearing world.
 You would think that I would carry the heavier load 
with my hearing loss. Every day, every room and every 
social encounter creates its own “acoustical challenge”  
for me. This is true. But having worn hearing aids for 
more than 45 years, I’ve learned to adjust and have 
figured out how to meet the daily challenges reasonably 
well. I have also learned over time to be a better advocate.
 Often, we think a spouse with hearing loss or a 
spouse with hearing must have issues related to conver-
sations. In this instance, the husband (me) with hearing 
loss paired with a wife with no hearing loss have trying 
moments as they engage in the daily life routines of a  
happily married couple.
 One afternoon, out of the blue, sitting outside in 
our lawn chairs, my wife posed an interesting question.  
If a tree fell in the forest and I wasn’t wearing my hearing 
aids, would the tree make a sound? I calmly explained 
to her the major flaw in her question. Why would I ever 
be in a forest without my hearing aids? I love to hear the 
sounds of nature while hiking in the woods. I can hear 
the crunch of my boots on dry leaves, the sound of a run-
ning brook and even some particularly noisy birds cawing.
 The truth is, and we all recognize it right away,  
I am dodging the question. The question is a fair one  
and I can’t provide an unqualified direct response. If I 
were standing near, but not too close to a falling tree,  
I suppose I would hear it without my hearing aids. On 
the other hand, if the tree were farther away, I would 
probably “imagine” a sound but I probably would not 
truly hear the tree hit the ground.
 Why is this polemic worthy of our attention? I don’t 
hear everything around me and my wife does (as far as I  
can tell). There are a lot of situations beyond basic human 
conversation where my hearing aids do not function well. 
Anyone wearing hearing aids will tell you that any crowd-
ed gathering is a challenge. People who don’t talk to you 
directly or drop their voices are difficult to understand. 
People who mumble are a lost cause.  
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 Now, in a COVID-19 world of masks and Plexiglas, 
hearing has become very challenging. The issue of hearing 
and not hearing covers a much broader spectrum of the 
daily life.
 Obviously, there are moments when conversations 
of any couple are disrupted by some background noise  
or in a moment of forgetfulness, and the wife hollers 
to her husband in the next room. In our case, regard- 
less of what the wife yelled, the husband invariably  
responds with:
 “What?”
 Now that she has his attention she tries again. The 
husband focuses on making an earnest effort, like it was 
a hearing test, but responds to her second holler with a 
slightly louder
 “WHAT?”
 Neither has moved from their starting positions. 
Something has to give. Finally, the wife, the initiator in 
this vignette, walks across the hall to tell her husband 
that she is going to the grocery store. 
 “Do you need anything?”
 The husband pauses for a moment and replies calm-
ly, as if the previous exchange had not occurred: 
 “No, is that what you were yelling about?”
 The question raised by the example of the falling 
tree points to an aspect of our married life that often gets 
overlooked in a mixed marriage. Not to belabor the tree 
metaphor but there are other sounds that take place in 
our daily lives that my wife bears the burden of “listening 
for two.” A quick glance at our life would highlight the 
following:
 The overly sensitive kitchen smoke alarm emits a 
high frequency beeping that I often don’t acknowledge. 
My wife does.
 I am driving and merge onto the highway with the 
left turn signal still blinking away that I don’t detect.  
My wife does.

  I take off my pants and a few coins clatter to the 
floor that I don’t hear. My wife does.
  I don’t hear the grandkids in their sleepover  
wake-up call to us. My wife does.
 I don’t notice that the kitchen faucet is still running 
after I fill water glasses for company. My wife does.
 I don’t hear the toilet running after I flush because 
the stopper has malfunctioned. My wife does.
  I don’t hear the insect buzzing in our darkened 
bedroom. My wife does.
  I don’t hear the distant train whistle late at night. 
My wife does.
  I don’t hear the dryer buzzing that the cycle has 
ended. My wife does.
 I am well aware that these sounds exist (usually 
after the fact) and appreciate my wife pointing them out 
to me. Perhaps one day soon, hearing aid technology  
will improve and advance enough for me to recognize 
and respond to these and other sounds. Thus easing 
some of the hearing responsibility from my wife’s  
shoulders and ears.
 If I make a vow to try and hear more when my wife 
isn’t around, will she still hear it? I think so. 
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