#7
 
My high school working experience was definitely bittersweet. I had been working in the dining room at a nursing home for three months, and I was fed up.  I had been yelled at for not making the tea hot enough, for not bringing the food fast enough, and for the lack of variety in the menu. 

The only thing that kept me coming to work everyday was Mary.  Sweet, adorable Mary.  She was deaf and her husband, John, was wheelchair-bound - they made the best pair.  Mary would push John around and John would interpret for Mary.  They sat alone at the corner table during dinner and I would always rush over to serve them first.  There were never any complaints or rants from those two; they always seemed to be pleased with whatever they ordered.

One Monday, Mary came to dinner alone.  I asked one of the nurses where John was, and she informed me that John had passed away that weekend.  I was devastated.  There was Mary, alone in the corner with no one capable of communicating with her.  It broke my heart when she handed me a list of handwritten dinner requests.  She was without a companion and an interpreter.  

That night, I bought a sign language book and taught myself how to fingerspell.  When I worked again on Wednesday, I approached Mary with my newfound skills.  I saw her smile for the first time since John had passed.  When she thanked me for bringing her dinner, she reached out and squeezed my hand.  It was then that I knew what I wanted to do.

When I came to McDaniel, the memory of Mary stayed with me.  As a sophomore, I enrolled in the American Sign Language.  After three semesters of instruction, I felt confident enough to go and visit Mary.

The nursing home scent flooded my memory as I entered. I approached the desk and asked the attendant about Mary, praying that she was still here.  The woman was pleased that she had a visitor and told me that Mary was usually in her room.  I walked down the hallway, nervous about what to say.  Mary’s door was propped open and she was sitting on her bed.  Even though I was sure she did not recognize me, she welcomed me in and offered me water with a written note.  I signed back, “No, thank you.” Her eyes lit up.


We chatted for a while before she had to go see her doctor.  She thanked me profusely and was embarrassed when I told her that I learned ASL because of her.  


A month later, I came for another visit to find out that Mary had passed away. To this day, I keep her in my thoughts, and am so grateful that she came into my life.  Without Mary, I would have never realized my love for American Sign Language and the barriers that can be broken by the simple act of learning.
