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About the Author

Sarah Marsh was shortlisted for the Lucy Cavendish Prize for Fiction in 2019 and selected for the London Library Emerging Writers programme in 2020. A Sign of Her Own is her first novel, inspired by her experiences of growing up deaf and her family’s history of deafness. She lives in London.




Praise

‘An accomplished debut that excellently conveys the experience of being deaf in a hearing world. A Sign of Her Own gives a fascinating insight into a moment in history when the invention of the telephone was poised to connect countless people, yet deaf communities were being silenced by a movement against the use of sign language. Beautifully written, absorbing and illuminating’ Priscilla Morris, author of Black Butterflies

‘Not since reading Helen Keller’s A Story of My Life have I read such an evocative description on what it is like to be deaf. Sarah Marsh’s A Sign of Her Own is a passionate and uncompromising story of the difficulties Deaf people face, and it doesn’t shy away from the sometimes challenging politics of Deafness and Deaf Community’ Laura Shepperson, author of The Heroines

‘Sarah Marsh pulls off the difficult feat of showing the hearing reader how it feels to be deaf, in a fascinating and moving historical novel that cleverly intertwines history and fiction. Beautifully written, it stayed in my mind long after the last page was turned’ Frances Quinn, author of That Bonesetter Woman and The Smallest Man

‘An absorbing depiction of a turning point in history, and a young deaf woman’s discoveries within it’ Margaret Meyer, author of The Witching Tide

‘Beautifully written and original, A Sign of Her Own shines a light into a hidden corner of history. Ellen Lark’s story is one that will resonate with anyone who has struggled to fit in. A fantastic novel’ Louise Hare, author of This Lovely City and Miss Aldridge Regrets

‘Absolutely brilliant. An important story, so beautifully told. Ellen Lark is unforgettable’ Emilia Hart, author of Weyward

‘A beautifully written tale of a woman’s quest to find her own place in the world, and have her own voice heard; elegant, eloquent, and passionate’ Naomi Kelsey, author of The Burnings

‘A vivid, tender exploration of language and its power. In A Sign of Her Own, Sarah Marsh draws us into a hidden world of silence, capturing in the process something fundamental about our longing to be understood’ Emily Howes, author of The Painter’s Daughters

‘A fascinating, sensitive and beautifully written exploration of deaf identity, the isolation of the non-hearing, and the way deaf people have been treated in the past’ Anna Mazzola, author of The Clockwork Girl

‘Marsh’s debut is an astonishing achievement, delving readers into the mind of a woman who lives in silence but whose mind bursts with a fierce intelligence and wit. A sobering look at the way people with disabilities were treated in the past, as well as an inside view of one of the greatest scientific achievements of our time. Remarkable’ Fiona Davis, New York Times bestselling author of The Spectacular

‘In this ambitious debut, Sarah Marsh paints a landscape of history that is unforgettable. Through the eyes of a deaf woman, we experience the isolation, confusion, and victories of living in a world of silence, while being given a story of one of the greatest scientists of our time. A triumph!’ Serena Burdick, bestselling author of The Stolen Book of Evelyn Aubrey




For my mother, Hilary Marsh




I fear me this—is Loneliness—

The Maker of the soul

Its Caverns and its Corridors

Illuminate—or seal—

Emily Dickinson
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Bird

You have eyes like a hawk, Mr Bell once told me. You miss nothing.

To most people, I miss everything, being in want of a hearing sense.

Watch my lips, he would say. Watch closely. That, in the end, is what he thought my hawk-eyes were for.
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Watch

Today’s mistake is a jar of peaches. It sits on the parlour table, the halves inside plump with sunshine. Mr Bell, who has unexpectedly come to visit, doesn’t seem to notice the jar at first. He stands by the hearth, too agitated by his enthusiasm to be seated. My fiancé, Harmon Bardsley, stands only to match him, but can’t keep his words apace. I leave my careful watch of their lips and look at the jar because of the word I’ve seen. Surely I’m mistaken. The men aren’t even looking at the jar, so why would they be discussing the peaches?

Peach. Its shape floats on Mr Bell’s mouth. The pinch of the p, followed by a rounded push of the lips, sending the last syllable hard across the tongue. My hand nearly reaches for my pocket, as if the feather from our lessons might still be found there. It’s been a long time since I thought of the feather. I would balance it on my knuckles and make it quiver with the puff of my ps. Puh-puh-puh. I stop myself just in time, folding my hands against my skirts. Why has Mr Bell come?

For now, Harmon leaves me to my guesses. Mr Bell is arrived in England, and I suppose it is natural to look up old acquaintances. Never mind my surprise that he should still call me one. He’s simply here to congratulate us on our engagement. Aren’t those his words I see? He stands in the middle of the room with more statesmanship than the last time I saw him, saying Marvellous news and Marriage is the happiest situation. Adding to his height is a new girth – new, I suppose, since his own marriage – and I think for a moment of Mabel. Does she feed him Floating Islands every night? Beef slathered in gravy? But it’s not only his girth that shrinks the parlour. His voice, although it’s beyond my reach, gives invisible inches to his shoulders. Meanwhile Harmon, with his thinness of wrist and waist that marriage hasn’t yet had the chance to fatten, has lost his usual flow of words. Yes, yes, he says. No, no.

I try to keep my eyes steady on Mr Bell. Distractions won’t help me now, although upstairs there’s a letter speaking against him that I know I should have burned. Harmon has no idea about the letter, of course, and surely Mr Bell doesn’t either. But his next look sends a quiver of alarm right through me. Surely not? I think, as he lowers his chin and his face becomes still with intent.

Peach, he says. He would like some peaches. Nay, he needs some Peaches. Mr Bell, all the way from America, his name in all the papers, and here he is, asking for my mother’s peaches.

Is it some English custom that I’m yet to learn of? It’s true that my mother’s preserved peaches were the best, coming straight from our orchards in Pawtucket. I gaze at Mr Bell, feeling once again the lock of our eyes, as firm as hooked arms. I want to look away, but I can’t stop looking at him if I’m to understand his speech. Mr Bell says a few more words and amongst them I catch Boston. Like it was in Boston, he says.

I’m out of time. It is Mabel, I decide. Mabel Bell has been reminiscing on her home country and the jar of peaches on our table – even if he seemed not to notice it – has prompted Mr Bell to recall her homesickness.

Of course, I’ll offer Mabel Bell this friendly token of comfort. Without any further hesitation, I reach for the jar as I gather letters in my head – ‘h’ for horse, hammer, hound – and feel for the starting ‘fr’ on my lips.

From home, I say, trying to give the ‘h’ its punch of air. Taking a breath, I add, I hope Mrs Bell likes them.

Mr Bell looks surprised. Thank you, he says, taking the jar. He gazes at the peaches and says, Ah yes.

Taking out a small notebook, he writes: ‘Speeches. We are talking of speeches! A speech.’

Warmth creeps up my neck and I lower my eyes, but Mr Bell holds up his hand, as if he can command the halt of my blush.

He says, An error. It is understandable. What I said—

And I watch him say Speeches as his eyebrows lift with a question. It’s my voice he wants, same as in Boston. I try to focus on his question but all I can think is that of course Mabel Bell doesn’t want the peaches. She isn’t homesick, she doesn’t think back to those days. Yes, I say, when I realise both Harmon and Mr Bell are waiting for my answer. Yes.

Yolk, Yum, Yield. I drop my chin as best I can. At least the hiss at the end is easier than a hiss at the start. Cakes beat the lonely Scone, and Lakes slide more easily than the vast Sea.

Yes, I say, although other words are stirring in me. I know they’ll bring no good. Yes, I say for a third time, hoping its clean strike will banish them.

Excellent, he says and reaches for his hat. His visit is concluded, but my relief is dimmed Will he relate this anecdote to Mabel? She’d never have made such a mistake herself. I think to stall him, reaching for my notebook so I can enquire after Mabel’s health. Does she keep well with the child?

Before I have a chance, Harmon starts up a lively stream of words. They wash towards me with only a few outcrops of sense. The Telephone. Is he talking of the Telephone? Harmon would hardly pass up the chance of this topic. After all, he keeps every newspaper article about the Telephone Fever that has swept the country and has catalogued the Telephone’s appearances at societies and conservatoires and even down a coal-mine. He makes one last clutch at Mr Bell’s attention.

To our surprise, Mr Bell’s face darkens and Harmon stops his spiel. He glances at me with an anguished smile, as if my lack of comprehension might offer him a rescue line. Oh my dear, he’ll say, I forgot! Then he’ll start repeating himself or fetch a notebook. But both of us are frozen by Mr Bell’s next word.

Liar, he says. Liar! He swivels round so I have no hope of catching the rest of his words, but my blood has run cold. Did I really think he would visit without making any accusations? Perhaps he knows about the letters after all, or else suspects me. My thoughts start hopping around for defences to plead, but Harmon is patting the air with his hands and shaking his head. Papers, he’s saying. Believe. Nobody believes everything they read. Nobody!

The Times, I think. There were articles in the papers. They are the cause of Mr Bell’s distress, not I. He’s the one who stands accused of lying.

Mr Bell’s celebratory mood is gone. No, he says, and Nothing and Never. The leaden push of n against the soft palate. Nuh. He will have nothing more to do with it. Nothing More and Never Again. Nuh-nuh-nuh.

Harmon’s stance is growing more confident as he starts to talk. This, he knows, is his moment. This is how he can step forward to the great inventor. I watch his lips and imagine what he might be telling Mr Bell. Hasn’t he said it to me before? He thinks it’s outrageous, he’ll being saying. A clear infringement of Mr Bell’s patent rights. For a moment I fancy he even mentions the Western Union. And as for the Western Union! he might say. He can hardly imagine the stress the lawsuit must have put the Bells under, particularly with Mrs Bell in her present condition.

But he is talking about the speeches again. Certainly we can help. At this time of need.

Mr Bell’s face is slackened with his attention. I feel a snag of surprise. I’ve seen that liquid gaze before, when my voice was his goal and not the Telephone. He attended to my words with a contained assessment of their imperfections. Is he bending Harmon to his will as he once did with me? Now he attends to Harmon’s words, and the reassurances that bloom within them. He gives his slow nod, the one that makes you feel that you have given him the gift of satisfaction. Yes, you are right, he says. Thank you, yes.

A sudden laugh rounds his cheeks and jumps inside his shoulders. He fetches his hat and extends his hand to Harmon in farewell. It was good to see us. Is this what he says? He heartily congratulates us on our approaching betrothal. We must call on Mrs Bell, of course, we must. I watch his lips for all of these sentiments. And he won’t recount this error, or any of my past ones for that matter. He won’t call me a liar. Those days are long forgotten.

Goodbye, I manage, although my jaw feels made of wood.

After his departure, I turn to Harmon and put my questions on to my fingers. What have I agreed to? Although deep down I already know. To offer up my voice, like old times. Harmon fetches our notebook which is our usual method for communicating complex matters. While I wait, I begin to feel the lapping waves of fear. Haven’t we just started to settle into this new life? Harmon puts the notebook between us, but goes to pour himself a rum-and-water, deliberating. What can he have to ponder? He knows nothing of what happened in Boston. Still, I must wait for him and his reassurances, same as he offered Mr Bell. I watch the lip of the rum bottle clink against his tumbler. Glass on glass. Clinking is a word my mother taught me. Clink-clink, she said, knocking her glass against mine. To your future.

Impatience rattles through me. I take the notebook from the table and search for some space, flicking through the pages that suggest the happy times to which my mother had raised her glass. Our sentences laced together in uneven lines, some of them smudged with hasty fingerprints or stained with the ices that we ate in Regent’s Park. Harmon calls them our conversation books, and it’s true you might see ease in our carefree scrawls, just like the chatter of a couple walking arm-in-arm. Harmon has learned to buy notebooks that fit the size of his pockets, although tthere are many times when he prefers the finger alphabet for expediency. We avoid speech since his thin-lipped mouth does little more than flicker, and only his most shapely words are decipherable. It is unfortunate, he once said, when your eyes are sharp for what your ears are not. I told him his lips were to blame as much as my ears, and he laughed, because he didn’t believe it and liked my joke.

I present Harmon with a clean page and wait while he pens the explanation neither man offered earlier. Mr Bell, he writes, is often visiting schools for the deaf-and-dumb. Their teachers are interested to learn more of his methods. And just recently, he had a request for a paper from the Royal Anthropological Society. How better to explain it than with a demonstration from a former pupil? What an honour, Harmon writes, when he is so in demand and has been invited everywhere to demonstrate his new Telephone. Am I aware of the kind of company that Mr Bell keeps? Just think, he writes, you will speak before a society of Anthropologists. What will come next? The scientists, or even the nobility, of his new acquaintance?

‘We must help him,’ Harmon writes. ‘His old work is surely a relief. His detractors are everywhere. I can write to the principals of all the deaf-and-dumb schools. He must have so little time. We can help Mr Bell promote Visible Speech. You could speak about the Telephone. After all, you were there from the beginning.’

No, I want to tell him. I cannot speak for Mr Bell like I once did. Why has he asked me? Is it my forgiveness that he wants? Or does he think there is nothing to forgive? My speech would be a confirmation of the fact. I remember the way he looked at me, saying Peaches, peaches, as he scooped me into his gaze. Once Mr Bell told me things he didn’t dare tell anyone else, not even Mabel, and I won’t tell them to Harmon now, not from loyalty to Mr Bell, but because of other loyalties, about which Harmon knows nothing.

Besides, there’s the business of the letters. The first one arrived two weeks ago. I knew the sender, Mr Crane, from America. He’d written: ‘There is a matter concerning the inventor Mr Bell with whom I believe you are acquainted. The rightful ownership of the Telephone patents has come under scrutiny and I write to request the assistance of your talented eyes.’

My talented eyes gazed at the letter and knew to burn it. Wouldn’t I lose everything if I agreed and Harmon found out? Ever since my mother’s death I have depended on my stepfather’s good-will and his promise to my mother to vouch for my safe-keeping, a burden that will transfer to his nephew Harmon in three months. Mr Crane’s letter went into the fire, and I hoped that was the end of it.

Harmon is looking at me. Is everything all right? he asks.

I think of all the Yeses I’ve said today and wonder if my hisses were clean enough.

Yes, I say, and take up the pen. ‘The only problem,’ I write, ‘is that I didn’t know about the Telephone when I studied with Mr Bell. I read about it in the papers like everyone else.’

I’m surprised at how my lie thrills me. If Mr Bell can dismiss the past, why shouldn’t I remake it as I please? But Harmon’s face is fogged with non-comprehension when he looks up from my words. ‘No,’ he writes. ‘He must have told you something.’

He hands me the book and his gaze slides into me, but he’s only seeking an answer.

‘It was a long time ago,’ I write back.

Harmon studies me. He can’t understand my hesitation as his ideas thunder towards this newly glimpsed prize of Mr Bell’s favour. His head dips down to the book, the pen. ‘It was three years ago.’

I disregard the notebook and the formal penning of Harmon’s suggestion. Instead I fix my eyes on him and keep his on me as I spell on my fingers, Mr Bell might not be happy with my speech. I can’t help hoping that Harmon will agree, and I will be freed from the task on this score. My voice has not stayed the same, I add, without his instruction.

He looks baffled. We will use Visible Speech symbols, he spells back. Your voice will be perfect.

He makes the gesture for ‘perfect’, his index and thumb pinched into circles. The gesture is the same as the sign used in the language of signs, but I’d never tell him this. Harmon permits the sole use of finger-spelling as the proper method for communicating, since it is basically English on the fingers. The true sign language, however, he disregards as being primitive. He himself has a knack for rapid finger-spelling that springs with precision. I watch his streaming words while thinking of my mother’s clink-clink. Wasn’t she usually right about everything?

I switch back to the notebooks. ‘He did tell me about a device,’ I write, ‘to help deaf children. It was called a Phonoautograph. It must have given him the idea for the Telephone.’

My heart stalls when Harmon reads the words. But is there so very much in them? I don’t know any more. And yet Mr Bell has come back. Harmon treats the suggestion with irritable disappointment. But it’ll have to do. All right, he says. His lips push forward. Is he saying Good? His mouth doesn’t retract after one Good. There must be at least two. Good-good.

Good, I concur, trying to picture Mr Bell’s symbols for the word as I puff a ‘g’ from the back of my throat. Summer-time is when we will be wed, but already I fear that Mr Bell’s visit has changed everything.

That evening I sit down to start on my speech, but it is Mr Crane’s second letter that I fetch instead of a clean page. This one I couldn’t burn. I turn the pages slowly, anticipating the painful swoop my heart will make on reaching the last paragraph. For three pages Mr Crane writes of the Western Union, and the bitter squabble of rivals now that the Telephone looks to be valuable. They want evidence, to impugn Mr Bell’s character, and Mr Crane fancies that the talents of my eyes might collect it for them. A lip-reader, a spy.

‘I must inform you,’ he writes finally, ‘that a debt is due to me. I believe you are acquainted with the “debtor” who is beholden by a sum of thirty pounds which was placed in your keeping. I am happy to discharge this bill upon completion of the original service for which I am owed.’

Panic drained me on the first reading, but now I stare at the word, debtor, suspended by tiny curved-ink wings. His debtor is Frank McKinney. Mr Crane knew perfectly well how to ghost his name on to the page, but why would his debt be placed in my keeping?

The sidesteps of a memory. Frank standing in the print shop, handing me pieces of movable type, while signing on his free hand. What was he telling me? Instructions? An anecdote? My memory adds his smile, slanting across the workbench at me, and remorse seizes my shoulders. I cast down the letter, flipping it over as if it’s a boat I can shipwreck. Mr Crane might hold a debt over Frank, but what right does he have to ask me to discharge it? And this from a man who clearly has his own crooked interests in mind?

Still, my best course was to write to Mr Crane so he wouldn’t write again. But what should I tell him? Yesterday, I might have replied that I hadn’t any contact with Mr Bell, and our acquaintance was severed. Today, however, the great man himself was in the parlour, offering a renewal of his friendship.

‘Dear Mr Crane,’ I write. ‘You may discover that your letter comes at an opportune time, but allow me to inform you that I do not barter in the business of deceit and lies however you feel yourself to be owed. Those deeds you believed me capable of in the past can have no bearing on the person I have become since my engagement to Mr Harmon Bardsley. I beg you do not write again.’

When this letter is sealed, I turn to the speech about the Phonoautograph. It ought to be simple enough. A fresh page and newly inked pen to make a tidy little account which Harmon will translate into Visible Speech so I may give a corresponding declamation to Mr Bell and his audience.

Liar. The word bounces into my thoughts. But it is Mr Bell who stands accused, who risks losing the fortune promised by his invention. At least his lawyers will know what to do, mustering testimonies, letters and dated sketches that confirm each of his steps towards the Telephone.

But I have little to muster for myself. No lawyers or records, and even my voice will be coded by Visible Speech symbols. Only this pen knows how to speak.
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