
 

Chapter 4:  Activation 

“We’ll find out soon enough, Art,” Steve told him.  He 

didn’t like the sudden turn of conversation.  He would be 

activated, which was a hell of a word to use about a human, 

and yet it was the only word that applied.  He’d be activated 

and they’d find out if theory would work.    

    Martin Caidin, Cyborg  

 

October 1, 2001.  Today, I will walk into the California Ear Institute a deaf man; I 

will walk out a hearing one.  In biblical times making the deaf hear was a sign of 

godhood because only a god could do it.  In the 21
st
 century human beings do it routinely, 

but the idea still evokes a shivery awe.  It does seem miraculous.  Unlike body parts such 

as legs or hearts, the sensory organs are hard to understand in naïve mechanical terms, so 

restoring them seems perilously akin to magic.  The leg is a lever, the heart is a hydraulic 

pump.  But the eyes and ears are passageways of the soul.   

In the morning I move slowly and carefully in picking up forks and tying my 

shoes, conserving every calorie for what lies ahead.  Often my breath catches and my 

stomach tightens as I exhale, for I’m on the edge of tears.  In my mind is an image of me 

reaching out to touch a massive stone door which will wheel open to reveal a blinding 

light.    

At the Institute Becky arrives late, the morning’s surgery having gone overtime.  

With her is Cache, a round-faced audiologist from Wyoming whom I will later discover 

is constantly switching from one permutation of facial hair to another.  He’s new to the 
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center, and I am the very first patient whom he will have observed all the way from 

surgery to activation.  He’ll activate me today, under Becky’s supervision.  

The exertion from the small talk I’ve made with my friends Margaret and Paula, 

who have come along to lend support, has left me tired and scattered.  Neither of my 

parents are here, since my dad had already come out for my surgery, and my mom – well, 

9/11 was three weeks ago, the nation is in a winter of fear, and I have all but ordered her 

to stay home in New Jersey. 

How long will it be before I hear a human voice again – ten minutes?  Thirty?  

Sixty?  What will happen in between?  I don’t even know how to ask, so I am just tagging 

along like a man riding a piece of driftwood down a river.  When Cache hands me the 

headpiece I just look up at him, asking with my eyes whether I should put it on.  My 

hands feel large and clumsy.  I lift it up to my head where I think the implant is, and 

nothing happens.  Where is it?  I spot the headpiece around and finally I feel it suction 

itself onto a spot above and behind my left ear, nearly an inch away from my best guess 

of where the implant was.  How strange not to have known where it was!  I let it go and it 

stays there, sticking to the side of my head exactly like I had thought it would. 

 

(Placeholder text) Photograph of the headpiece on my head. 

 

 

 

The headpiece.  I had wondered whether it would glom on so hard it would mat my hair 

or abrade my skin, but in fact it sticks with less than the pressure of a single fingertip.   
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Cache next hands me the processor, which is about the size of a pager.  I fumble 

the end of the headpiece cord into a round slot on top of it.  Becky removes its battery 

and plugs in a serial cord from a laptop.  I am now at the receiving end of a daisy chain of 

computers: laptop talks to processor, processor talks to implant, implant talks to me.   

Talks?  Or something like that.  

  As Becky watches over his shoulder, Cache taps a key on his keyboard.  I 

suddenly hear a sharp, pure beep somewhere in my head.  It’s a single electrode being 

fired an inch and a half inside my skull.  It surprises me so much that my head jerks back 

and my whole body seizes up.  Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Margaret and Paula 

laughing in joy and relief.  They don’t know what I’ve heard, but they can see I’ve heard 

something.  

I haven’t been activated yet, though.  I’m just being calibrated.  The next hour is a 

tedious set of beeps.  This is mapping.  The process is designed to locate my comfort 

levels for stimulation in each electrode.  Using his laptop as Becky looks on, Cache sends 

electrical current to various pairs of electrodes.  Each time, I hear the current as a beep 

sound.  Depending on where the pairs are in my cochlea, I hear beeps of various pitches.  

The higher the voltage, the louder the beep is to me.  My job is to let Cache know when a 

given beep is getting too loud for comfort.  With that information, Cache can set my 

maximum stimulation level – my M-level – for that electrode pair so that the computer 

never delivers more voltage to it than I find physically comfortable, regardless of how 

loud a given sound is.   
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Finally, Cache and Becky are satisfied.  They play me the scale of all of my M-

levels, eight beeps ascending from low to high.  I watch on the screen as the computer 

shows when each electrode pair is being fired.   

“The computer’s playing my ear,” I say, awed.  

I am now an output device of the computer.  In old DOS and Unix parlance, the 

user or programmer could direct a program’s output to a particular external device by 

using cryptic little codes: 

lpt1 Line Printer 1 

tty Teletypewriter 

com1 Communications Port 1 

and so forth.  Perhaps the programmers had to create a new output device: 

hum Human 

Then Cache turns and says to me, “The big moment.”   

He warns me that I may not like it.  That it may sound robotic, or that voices may 

sound like Minnie Mouse.  I nod.  Deep down, I don’t believe him.  I think it’ll sound 

better than that.  

Then he hits his laptop’s ENTER key.   

Static.  It’s like when Murphy, the cyborg in Robocop, first opens his eyes.  All he 

sees is TV snow.  All I hear is static.  Everything sounds awful: muddy and 

incomprehensible.  There’s a pervading roaring sound that I can’t even begin to locate.  I 

stammer out something just to hear my voice, and it sounds like rusty train wheels 

squeaking through mud.   
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I’ve got the expression of a man who’s just swallowed what he thought was Pepsi 

only to find it’s actually Pepto-Bismol.  Cache and Becky do a few exercises to put my 

new ear through its paces.  I close my eyes to eliminate lipreading as each of them recites 

the days of the week, in turn.  I can vaguely pick out the singsong cadence, but I can’t be 

sure when one has stopped and another has started.  Even worse, I can’t tell their voices 

apart.   

Then we try assorted words.  I get a few of them – “ice cream,” “telephone” – but 

I’m wrong as often as right.  “Give me a sentence,” I say.  I’d like to have something I 

can contextualize.  I’m feeling like a man skidding down a hill, grabbing around for 

anything to slow the fall.  

Cache says, “Zzzzzz szz szvizzz ur brfzzzzzz.” 

“Again,” I say. 

“Zzzzzz szz szvizzz ur brfzzzzzz.” 

I sigh.  “A spinach and cheese omelet,” I say.  Everyone roars in delight – except 

me.  I got it right, but I know that I’m doing it based on the cadence of the sentence and 

the one syllable I can actually feel that I have heard: the “br” in “breakfast.”  It’s like 

solving a crossword puzzle.  All I needed was one or two letters and a bit of context (it’s 

midmorning, after all.)  I’m not actually hearing it.  

“Now give me a sentence I can’t predict,” I say.  Again I experience the woozling 

sensation that I have just learned corresponds to speech, but it’s like squinting at a poster 

through yards of fog.  “Again,” I say.  The words color, is, black, and dog surface 

somewhere in my mind, as if someone were telepathing the words into my cortex.  
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“Again,” I say, trying for confirmation.  Cache repeats the sentence a third time.  I frown.  

“This can’t be right, but what I think I’m hearing is, What color is your black dog?” 

I open my eyes.  Cache is smiling and nodding.  “That’s what I said.” 

It’s hard for me to argue with this.  The sentence defied my expectations, but I got 

it anyway.  I must have heard it.   

I scowl at him.  “It doesn’t feel like I heard you.  It felt like guessing.”   

And it does.  It feels like reading a page with half the letters whited out.  One 

might be able to skate over it and get the gist, but it isn’t going to feel like reading.   

“It will get better,” Becky says.  

“It will get better,” Cache says.  

Margaret and Paula helpfully give me excited thumbs-up signs.   

Better?  How?  I’m thinking: Even if it gets twice as good as this, it’s still going to 

be terrible.   

The session comes to a close.  As I stand up, I’m so stiff that I have to crank my 

head back and forth a couple of times to unlock my neck.  I pay the fee for being 

switched on and walk out on wobbly feet.   

Numbly, I drive over to the office where I work.  I don’t want to go home.  I want 

to go where people are, to check in, wander around trying out people’s voices, and prove 

that I’m at least still alive in this new body I’ve found myself in. 

The sound of the cars whipping past mine on El Camino Real upsets me badly.  It 

isn’t the deep, leathery rumble I’d heard all my life with hearing aids.  Now it’s a high-

pitched scree, as if each car was squealing in pain. 
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I turn on the radio to its default station, National Public Radio.  I haven’t heard it 

in three months, and I’ve been longing to hear its announcers’ lucid, flawless diction 

again.  To hear National Public Radio is to be assured that there is a rational universe out 

there, with people who weigh both world events and their own thoughts with equal 

measure.  But what I hear might as well be Esperanto.  It sounds like a human voice, yet I 

cannot pick out a single word that I can recognize as English.  

But the turn signal is okay.  It’s a firm, definite click, as familiar and reliable as 

castanets.  I turn it on far ahead of each turn, just so I can hear something that sounds 

normal.   

Before I go in the building where my office is, I steer myself on a wide circle 

around it so I can take a few deep breaths.  There are large fibrous magnolia leaves 

scattered on the ground, turned brown and stiff.  Absentmindedly, I kick one.  

It tinkles.  As it skitters along the ground, it makes a tinny, tinfoily little noise as 

its edges scrape along the concrete.  Disconsolate though I am, I find this deeply 

interesting.  It brings out the six-year-old in me.  I kick leaves again and again, 

sometimes booting a particularly noisy leaf ahead of me three or four times to get 

maximum entertainment value out of it.  Each time, the leaf goes clitter clitter clitter 

clitter. 

I go up to my office.  As I clomp up the stairs I gasp a little in surprise at each 

footfall.  I sound like a military troupe invading the building. 

The toilet flushing: an explosion.  I back out of the stall at high speed, fumbling 

for the volume control at my waist with inexperienced fingers.  
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And then I talk to someone in my department.  The leaves had sounded perfectly 

distinct, but I can’t make any sense of his voice.  After fifty thousand dollars' worth of 

work I can hear leaves, footsteps, and toilets, but not people. 

And yet little sounds are weirdly clear.  When I get home, I walk out to the 

backyard to check the tomatoes.  As I step out the door, I’m brought up short.  I’ll be 

damned. 

Crickets. 

 That rusty cheep-cheep-cheep sound, both so familiar and so strange.  It’s like 

running into an old childhood friend when you thought you were all alone in Japan.  

For long minutes I stand there, framed in moonlight, listening.  

* * * 

The next morning: the beginning of my first full day in my bizarre new body.  I 

get up and spend much more time than I should getting dressed, hesitant to put on the 

processor.  The headpiece is apparently happy to get to work: it sucks itself right into 

place.  Finally, after spending way too long choosing my belt and shoes, I turn the 

processor on. 

And there’s a howling, high-pitched din all around me.  I try to look in every 

possible direction simultaneously to figure out what it is.  I stare up at the smoke alarm 

and poke at it suspiciously with a broom handle.  Then I interrogate the TV, the 

microwave, and the fridge.  They all seem contented enough.  But still: an enormous din. 

What the FUCK am I hearing?  This can't be part of normal life.  If I can't figure 

out what it is, I'm going to get upset.  
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I storm outside, hunting for clues.  The noise just gets louder.  My neighbor is 

rolling her bike out the door, heading for work.  I bellow at her, "Is my smoke alarm 

going off?"  Confused, she shakes her head.  I look at Elvis on the front lawn: he's 

crouching under a bush.  If the smoke alarm were going off, his little ears would be flat 

against his head.  They’re not.  This actually makes me more worried.  Now I have no 

idea what is going on.  I expand my search range, walk out to the street.  To the right is a 

sort of utility truck.  To the left, on the other side of the street, is a man with...a leaf 

blower.  

A leaf blower.  It scared the crap out of me a hundred feet away, behind closed 

doors and windows.   

There's no question that the implant delivers raw sound.  I’m at six now, but it 

sounds more like eleven.  It’s like riding a V-8 with a loose steering wheel.   

God, what a way to start the morning.  If I could just close my eyes and listen to a 

little calm, measured NPR, I would feel better.  But I know I can't.  So I go to work.  

When I get there, I'm not feeling well.  Dizzy.  Pale.  Cold sweat.  It's clearly triggered by 

stimulation from the implant.  I can't even begin to work.  I put my head down on my 

desk and close my eyes.  This sucks.  I'm still deaf for all practical purposes, and now I'm 

dizzy again. 

After a while I feel better, and bravely decide to go over and talk to Cheryl, our 

office administrator.  I ask her about the timing of my upcoming move to an office down 

the hall.  After listening to her voice for a minute or two, I blurt out the silliest thing 

imaginable: “You know, you sound...like a woman.”  And she does!  Like Minnie Mouse, 

squeaky and staccato, but that's better than yesterday, when men sounded no different 
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from women.  Now I discover that the men I talk to sound, rather surprisingly, like 

themselves.  All the women sound like Minnie Mouse.  But I'm happy to have achieved 

gender differentiation.  That’s bound to be useful.  

The day unfolds.  I go upstairs to talk to a researcher about a literature search I'm 

helping him do at Stanford.  I happily show him how the magnet sticks to my head, and 

we get down to business.  We talk.  And it works out.  He sounds rather odd, but I can 

understand him without having to hyperfocus.  He uses proper names and I actually get 

them. It's the first reasonably relaxed, convivial conversation I've had in three months.  I 

drag things out for an extra five minutes just to enjoy the sensation.   

Toward the end of the day, in a fit of naïve optimism, I try to call my mom on the 

phone.  Reality strikes back.  She sounds like a mournful wraith speaking in tongues.  I 

can just barely make out a word here and there.   

I say, "Mom, I just don't understand how I'm ever going to be able to make sense 

out of this." 

She says, "A mmbf grrf better." 

I hazard, "It might get better?" 

She says, "It mmbf grrf better." 

I say, "It may get better?" 

She says, "It wlll grrf better." 

I say, finally getting it, "It WILL get better." 

But I haven’t really heard her.  I have extrapolated and guessed.  I know the 

length of the sentence, I have the bisyllable at the end of it, and most of all, I know what 
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my mom would say.  In truth, I could have guessed it on the first try.  But I demanded 

repeats, futilely attempting to have the experience of hearing it.  

* * * 

To celebrate my new ear, I go out to buy my first portable CD player.   I want to 

play my familiar old CDs as a way of mapping my new auditory world onto my old one.  

Knowing how Bolero sounds – or, at any rate, did sound through hearing aids and 

cochleas missing most of their hair cells – will help me reconnect to reality, whatever 

exactly that is these days.   

I start by going to Radio Shack to get a patch cable.  This will enable me to 

connect the CD player directly to the processor.   I am greeted immediately by a young, 

attentive, and expressionless employee.  

“What can I do for you?” 

“I’d like to get a patch cable to connect to a CD player,” I say.  

“You’re connecting it to a speaker?” he says.    

I hesitate.  How do I explain this?  I decide to give him the short version, and let 

him ask questions to figure it out in his own way.   I point to the processor’s input jack at 

my waist.  “I’m going to plug it into this.” 

But he doesn’t ask any questions.  He leads me to the back and rummages 

authoritatively among cables hanging in plastic bags.  He hands me one consisting of 

three jacks on each end.  I study it.  “This doesn’t look right.  It should have only one 

plug on each end.” 

“You’re going to plug it into a speaker?” he says again.  
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“Uh, no,” I say.  I point again to the processor at my waist, and then to the back of 

my head.  “This is a bionic ear.  The patch cable will go in here.  Then the sound’ll go 

into my head.” 

He simply nods and turns back to the cables on the wall.  I’m a little befuddled.  

Maybe he has customers walking into the store all the time asking how to plug things into 

themselves.  He picks out a cable and hands it to me.  

“Can I try this out first?” I say.  “I want to make sure it works.” 

He rustles up a CD player from the display case and slides a disc into it.  I peek at 

the label.  It’s country & western.   He keeps the player in his hands, which unnerves me 

a little because I don’t know what the heck is going to happen.  I entertain a brief vision 

of a searing pain in my head, followed by both me and my credit card dropping limply to 

the floor.  Killed by George Strait.   

Well, if I can’t control the CD, at least I can yank the patch cable out really, really 

fast.  I unobtrusively take hold of the end on my side just before he presses the PLAY 

button.   

It’s music!  The sound quality isn’t all that great, but the beat comes through 

clearly.   

An hour later, I’m home with a patch cable and a new Walkman.  As I sit down 

on the couch to listen, Elvis arches his back and rolls belly-up to greet me.  It occurs to 

me that there’s no way he can hear the music.  If I were wearing headphones, he’d be 

able to hear whatever little bit leaked out.  But I’m plugged directly into the player.  Its 

electrical output goes straight into the processor, which converts it to binary and passes it 

on to the implant.  The implant decides which electrodes to trigger in my cochlea.  There 
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are no physical vibrations anywhere.  All Elvis is ever going to hear is the slight hum of 

the player itself.   

I’m hearing music that never exists as sound.   

This could be evidence of a profound transformation in how human beings take in 

information from the world about them.  Or it could just be a cozy domestic scene: a 

cyborg and his cat.  Bolero zips energetically by, accelerating as it goes.  Elvis emits a 

contented little cat sigh – I can feel his breath coming out of his nostrils – and lays his 

head on my arm.   

* * * 

A week or two after activation, the mad orchestra has dismissed most of its 

players.  The implant masks the auditory hallucinations the way the sun blanks out the 

stars.  And when I take off the headpiece, I still hear the soft roar of a distant crowd.  But 

no longer a jet engine, or a restaurant with a thousand patrons, or jazz drummers on 

speed.  

It’s as if my auditory cortex had been angrily saying to me, “If you won’t give me 

sound, then I’m just going to make it up.”  Which it proceeded to do, endlessly, in inverse 

proportion to the loss.  But now that it is being gorged with all it can take, it is happy 

again, and it has shut up.  

The first night I realize that, I take off my clothes and go to sleep in a deep, 

blessed silence.  

* * * 

   Two days later, I have my second mapping session.  The first session is always 

just an approximation, a rough sketch, a setting of some basic parameters.  Then they 



Michael Chorost  14 

Excerpt from Rebuilt: How Becoming Part Computer Made Me More Human. 

 

kick you out and give you a day or two to deal with the sheer shock of having a 

functional ear.  The first-day map may be terrible, in fact it may bear very little 

resemblance to the map you will have a year later, but it’s a start.  Then they bring you 

back in to work on the map some more.   

I want some objective information so I can compare my new ear to the old one, so 

I ask for a hearing test.  I climb in the booth and Becky starts giving me tones.  Some of 

the sounds are very faint indeed, but I know they’re there, so I press the button that 

signals I’ve heard them.  After just a few minutes, much earlier than usual, Becky throws 

open the door.  In mock exasperation, she says, “Mike, where is your sensitivity dial?” 

 My sensitivity dial is one of the three dials on my processor – and it’s the one I’m 

confused about.  My hearing aids had had no equivalent to it.  It controls the sensitivity of 

the microphone in the headpiece.  I get that.  What I don’t get yet is how to use it in real 

life.  When is high sensitivity good?  When’s it bad?  Why do I even have control over 

that particular parameter?  But just before this test I had turned it all the way up, figuring 

that more was better. 

“It’s set to max,” I say.  Then, seeing her demeanor, I add, “Is there a problem?” 

“Yes and no,” Becky says. “You’re hearing sounds down to fifteen decibels.” 

Fifteen decibels.  That is very, very faint – about the loudness of a very soft 

whisper. 

“We can increase your thresholds so you don’t have to max your sensitivity,” 

Becky says.  She hauls me out of the booth and reattaches me to the computer for more 

mapping.  More beeps.  Then I’m back in the booth, and we go through the pure-tone 

testing again.   
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Then, without telling me how I’ve done on the pure tones, Becky starts a word 

recognition test.  I am well familiar with it, having done it many times in my life.  The 

words, as always, are as bland and white-bready as they can possibly be.  It’s an easy test. 

“hot dog”, the testing booth says to me.  

“Hot dog,” I say.   

cowboy 

“Cowboy.” 

hot dog 

“Hot dog.” 

airplane 

“Airplane.” 

cowboy 

“Cowboy.” 

hot dog 

“Hot dog.” 

ice cream 

“Ice cream.” 

At this point, I have the feeling I’m following Becky into fainter-sounding words 

than I’ve ever heard before.  Theoretically, I shouldn’t be able to tell this.  Words will 

sound faint near a person’s threshold, whatever their actual loudness is.  But still: I know. 

 

airplane 

“Airplane.” 

cowboy 

“Cowboy.” 

hot dog 
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I hesitate.  “Bell bottom?” 

ice cream 

I cock my head.  “I can hear it, but I’m not sure what it is.” 

After a few more words, the test ends.  Cache invites me out of the booth.  Becky 

shows me my new pure-tone audiogram, superimposed on top of my audiogram with 

hearing aids.  An audiogram plots how loud sounds of various frequencies have to be 

before the patient can hear them.  Sound loudness is measured in decibels, or dB.  

Roughly speaking, conversation is about 60 decibels.  A rock concert is about 110 

decibels.  A person who can’t hear sounds until they’re up to about 40 dB is defined as 

having a moderate hearing loss.   

My new audiogram, with a cochlear implant, is nearly a straight line going across 

all frequencies at the 25 dB level.  It’s the audiogram of a person with only a mild 

hearing loss.     

“Is that good?” I say, knowing the answer but wanting to hear it anyway.    

“Is it good?” Becky says.  “Mike, it’s fantastic.”  

* * * 

My audiogram and my acuity for raw sound might be “fantastic”, but in 

conversations amidst the noise and confusion of real life, my hearing is bewilderingly 

poor.  A few days after activation, I take a call from my bank about a discrepancy on my 

statement.   

“Grmllar brum effiq anar,” the phone says to me.   

I frantically twist up the processor’s volume dial.  “Uh, could you say that again?” 

“Grmllar brum effiq anar, rrrrm abrrr umurr burnum.” 
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I pause to assess the situation.  She might as well be speaking Tamil.  Maybe she 

is speaking Tamil. 

“I’m sorry, I’m hearing-impaired and I don’t hear very well.  Could you please 

slow down and say that again?” 

“Grmllar…brum…effiq…ammar, arumm rerum orumm bvrrm.” 

My face starts to get warm.   

“Look, I’m sorry, this just isn’t working out.  I’ll try to handle this some other 

way.” 

“Umurr breemr corruar nrrrm, arrrum rrrrm effrm ommar trrm sssrm errumar 

prrrr, frrr arrr umurr etrrr ammar, orurrr tennar.” 

She clearly thinks that if she just says it in more detail, I will magically 

understand.  I’m starting to feel like a little old lady being dragged across the street by a 

well-meaning Boy Scout.  

“I know you’re trying, but I’m sorry, I just can’t hear you.  Let me see if I can do 

this some other way.” 

“Ammmar grrrm trrrrm umurr errrm, brrm prrrm evarr emarr grum?” 

I open my mouth, but can’t think of anything to say.   

“Umurr brrm errm ammar grrm enruum rrrrrm?” 

Speechless, I hold the phone a foot away from my face and stare at it as if it’s 

about to come to life and bite me.  After a moment listening to it emit more babble, I 

hang up as softly as I can.  Then I put my head down on my desk for awhile.  What’s 

going to happen when the voice on the other end is a client?  

* * * 
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Ten days post-activation.  I visit my ex-girlfriend Ruth
*
, who is in town for the 

week on business.  Ruth was my first real girlfriend when I was thirty, living in Austin, 

and still so clueless in bed that I would accidentally smack her head with my elbows 

while getting up.  Ruth is stout, cheerful and mischievous, a menschette, a good human 

being all the way down. 

We go to an Indian restaurant in Mountain View.  I’m morose and irritable, 

because I’m not hearing very well.  I’m terrified that I’ve reached the limits, that this is as 

good as it’s going to get.  Sure, I’m hearing raw sound, but in terms of comprehension, 

I’m still stumbling like a teenager trying to walk gracefully. 

During the meal, I keep jumping.  

== BRRRANGLE == 

“What the heck is that?” 

“It’s the cash register behind you, Mike.” 

“Can’t they make money more quietly?” I mutter. 

== CRRRASH == 

“What’s that?” 

“Somebody dropped glasses in the kitchen.” 

“The kitchen?”  This is a novel idea to me: that hearing can reliably tell you about 

events that happen on the other side of walls.  I have to probe this.  “Do you know that’s 

what it is, or are you just guessing?” 

                                                
*
 Where I talk about people from my personal life, I’ve changed names and identifying 

details to protect their privacy. 
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Ruth has to think this one over.  It’s a deep question in the epistemology of 

hearing.  

“I’m pretty sure that’s what it is.” 

Afterward we go back to her hotel.  I’ve brought along my toothbrush.  We know 

each others’ bodies and desires, and we happen not to take either particularly seriously.  

It’s just good for us to be together.  

Except that today my body is different, and it confuses us both.  For one thing, the 

processor has the effect of tying my shirt and pants together, since it is clipped both to the 

belt and to my undershirt.  Kneeling before me, Ruth encounters the dilemma of where to 

begin disassembling me, and I’m almost as befuddled as she is.  I pull up on the 

headpiece at the same time as she pulls down on the processor.  The cord goes taut 

enough to vibrate under my shirt.  I quickly let go of the headpiece and drop it down into 

my shirt.   

Getting the processor off is easy after that, but then Ruth isn’t sure whether to 

hand it back to me or put it on the floor, and I’m not sure either.  If it’s in my hand, how 

am I going to get my shirt off?   

We finally settle for parking it on the floor.  Clothes go fluttering in various 

directions: we know how to do this, at any rate.  Finally I haul up the processor and attach 

the headpiece.  Holding the processor in one hand, and Ruth’s hand in my other hand, I 

lead the way to bed. 

As we bounce into bed on our hands and knees, a perplexing question occurs to 

me.  The processor is designed to be held in place by a belt.  

I’m not wearing a belt.  Or anything.  
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So where does it go? 

Can I balance it on my back?  Not too promising; it’s going to get knocked off 

pretty fast.  What about on the headboard of the bed?  No luck; the bed doesn’t have a 

headboard big enough to offer a ledge.  Next to us, on the bed?  Not so good, either; 

there’s no way to hold the headpiece in place.   

Well, two forces are going to compete here, lust and magnetism, and may the 

better fundamental force win.  By this time I’m past caring.  I park the processor on the 

bedsheet, to my left.  It’ll just have to fend for itself if we roll on top of it.  Presumably 

someone considered this possibility in engineering the aluminum case.  

My auditory experience after this point goes something like this.  SAS, the 

software I’m using at the moment, has no particular problem translating. 

errr! 

mmmph! 

oof! 

=smooch= 

ugggh ugggh ugggh ugggh – 

blip vroooo 

(silence) 

After a while, I fumble around the pillow for the headpiece and reattach it.  For 

the rest of the evening, it will continue to fall off and be put back on.  There are two 

magnets in the system, one in the headpiece, one in me, and they are so well calibrated to 

each other that the headpiece clings to my head with only the softest pressure – less than 
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the gentle touch of a finger.  That’s good, because it keeps my skin from getting sore, but 

it’s also bad, because the slightest tug will pull it off.   

“Tell me about what’s going on in Austin,” I murmur, addressing some smooth 

part of Ruth’s side.  

“Arahjst brok ip whaguy isseeeng in Austin.” 

“Uh, try that again?” 

“ARAHJST BROK IP WHAGUY ISSEEENG IN AUSTIN.” 

“Volume doesn’t help,” I say.  “Remember, I can hear sounds softer than I could 

before.”  Then I hit on a brilliant idea.  “Ruth, talk softly.” 

“I just broke up with the guy I was seeing in Austin.” 

I say, “You just broke up with the guy you were seeing in Austin.” 

“He was a lot of fun, but in the end I just had to tellm arake ewalk.” 

“You just had to tell him…” I prompt. 

“To take a walk.” 

And that’s the way it goes from then on.  It’s not perfect, but we manage to have 

an intelligible conversation, the two of us in the dark, the little green light on my 

processor occasionally flashing companionably along with us.   

We find that the little green light is too good not to play with.  When I crank the 

sensitivity up, it flashes in synchrony with any sound it hears.   I hold the processor up in 

the dark.  “Hello,” I say.  

blink blink 

Ruth laughs, and the processor blinks back in a complicated little storm of varying 

intensities of green.   
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“Fourscore and seven years ago,” I say, triggering off another round of blinking.  

We both laugh.  It’s infectious: when we laugh, it laughs.  

Then I pull the headpiece off.  Immediately, the green light becomes a forlornly 

blinking red light.  

Awww, it misses me. 

Then a thought occurs to me.  “Hey, Ruth,” I say, half-jokingly.  “Want to see the 

scar?” 

“Sure,” she says.  

I roll on my right side and scoot backwards in her direction.  I angle my head 

down, almost as if preparing to meditate, and submit quietly as her fingers probe my hair 

above and behind my ear.  She finds the implant and touches it gently, running her 

fingers along its slightly raised outline.  I sigh deeply and go very still.  This is what I 

want: for a woman to gently touch this part of my body where I have so recently been 

torn open and then reassembled into something I still barely recognize.  This part of me 

still feels alien, other, not-me.  Her touch is a kind of psychic suturing, helping me along 

in the process of integrating it into myself.  My body is everything she feels, scar and 

metal and flesh, all together.   


