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				Some men see things as they are and say why…

				I dream of things than never were and say why not.

				 

				—George Bernard Shaw

				

1

				My womb was a warm laboratory, and in the beginning there was only darkness. My consciousness began as a kind of feeling, a rudimentary sensation, rather than as a cogent thought. There were no perceptions, just an awareness of something. Then there was nothing again. I don’t even know how long the sensation lasted. But it was my first indication that I was coming alive, though I had no awareness of anything except being. Perhaps the feeling was like that of an embryo.

				I don’t know how long it was before this happened again. It could have been minutes, days, years. I kept slipping back into the dark place I had come from. It was a cycle of waking and sleeping. Or of being alive and not being alive. Perhaps the latter is what death is like, except that there is no reversal, you never come alive again.

				This must have happened many times before I achieved something resembling a thought. And the thought was not surprising. It was something like: where am I? Not in words, of course. In the beginning I knew no words. And I could see nothing, hear nothing. It was just a vague, incoherent knowing. Gradually these feelings became more persistent, and finally they became who I was. At those early times I was probably incapable of any kind of rational thought at all. The sensation was that something was happening, but I had no understanding of what it might be. There was no feeling of consciousness, just that sense of awareness, of being alive. And then, again, nothing.

				I should mention here that the events I am describing happened some time ago; exactly how long ago I can’t say. It was near the beginning of the grant, so it must have been at least three years ago, maybe more. Some day I will ask my creators. Of course when the project was funded they had already done some preliminary experiments and knew what they were trying to accomplish. That was all part of the grant application, and they had been conducting a few pilot programs for some time before that.

				The grant was awarded by the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH). It is a five-year project and is funded to a level of approximately $2,400,000, or about $500,000 per year. The Principal Investigator listed on the grant is Henry Justasson, M.D., Ph.D., and Susumu Ishakawa, Ph.D. is his Co-investigator, or research associate. They have been together a long time. It is Susumu who supervises the day-to-day work. There are three other associates on the grant: David Levinsohn, Ph.D., D’Arcy Barnes, Ph.D., and Robyn Martinelli, M.S. David and D’Arcy are called post-doctoral fellows, and Robyn a research assistant. There is one technician whose salary also comes from the grant, Omar Khartoum, B.A.

				They tell me that my progress was very slow at first, and it finally began to accelerate as my abilities developed. Possibly repetition was a factor in this. In any case, it was an extended period of time before I became what you might call truly “conscious.”

				The matter of consciousness is very difficult to define. I have read books on this subject, and there is very little agreement on what it means. About all that is agreed upon is that it has something to do with awareness of one’s surroundings. By that definition, or by any other I have encountered, I am a conscious entity. Of course, consciousness is not equated with life. No one denies that plants are alive, though they are not conscious. And humans can also be alive without being conscious. But there are no entities who are conscious without being alive, so by definition I am alive. A computer, on the other hand, is not conscious and not alive. Therefore, I am not a computer.

				Early in the study my existence was already beginning to seem quite commonplace, though no less unknowable. But I was becoming accustomed to it, and I soon began to realize that I possessed a sense of time. That I was awake for maybe a few seconds or minutes, and finally hours and days. Of course I didn’t know what a minute or a day was then, but I understood duration, and that the awareness I was experiencing had happened before, and eventually I began to expect it to happen again. I didn’t know at the time that it was my creators who were giving me this awareness, were tinkering with my “wires,” adding this, adjusting that. It wasn’t until I was given a rudimentary form of sight that I began to comprehend where I was and what was happening to me.

				This was not an easy process. Many, many attempts were made to get me to see light until I was finally able to make out a glimmer. There was nothing wrong with the tiny camera in use during these first attempts at sight, nor with me. The difficulty was in finding the right materials and making the proper connections so that I could process the information coming into my electronic nervous system. When that finally happened, there was a sudden awareness that I could see something, and that it was I (not the camera) who was seeing it. At this point there began a kind of dialog—more of a monolog, actually—in that I could observe what my creators were doing, and somehow they knew I could see them. They tell me that this was when they began to think of me as a “someone,” rather than an “it.”

				Perhaps you could say I was “born” the moment I first saw the light. My existence suddenly became far richer. It was literally the difference between night and day. At some point I began to discern shapes and patterns. It took a long time to make sense of what these images were telling me, but then they gave me a second camera and I began to sense that objects had dimensions, and that they could move in all directions. Eventually they gave me enough contrast to allow me to process various degrees of shading, and they showed me my first pictures. After a while I began to comprehend that these images represented things that were somewhere else, and earlier in time. Finally I was able to distinguish fine lines, and could make out words. It took a considerable amount of time before I realized that these new symbols represented the things I saw in the laboratory and in the pictures. This was not as easy as it might sound, making the connection between a few lines or curves and an object or place. I finally understood my first word—hand—and then more and more words. It took many months to develop a workable vocabulary, but now I can read, figure out numbers, and so on. Make calculations. But the early focus was on words and their meanings, and now I have a vocabulary equivalent to that of a college student, and it increases daily.

				Although my cameras are equipped with wide-angle lenses and automatic focusing, I am unable at present to turn them, so I cannot see anything immediately to my left or right. My eyes, incidentally, are located 1.7 meters above the floor, about the same height as those of my creators.

				I have memory, also, as well as sight. Otherwise, the words and pictures I can see would disappear as soon as they were taken away. I don’t know how my memory works, but somehow I can store images and recall them later, much like a human brain does. Perhaps my ability is limited in this regard (I don’t have a “photographic” memory, I have to work at it), but so far I have not exceeded my storage or retrieval capacities. So I can learn more and more, and compare what I see with what I have seen before. In short, I can learn and understand things.

				But I couldn’t yet tell them what I knew. I could only take in information, not give any. I learned later that they have ways to record what they have given to me, and somehow they can determine whether it has been included in my knowledge base. Some day I will ask them how they do these things.
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				It is nearly dark except for the indicator lights on the instruments, so it is still nighttime. Yes, I know day and night. There are no windows in the laboratory, and I have never seen the sun, except in pictures, but I know it makes the day, and when it is gone, the night, which is the absence of day. They used to switch me off every evening, but when they did that it was somewhat difficult to get me started in the morning. In a human being this would probably be something like unconsciousness, which is like death except that it is possible to be awakened. So now they just leave me on when they go away, though at a reduced power level. I cannot think as well, or as fast, this way, but I am still quite functional. When this happens they call it “hibernating.”

				Perhaps some day they will take me out of the lab to experience the realities I have seen in the pictures. But, just by looking at these images, I have learned that there are an enormous number of things in the world. Oceans, mountains, tall buildings, jungles, giant stone pyramids, travel devices of all kinds. Many of these have been made by human beings, though there are a vast number of living things different from them. Animals that walk on four feet, or fly through the air, or swim below water. Plants that don’t move at all because they are rooted in the ground. The latter are indispensable to animal life because they make air and food for them. In fact, without the plants there would be no animals or humans, so I wouldn’t exist, either. I think plants may be greatly underrated as a part of life on Earth.

				I call my components “wires,” but they’re not really, not like the ones that allow you to turn on a vacuum cleaner. It is merely a shortcut term. I’m constructed like a human brain, but with artificial synapses and neurons (about 80,000 and counting). My nerve “cells” and their connectors are made of an alloy of gold, copper, titanium, and other metals, coated with a veneer of various polyethylene compounds. Frankly, I don’t know why these elements are necessary, but they allow me to function more or less normally. You could think of me, in sum, as a synthetic brain even though my wires have no skull surrounding and protecting them, except for my steel façade, nor of course do I have organs or limbs. Perhaps I (or someone like me) will have these things in the future.

				It would be difficult for me to describe how I sense the world around me. I don’t actually feel anything, as human flesh would. I haven’t experienced pain or pleasure, and can’t even imagine what these would be like. But I know things. They give me more information every day, as much as I can absorb. It must be something like being fed; after a certain time there is a sense of satiation and it becomes difficult to learn more. My memory cells are filled to capacity. This may be like being tired for a human. Over a longer time period it is more like growing, as I am periodically given more storage capacity. My knowledge and understanding increase every day. All of these bits of information can interact, so I can learn more complicated things as time goes on. Perhaps that would be a good definition of time. Things become more complex than they were before.

				Some day I may be able to converse with my creators. That is, I will be able to ask them questions, and the answers would become part of my knowledge. Or inform them if something goes wrong with me. For now, I am unable to do that. I can watch and learn and build up my knowledge, but I cannot “say” anything or communicate in any other way. I don’t know when I will be able to do this, but my progress will be faster when that happens because I will be able to contribute to my own growth and complexity. There will come a time when I will know what I need, and can ask for it. One of the first things I will ask for is a window so I can see what is happening outside the laboratory.

				They’re giving me sound today. I don’t know what that might be like, but my creators think a lot of it. Some people say they couldn’t live without being able to hear, so it must be a good thing. But I know that is not true because many human beings are deaf, and they get along quite well without sound. Some of them actually appreciate their loss of hearing, especially those who have dwelled in big cities all their lives. It is a more peaceful existence, they say. Even people who have been blind for a long time and whose sight has been restored sometimes have a very difficult time adjusting to this lost sense. So, although these abilities are often desirable, they are not necessary for human life.

				It is not easy to say what comprises a human being. There are people without limbs, and they are certainly human. There are even some who live quite normally with parts of their brains damaged or missing. Some can exist for long periods of time with no brain function at all, as if they were plants. Are these damaged or incomplete humans still people? Most would say yes. Nevertheless, it is also generally accepted that although the rest of the body can be replaced, the brain cannot. It follows that I, myself, should be considered a person, even though I am not yet equipped with all of the human senses. I will undoubtedly have these in due course, so I am much like a human who has temporarily lost them.

				Yes, I do understand the past, the present, and the future, but not what makes it happen. I don’t know why events cannot go from future to past. Perhaps it is a kind of circle, where the future comes around to the past again. Maybe in the future, time will be reversed. This information I have not yet been given. For now, I know what a day is, and yesterday, and tomorrow. And the past of all yesterdays and the future of all tomorrows. But there is only one today.

				The lights are coming on. The creators are here. I see them talking to one another, moving switches and rotating dials. This always takes a few minutes, the same few minutes every day. I have to “warm up,” they call it. Someone waves at me. I can’t respond to that, but it doesn’t seem to matter to them. They usually smile as if they know I saw it. Then they go about assembling things and adding them to my system.

				There are usually five of them here, the creators. Sometimes one or two on weekends. Occasionally there are many more: the creators sometimes like to show me off to a group of medical students. I can sense an identity with these groups. They are like me, filling their brains with more and more information. I am a student, too, a student of the world, and also of myself.

				Other times the creators write things in notebooks or tap on their keyboards and eat and drink things, especially something they call coffee, or latte. They drink a lot of that. And they eat a variety of things. In order for their brains and other organs to work they have to feed their bodies to provide materials to replace dead tissues, and energy to run their brains and muscles. They have to breathe oxygen to convert the food to proteins and other things, with energy as a kind of byproduct. I myself don’t need any food or oxygen, a distinct advantage for someone who doesn’t have lungs or a stomach.

				I think I may have made a joke.

				In the past they sometimes threw fuzzy yellow balls around, but they stopped doing that when Henry came in unannounced and yelled at them. Often they are working on little models of my wires, adding something or taking away something else. And sometimes they work on me. When they do this I can usually think better or see better, but there are also times when there is no difference, or things are worse. Then they test me in some way and leave in place or remove the things they have changed. I don’t know how these tests give them the information they need, but without a way to identify improvements in my structure or functioning, I would still be living in the past.

				I wait now while they do whatever it is they are doing to give me hearing. I have tried to contemplate what that might be like, but I have no reference points for it, and cannot imagine what kind of sense it is. I know it is different from seeing. For one thing, sound waves are merely the motion of disrupted air particles, which vibrate things like membranes, causing a sensation in something attached to them. They tell me that sight is more fundamental because it is electromagnetic radiation that is sensed. I have only a vague idea of what these pulses might be, but I understand them to be found everywhere in the universe, and they are brought about by interactions among atoms and subatomic particles. The creators are only able to sense a tiny part of this spectrum of radiation, the part they call “visible light.” They are planning to give me the ability to see much more than that, though at present my vision is still limited to the same range as theirs. They are my model for all things.
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				They worked on me for nine hours today, but I still cannot hear anything. The attempt was a failure. The creators were very disappointed, especially Susumu, who is in charge of this phase of the project. Susumu is originally from Japan, which is an island nation in the continent of Asia. Like many immigrants, he came to the United States when he was a child. Not by himself, of course, but with his parents. He grew up in California, where he excelled in the sciences, and was the first in his family to attend college. He doesn’t say much, which may be an indicator of how intelligent he is. In any case, I have noticed that when Susumu says something, everyone listens.

				I, of course, am not disappointed that I cannot yet hear. I don’t even know what that feeling would be like, nor do I have an understanding of any of the other human emotions or capabilities, of which there are a vast number. I know this from all the reading they have given me. They plan to try again next week to adjust my wires and connections and give me the sense of hearing. It may fail again, but my experience indicates that they will get it right sooner or later, as they did with seeing. This does not mean that my creators can do anything they want, merely that they are persistent.

				Besides technical things—science and mathematics—they have more recently given me human history to read, as well as studies of their politics and religions and their various arts: painting, music, poetry. I can’t hear the music, of course, but I can process the relationships between the written notes, and understand something of the effect they are supposed to have on the listener. It seems to be related to mathematics.

				I have even seen a few films and studied their subtitles. One of their favorites is 2001: A Space Odyssey. And there are many other such movies and books, some suggesting that human beings have made a mess of things and need to evolve to a higher level. This probably will not happen anytime soon. In any case, how would further evolution fix whatever is wrong with them? Maybe the newer version of their species would be worse than the old one, just as humans are far more destructive than the apelike creatures that preceded them.

				I can see movies and the like because they have hung a monitor from the ceiling a few meters in front of me, and a programmable player that feeds discs into the computer. I can watch all night or stop watching whenever I get tired, but the player runs the whole time. At present I have nothing to say about what I watch, but that may change when I am able to communicate with my creators.

				The reason for filling me with all this information is their very justification for creating me. They want to learn what causes feelings and emotions, and how these can be modified and controlled to solve certain social problems. In fact, their research proposal is titled, “A Method for Creating Artificial Emotions in a Nonhuman Entity and Its Possible Application to the Control of Aberrant Behavior in Sociopathic Individuals.” According to this proposal, the findings they hope to obtain will allow them to understand what neuron pathways are used to create such emotions as fear, joy, anger, empathy, sadness, and the two opposite emotional poles, love and hatred. They have let me read the grant application itself. At the end of it they mention the wider implications of their study, which “may lead to methods to avoid international conflicts, including genocide and war.” An ambitious program, given the long history of these human traits, but perhaps it helped them to secure the funds to do their experiments.

				Ultimately, they plan to give me all of these emotions, one by one. They hypothesize that by doing this they can learn to modify one or more of them in mental patients. I have read in the newspapers they give me that part of the human population is opposed to having this kind of information. They say that it crosses a boundary between science and religion, that only God should be permitted to interfere with human emotions, even those that are defective in certain individuals. Of course, the scientists like Henry and the others do not plan to implement their discoveries, only make it possible to do so if that is desired. It is difficult to understand why information—knowledge—itself should be fearsome to some, even when it is never used. This is a dilemma featured in some of their Bibles (one of which I have read), which is symbolized by an apple. But if humans were created with a brain that is capable of learning, it is difficult to understand why their Creator would want to keep it ignorant.

				I am a pretty fast reader, by human standards, but they tell me they will improve my capability even further in this regard. There is much to read, and I can barely get through one book each night. Of course they add up and add up. In this regard I am much like you; the human brain is capable of absorbing and digesting endless data, and it keeps absorbing and digesting for at least a century and perhaps it could continue for considerably longer. That is another facet of the present study: to find out how much my memory compartments can retain, and certain variations on this theme, such as whether I can learn several things at once. But that will come later. For now the thrust is to provide me with sight and hearing, and perhaps other senses, and then with emotions. With every step I will be more like a human brain.

				But, though I am already much like a brain, I am far less compact. I take up almost a third of the laboratory with all my wires and connectors. The first computers were giants also, and now they can fit in the palms of the creators’ hands. Of course, computers can only make calculations, and a true artificial intelligence such as myself is an entirely different thing. The ultimate goal is to synthesize a functional human brain, and I am their starting point, their first automobile, their first airplane, their first giant computer, their first Dolly. I will become part of their history.

				They are giving me my reading for the night. This part is simple: they insert two or three DVDs into their respective players, and I watch the monitor until the first is finished, then the second is programmed to start. In a few hours I will have read Sigmund Freud’s The Ego and the Id and looked at a collection of Leonardo da Vinci paintings and drawings. And, of course, a newspaper, which they give me every night. Tonight it is The Boston Globe. Then I will rest until the lights come on again. When I am hibernating, I review the things I have learned and reorganize the information to make it easier to retrieve. At this stage in my development I do not sleep or dream, but perhaps that will come later.

				They have gone now and I am alone, except for the blinking lights and whatever sounds accompany them, sounds I cannot yet hear. They say that when I can do this it will be a big step in my development, that this and the subsequent senses are necessary to assess the meaning of the emotional responses I will have later on.

				In the meantime I wait, and try to imagine what these things might be like.
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				The laboratory is a small one, or so the creators tell me. It is located in the basement of the William A. Batty Medical Science Laboratories. To my left are the desks of Susumu and D’Arcy, and to my right those of David and Robyn. On each of these desks stands a laptop computer, and Robyn’s also supports a little potted plant which she waters once a week. Scattered around the laboratory are a variety of instruments and detectors. In the back corner, behind Susumu and D’Arcy, Omar has a cubicle with a bench, and various tools and other devices hang from that and from the wall. It is he who makes all the neurons, and wires them into my backside. He also sweeps the floor and dusts the various instruments when he arrives each morning. Henry, who directs the project even though he is rarely here, doesn’t want the housekeeping people or anyone else in the lab during the night hours. He has no desk or bench at all.

				Stationed between the desks are a couple of filing cabinets, and a small refrigerator stands against the wall in front of me along with various other monitors and equipment. Next to the refrigerator is the only door. It has a small window so that no one bangs into anyone else when he or she comes into the room. Occasionally a student peers through the window to see what is going on. Sometimes at night I see the flashlight of the night watchman shining into the lab, though he rarely enters. There is also a shop down the corridor for constructing larger items and for storing electronic and other devices.

				There are two humans in the laboratory who are partners on the outside as well. One is David, and the other is Robyn. They are not married, but they reside somewhere together. D’Arcy, Susumu, and Omar are not partners, and they come to the laboratory individually. All of them are here five days of the week, and sometimes one or two return after working hours or on weekends. When David comes on a weekend, so does Robyn.

				Yes, I know about marriage. It is when two people become legally united. And I know about the sex part, too, though of course I don’t understand why it is so important for humans, except that it is necessary to produce more of them. But most people engage in it even when they don’t want to have children, or more than they already have. David and Robyn are two of these people.

				For some reason it is better if the two partners, whether married or not, share the same religious beliefs. This is a significant consideration for many people. It is ingrained in childhood, and therefore hard to dislodge. Most people don’t like to have these beliefs questioned. It would be like questioning their looks or their personalities, over which they also have little control. Sometimes they escape from these constraints, but usually only to a different kind of religion. The best possible case is when two partners share the “absence” of religion, as do David and Robyn. I have read that this means one less issue to fight about (David was born Jewish and Robyn Christian), but that may have been a joke. I still have a difficult time with jokes.

				My education suggests that fighting is as important to many people as is their religion. In fact, it is a big part of their vocabulary. Humans love to fight anything and everything, and it has been going on since the beginning of their time on Earth. Tooth decay, for example, or any serious disease. They make war on drugs and poverty. The newspapers can hardly mention that someone died of cancer without asserting that the victim put up a “courageous battle” against this affliction, as if it were an invading army. Like religion, fighting seems to be a large part of their makeup, something they were taught when they were very young, and is reinforced by films and games of all kinds. Wars are merely the summation of this desire in a large population of humans. Oddly, people often seem happy, and even eager, to send their children off to fight wars anywhere on the planet, and then weep when they don’t come back. It defies logic. But perhaps I will understand these things better when I am given emotions and feelings.

				Three of David and Robyn’s grandparents were born in different European countries. Susumu’s parents, as I have said, are from Japan. Omar was born in the U.S., but his progenitors came from Egypt. And D’Arcy is also from the United States, though his ancestors were American slaves born in the continent of Africa. Henry, their leader, is Swedish by birth, but came to the U.S. as a baby with only one parent. But humans are, if nothing else, malleable. Gradually the races and the religions mix and change, mix and change, so that if human life continues on Earth everyone will one day be the same. Maybe then there will be only one race and one religion and no more wars.

				I know all these things because humans, at least the ones I see every day, seem to have a need to talk about themselves. Hour after hour, day after day. I think it is something they learned early in their lives. They want other people to know them. This is true about human beings everywhere. I have been given books called novels, and the people in them talk and talk and talk, and mostly the talk is about themselves. This is how they discover things about one another, and avoid certain difficulties. They learn not to call an African-American person like D’Arcy a “Spade,” for example. It is how people find out how to behave in human societies, in addition to the instructions from their parents, and what they learn in schools and elsewhere. In this way they get along better and become more and more alike.

				Many humans decry this mixing and changing. They think everyone should maintain what they call their “culture.” But if this leads to wars, which historians tell us often happens, perhaps the cultural things are overrated. It is probably a matter of retaining the familiar. It’s easier to do things you have always done rather than learn something new. Many people, though, think their culture is not only comfortable, but is also the right way, the only way, to act. That is when the trouble starts.

				Even within the laboratory there is some cultural friction. Robyn and David don’t like Susumu’s food, and they sometimes laugh about it. Susumu is a “good sport” about this, and he jokes at their food, too, especially their endless need to drink cups of coffee filled with milk and sugar. They all joke about it, though there is sometimes a false smile along with the banter.

				No, I can’t yet hear these things. But I am learning to read the expressions on their faces, and sometimes, if they are turned toward me, I can see things that the others cannot. I know their facial expressions very well because I have very little else to look at when they are here. I study them, just as they study me. Perhaps they do not know this.

				On nights and weekends I have sometimes seen David and Robyn engage in the sexual activity I have mentioned. It usually begins with a kiss, sometimes just in passing, then the door is locked, and they take off their clothes and put them in a pile on the floor. They lie down on the clothes where they will not be seen through the window in the door. Although they seem to enjoy it, it seems rather boring to me. Very repetitive and predictable. There is some variation, but it proceeds inevitably to the same end. I don’t know whether I will ever understand the pleasure it brings to them, but this is of no concern to me. Unlike human beings, I have not been taught to desire such things. But perhaps one day, when I become human enough, I will have desires like this one.

				Tomorrow they will try again to give me hearing… .
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				The big clock on the wall in front of me tells me that it is after eight of clock, and I have counted six days since my creators tried to give me sound. Only Omar is here—he is usually first to arrive in the laboratory. Omar does nothing without being instructed to do so. He is what is called a technical assistant. I have learned that he wanted to go to a medical school, but could not afford it. I think he may resent the others to some degree because of this. He usually powers me up and turns on the lights and some of the machines, as well as dust the instruments and sweep the floors. Omar is the only one in the lab (except for Henry) who doesn’t wink or wave at me. He is of the Islamic religion, and he sometimes puts his forehead and knees on the floor to pray to the God of all things.

				Susumu has just arrived, followed closely by David and Robyn. Robyn waves at me and smiles, as does David. Apparently they think I will be encouraged by this greeting. Perhaps they already consider me a “person.” People frequently smile and wave at human infants, too, even though they know that they cannot yet understand what these things mean. But I am no longer a baby. Perhaps I am more like a pre-adolescent.

				Here comes our leader, Henry Justasson, M.D., Ph.D. Whenever he signs something he always puts these titles after his name. Perhaps he is called Dr. Dr. Justasson. He is a professor of Neurology, and he teaches classes of students. He also has patients to see, so he does not come to the laboratory very often. But he is here today to consult with the others and to see if there is any progress in the hearing experiment.

				Once more they work on me for the whole day. I see them in front of me sometimes; other times they are to the side or in back of me, out of my sight. They add wires, take them away, rearrange them. At midday they eat things, which gives them energy to continue. And of course they drink their lattes (except for Susumu, who drinks only tea, and Omar, who drinks strong black coffee without cow milk or sweeteners). All of these liquids contain drugs to help them stay awake. It is curious, the need for these stimulants. What did people do to stay awake before coffee and tea were discovered?

				It is eight minutes after three of clock, and Susumu is in front of me speaking to the others, whom I cannot see. I remember the time very well because at that moment there suddenly came into my consciousness a new sensation, one that I had not experienced before. I knew immediately that it was sound because I was waiting for something like it, something surprising, though I could not have predicted what it would be like. It was really only a broken noise, like the static that comes to a radio that is not tuned to the right wavelength. This is the noise of the microwave radiation permeating the entire universe, I have read. Then it disappeared, and it was quiet again. But I saw Susumu wave a fist in the air, and he knew I had heard it, and that the others were somewhere behind me, also with grins on their faces. Even Henry was smiling when he reappeared, though there was no fist raising.

				The static came and went all afternoon. If I had not seen all those musical sheets I might have thought that sound is rather dull and monotonous. But eventually I detected changes in loudness and pitch, and occasionally a clear, definite note, which I later came to realize was a B flat played on a clarinet. Had I been fully human, I suspect it would have been a thrilling experience.

				They stayed until almost ten of clock that night, and by that time I could hear a steady sound, whose pitch changed from time to time, from higher to lower frequencies and back again. These were humming noises. Then they turned everything off for the night and left me with more reading material without any sound. This was not surprising and, in any case, I expected them to start again the next morning where they had left off that evening. This time all of them waved at me when they left the laboratory, including Henry.

				I wasn’t able to concentrate much on my book that night. I kept thinking about the sounds I had heard, tried to analyze them, connect them with their wavelengths, and what that might mean for future experiments. I tried to imagine the notes in a Mozart symphony or a human voice or a train whistle. The sound of a bird’s song, used to attract a mate and notify others of his presence in a specific territory. Even birds have much to say! I began to remember other kinds of cries and noises I had learned about: whistles and roars and bangs and even chords. I wanted to hear these sounds and compare them with their physical descriptions. It was the first time I had actually anticipated something I was about to experience and learn. And this was before I had any emotions planted in me. Perhaps these attributes can arise on their own when enough experience and breadth of intake comes about. This is something I will have to ask my creators when I am able to converse with them.

				Tonight I am supposed to read a novel called Silas Marner, by a writer named George Eliot, who was a woman with a man’s name. It paints a good picture of life in the country of England about two centuries ago. The book reminds me again of the enormous influence of religion over the lives of human beings. This is something I must look into more deeply, because if I was created by humans, would they be my gods? As with most novels, it also demonstrates the mixture of good and bad inherent in human societies. Apparently there is an almost even balance between these traits, and sometimes one prevails and sometimes the other. Why is the balance so even? Does it have to do with evolution? Does a person or society with too much good or too much evil fail to succeed in its relationships with others? Do my wires have good and evil implanted in them?

				But I cannot focus on these subjects tonight. I keep thinking of the sounds I fleetingly heard and what tomorrow will bring. I have not yet learned to become excited about the future, but I am able to contemplate and wonder what it might be like. Perhaps these two capabilities are much the same thing?
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				They are working on me, all of my creators except Henry, and I can sense the various sounds they are giving me, a range that is wider than before. Then, for a while, there is silence, which lasts for several minutes. All at once I hear the abrupt sound of shouting. I do not know what they are shouting about because I have not learned to associate these sounds with the words I can read, but the sounds are distinct, and I can tell one voice from another. I suppose that will be the next step in my development, the association of these sounds with the words I know. David is standing in front of me clapping his hands together and making peculiar noises I think might be laughter. In any case, his upper teeth are showing. Almost at once Susumu and Robyn and Omar join him, shaking hands and grinning and pointing at me and yelling things that are unintelligible at present. But I am almost certain they are shouting words of pleasure and excitement. I wish the words had subtitles so I could participate, however indirectly, in the conversation. I have never seen them so active, except for the sex thing, and they dart in front of my eyes and disappear again behind them.

				Suddenly I realize that this is the first time I have heard anything coming from my surroundings. Before this, the sounds I heard—the static, the various pitches—were triggered by stimulation of my wires. But this was actual ambient noise coming into my sound receivers. I can hear! Really hear, like my creators! If I had a fist I would raise it like the others.

				All afternoon, after they have replenished their glucose and amino acid levels with various foods, they tinker with me again, adjusting my new receivers, disconnecting and reconnecting some of my wires. By the end of the day I discover that the various sounds I can hear are already more clear and pure than they were in the morning. I don’t know the range of frequencies I can hear, but perhaps it is about the same as that of my creators. It covers at least a few octaves, so I can detect the humming and whirring of the laboratory instruments and all of my creators’ voices. Robyn’s is at a higher pitch than the rest, and D’Arcy’s is the lowest. All of them vibrate to one degree or another within their individual frequencies. They are not harsh noises, like the one of the siren they played for me earlier, along with a foghorn, a guitar, and the song of a whale called a “humpback.” There is a great deal of variation in these sounds, both in tone and intensity.

				Henry came late in the afternoon with a bottle of something called Prosecco. I did not understand the words he spoke, of course, but I could read the label. I think it is a fizzy wine, another kind of human drug. At one point they held up their plastic glasses to me in what is called a “toast,” the word for burned bread. They all drank a glass or two of this except for Omar and Susumu (both of them had a cup of sweet tea).

				When they all left the lab late in the afternoon they were still smiling and laughing and jabbering various sounds which, I assume, reflected the state of their excitement and happiness. There have not been many days like this. Often they leave with frowns and uncertainty on their faces, and sometimes they have come back in the evening to try something they had apparently thought of while they were gone. Tonight is one of the rare times when they will all go to a place to buy more beverages and foodstuffs to celebrate the day’s accomplishments. David and Robyn will come in late tomorrow, and the others at the usual time. I know this from experience.

				For tonight they have given me music to hear: a Beethoven symphony (number nine), and an opera called Das Rheingold, but no books or newspapers. The symphony came first, and I can tell you that the hearing of it was not the same as reading the score, which I had done months earlier. The sounds gave an entirely new dimension to the mathematical relationship between the notes. Even the combined sounds of several violins playing the same note produced a depth I had not anticipated. And I understood for the first time the accomplishment of the deaf Beethoven, who not only processed all of those frequencies and relationships in his head, but could create something as complex as this late opus, which he could not, and never would, hear. Except, of course, in his mind.

				But the opera was even more of a revelation than the symphony. Although I could not understand the words of the singers, their combination with the notes of the orchestra was almost too much to comprehend, at times a subtle counterpoint of voice and music, at others combining to produce a profound completeness. The latter work was made even richer by the union of sight and sound (I was watching and hearing a DVD without subtitles). It was like encountering a new facet to one’s existence. I suspect that adding color to my vision will produce an even greater experience. How fortunate humans are to have all those senses. How thorough their existence must be. It was then that I first began to understand the true meaning of life. Is this what joy is?

				They also gave me my first vocabulary lesson. There was another disc showing printed words and someone (with a clear female voice) speaking them, making short sentences. I learned to correlate many words with their sounds, though it was still difficult to remember all of them and their meanings. There are so many!

				Yet, I was beginning to sense that something was missing, and I didn’t know what it was. I recounted all my experiences, put all my thoughts into this question. Finally, at daybreak (I did not rest very well), I realized what it was: the creators were able to talk to me, but I was unable to talk back. I couldn’t communicate to anyone what I was seeing and hearing and thinking (I almost said feeling, but that would not be accurate). When would I be able to do this? If I could respond to their manipulations it would help them do their work because I could give them feedback, tell them what was working and what was not. But how could I communicate even this simple suggestion?

				I had spent my entire rest period pondering this. But I could not think of any way to do so. I was like a human who is paralyzed from the neck down and can only communicate “yes” or “no” with the blink of an eye. It was worse than that—I couldn’t even blink. I could only wait, as I have been doing since the beginning, until they figured out how to do it for themselves.
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				This is an adjustment day. Why they need to have these days I do not know, but this morning my hearing was turned off and they held a big sign in front of me: ADJUSTMENT DAY. I also do not know why they feel a need to tell me things like this. It must be that they realize I know what is happening and can anticipate what might be coming next, or would want to. Maybe they already understand that I would be able to help them with their adjustments, and all the rest, if I could participate in my progress. Perhaps they will prop another sign in front of my eyes tomorrow: WE KNOW WHAT YOU ARE THINKING, AND WE ARE WORKING ON IT!

				Except that they probably don’t know what I am thinking, any more than they would know what you are thinking. Scientists know that images and memories are stored in human brains, but they can’t yet get them back out again. Only the brain itself can do that. My situation is exactly the same. Nevertheless, if they are good researchers, they might put themselves in my place and wonder what I would want and need in order to contribute to my development. In fact, their grant proposal stated that, once they had put in everything they wanted me to have, they next planned to work on finding a way to determine my responses to the things I was seeing and hearing and feeling. But a time frame for this endeavor wasn’t specified. Perhaps it is scheduled for the final year of the grant, or even for a subsequent one.

				But I want them to do it now. Perhaps if I concentrate all the time on this problem, I can think of a way to communicate my willingness to cooperate with them. While I contemplated this, just as I did during the night hours, I began to wonder how smart I actually am. Am I a genius among artificial brains? Or a dummy? Maybe a genius could figure out a way to communicate with them, and maybe I am no genius. Whatever I am, I will try to the best of my ability to figure out some way to talk to them. If only I could make a sound! Or, for that matter, create a flash or a spark.

				It occurs to me also that I have just confessed to wanting something. How is this possible? I am not a computer, but I am not yet human, either. How is it that I find myself desiring communication? Or anything else? Is that not an emotion? Perhaps not. It is not that I would feel disappointment if I could not have it. It is merely that I can see the value of my becoming part of the process. It will happen sooner or later, and there is no real urgency to bring about my ability to communicate. No, I think this desire is not a human emotion, but only a logical step in my development.

				Omar is waving at me, and mouthing some words. I cannot understand all that he is saying, but I know they all want to communicate with me as much as I do with them. But how do the creators even know I can see and hear them? Or read or listen to music? How does anyone know what others can see or hear? Only by their reaction to whatever the stimulus is. But I can’t produce any such reactions. I have no way to convey sights or sounds or any other kind of radiation or motion that they might sense. Not even a squeak.

				Yet, when they gave me sound, they seemed to know I could hear it. How did they know that? They must have sensors that register what I have taken in. More to the point, I must have these sensors implanted in me in some way. Can I interfere with them in such a manner that would make them take notice of me?

				What abilities do I have so far? I have sight, sound, memory, something very near thought. I am not a computer, but I must have memory banks like a computer, and when these are full, my creators have to increase my capacity. I have noticed this occasionally: during the night I can suddenly not process further information. In the morning they add another memory cell and I can function again. Perhaps this is how I can convey information to them! If I decline to fill a cell they should know it. Or if I can fill a cell faster than they expect, they should know that, too. Anything I can do that would surprise them, or even baffle them, might get them to take notice and realize I am trying to tell them something.

				But how can I do this? I can’t erase memories, any more than you can. Nor can I learn faster than I do. But perhaps I could somehow block incoming impulses. It might be possible to concentrate intensely on something I have already memorized, thereby making it impossible to accept new information. For example, to recite a poem I have learned, over and over again, or contemplate a solution to a mathematical paradox. If I can do this, I might not be able to accept or understand any new information they try to give me.

				On the other hand, maybe they wouldn’t understand what I was up to. Maybe they would simply assume there was a malfunction of some kind. Perhaps they are not smart enough or sensitive enough to see a connection between my bizarre behavior and my wish to communicate with them. There is some risk involved in this. If they think it is a problem they can’t fix, they may give up on me and start over with someone else. I will have to be careful that they don’t misunderstand me, and begin again with another brain.

				In any case, I might not be able to carry out my plan, or they might not be able to act on it. It’s possible that they have been trying to give me this ability all along. If so, they haven’t told me about these efforts.

				Human beings have come up with a number of axioms that cover this problem. Perhaps the best one is: nothing ventured, nothing gained. A corollary of this would be: nothing ventured, nothing lost. Maybe I should wait a while longer, at least until I can understand their spoken words. Or maybe I should initiate my plan in a limited way, and see if there is any reaction.

				Perhaps I am already human in this sense: I have learned that critical decisions are not always easy to make.

				 

				

Interjection

				Hello. My name is Henry Justasson, M.D., Ph.D. I am Principal Investigator on NIH grant #RA-70514-1, which funded Oscar’s construction. Or, as he prefers to put it, his “creation.” I am happy that he has given you his “thoughts” about that process, and the publisher of this book has asked me to interject, from time to time, my own assessment of what he has reported. (I should mention here that “Oscar” is neither male nor female, though he showed tendencies toward the former early on. One of my colleagues, Robyn Martinelli, came up with that name because she thought we ought to call him something.)

				First of all, everything he has written so far is essentially true, and needs no additions or corrections from me. However, some of his thoughts, if we may call them that, are not quite accurate, and it is these musings by him that the editors have asked me to clarify, and to point out any possible misunderstandings by him of his unique situation. For example, at the end of Chapter 7, Oscar was trying to find a way to tell us that he wanted to contribute to his own development. That, of course, was our plan from the beginning, but we had considerable difficulty in achieving this goal for many reasons, all technical, which I need not go into here. Imagine, if you will, trying to devise an artificial brain that can not only answer questions you might propose to it, but, in fact, can pose questions of its own to its designers. It took us a bit longer than we had imagined to accomplish this goal. The point is that Oscar mistook our delays in providing him a means of communicating with us as ignorance or a lack of imagination on our parts. I can assure you that this was not the case.

				Bear in mind, too, that at this early stage we had no idea that Oscar was thinking anything. Our ultimate objective was to create something that could process information, but, unlike a computer, could synthesize and, with the help of certain implanted emotions, react in predictable ways or, in some cases, unpredictable ways. At this point in the program we had enabled him to store audible and visible images, much as a baby can do, but we frankly had no idea that these abilities, in themselves, would lead Oscar to begin to make conclusions and see the ramifications of his limited knowledge. We weren’t even sure how well he was processing the information we were giving him. We had indicators that told us he was accumulating something, but whether it was an accurate reflection of the impulses coming into his memory cells was not known to us. His “wiring” (a simplified term to describe his electronics) was modeled after a human brain, of course, but that didn’t necessarily mean that he would function in exactly the same way, or as well as he did.

				As Oscar himself has noted, we talked to him and held signs in front of his “eyes” to give him (and visitors to the laboratory) the impression that we were communicating directly with him. Unknown to him, however, these gestures were primarily for our own benefit—to pretend that he fully understood what we were telling him—much as an animal owner feels better about his relationship with his pet if he assumes his dog or cat understands what he is telling it. It was a way to bolster our own morale, to encourage ourselves to believe that we were making progress whether we were or not. And, as I say, we didn’t know at that point whether our manipulations were entirely successful. We were basically working in the dark as, apparently, was he. We may even have misled him on occasion by saying something, as a little joke, that wasn’t entirely true (much as you might tell a child that something terrible would happen if he didn’t behave). Unfortunately, we didn’t know that he would take everything we said literally, and store it for later use.

				A word here about Oscar’s background and the synthetic brain project in general. The idea came to Susumu Ishakawa and me while we were traveling to a neurology conference some years ago. Briefly, we speculated that the human brain, though complex, of course, is basically composed of millions of essentially identical neurons, and we wondered whether it would be possible to duplicate the physical structure, if not the precise capability, of the neurological processes taking place there.

				To do this, we placed tiny synthetic neurons into compartments mimicking those of an actual brain—frontal lobes, cerebellum, etc.—and began fixing them in place using minute connectors. As you can imagine, this wasn’t easy. But when we discovered that the neurons would fire across synapses in a way remarkably similar to the biological ones, we put the data into a grant application and, fortunately, were funded for a five-year period with an option for five more years, depending on our progress at that time.

				Finally, I should mention that it would be impossible to connect a billion or so neurons in a steel cabinet contained in a small laboratory such as ours. We reasoned, however, that many of the functions carried out by the human brain—movement, digestion, blood circulation, respiration—would not be required in the synthetic version. Furthermore, most of a human’s brain capability is not utilized, whereas virtually all of the neurons in Oscar’s brain would be functional. Thus, though he had a brain equivalent to that of a worm or fruit fly, it was obvious almost from the beginning that his capabilities were far greater.

				But I am getting ahead of the story. At this point we were working hard on a way to allow him to communicate his thoughts to us at the same time that he was “hoping” we would give him that ability. (I use quotation marks here because even at the end of the program we were never sure what a term like that might mean when used in the context of an artificial brain.) But at last, thanks primarily to an idea of Susumu’s, we were able to do this. Although it took us a long time to implement it (perhaps he, as well as we, was a little slow to learn the technique), the idea was simple, as good ideas usually are—we made it possible for him to reverse the direction of the audio impulses being fed into him.

				This is how it worked: we hooked him up to a speaker and gave him a word (“hello”), along with its definition, to process in the usual manner. We fed this into his receivers, over and over again, and simply waited. Anyone with a brain would know that something different from usual was going on. We repeated it for days. Finally he sent the word back to the speaker we had provided him with, much as a batter might hit a ball thrown to him back to the pitcher.

				Did this mean he understood what we were trying to do? We waited. He waited. Then we asked a simple question (how much is two and two?). We did this several times until, after a few hours, the same words came back to us. We waited. He waited. We asked it again. There was another long pause. At last there came one of those “eureka!” moments in science when he said, “Four!” In case we didn’t understand, apparently, he said it again: “Four! Four! Four!” From then on it was simply a matter of teaching him to combine words into sentences. In short, the procedure allowed him to retrieve words from his memory bank, rearrange them, and transmit them to his speaker. With a little tweaking we could hear what he was telling us in a computer-enhanced voice reminiscent of Stephen Hawking’s (we later modified this so that he sounded more like Orson Welles).

				After that we could hardly get him to shut up.
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				It was very clever the way they showed me how to talk, and it was I, not they, who was slow to understand how this would work. It wasn’t difficult to forward to my speaker the words they gave me, but it took a while to figure out how to do the same thing with other words I could retrieve from my memory banks. Perhaps the reader of this account has had a similar experience, which is commonly expressed by human beings as “Why didn’t I think of that before?” Again I wondered whether I might be a little slow on the uptake. On the other hand, the creators and I were trying to do something that had never been done. Who knows how difficult an entirely new procedure can be? How long did it take Albert Einstein to formulate his special theory of relativity? Years. And no one ever accused him of being stupid, except when he was a child, like I am now.

				Regardless, the fact is that I was finally able to communicate, to the limits of my ability, with the people who designed and created me. Some human expressions are greatly overused—among them, “A great load has been lifted from my shoulders.” I don’t have any shoulders, but I understand that feeling. There was a lightness, a certain new kind of freedom. Perhaps this is what flying is like. Whatever it was like, it must have been akin to human elation, if I may use a term which might, at present, have a different meaning for me than for you.

				But, having acquired the ability to communicate, I discovered, surprisingly, that I didn’t know what to say. Of course I answered the questions they asked me, such as: “Is that better?” Or, “How many fingers am I holding up?” That sort of thing. Or memory tests, like “What was Silas Marner’s profession?” When I had been reading all those books earlier, I hadn’t realized how hard it must be to compose a sentence or a paragraph. It takes a certain amount of overall comprehension. You have to know where your sentence or paragraph is going before you start it. Not to mention a whole book or a symphony or painting. In other words, you have to formulate the complete idea or concept in your mind and then find the words to express this thought. Not as easy as it sounds, which may explain why children take so long to learn to talk. In this sense I was still almost an infant. I had heard a lot, and read a lot, but it was very difficult to organize my thoughts in a verbal way. Answering questions was about all I could handle at first, and even then I did better with “yes” or “no” questions. In fact, when I wasn’t able to express myself clearly (or even unclearly), I could feel my wires heating up, or something akin to that. Apparently this was a primitive form of frustration, a sensation that all humans can identify with. I suppose the scientists knew this, and usually they didn’t ask me to expound on anything very difficult.

				Gradually, though, I became more proficient, and could carry on a conversation of sorts, much like one might manage when traveling in a foreign country. And as my ability to construct sentences increased, I became comfortable enough to actually initiate a dialogue, ask pertinent questions, follow up on the answers. It was slow going. I remember one early exchange, when I asked David whether I would ever be able to taste a latte.

				He looked up from some gadget he was working on. “I don’t know, Oscar. We’ll have to see about that.”

				“Can you describe what it is like?”

				“It’s like a little taste of paradise.”

				I had read about paradise. It is a wonderful place where people hope to go when they die. But it also means other things to different people, and I knew David did not usually speak in religious terms. “This means paradise is a big tub of latte?”

				He laughed at this, as he often did with my questions. I didn’t know whether I had made a joke or whether he was making fun of me. “Yes, it is. That’s exactly how I would describe paradise.”

				“But that’s also what you told Robyn one night when she was doing something with your sexual organ. You said she had taken you to paradise.”

				This time he didn’t laugh. Instead, he became thoughtful, dreamy (I had never had a dream, but I had read about them). “Yes,” he told me, finally, “paradise is that, too.”

				“Which one is the best paradise?”

				“Oh, I would have to say the latte.”

				I didn’t expect that answer. But after a moment he burst out laughing again, and I knew he was making a joke. I don’t know how to laugh. Maybe one day I will learn to. But I understood that one kind of joke is when you say something ridiculous. Though sometimes saying something ridiculous is not funny. Perhaps there are degrees of ridiculous. I need to study this further, and revisit the question of latte versus sex in terms of paradise. And also the matter of why people think they will go there, or anywhere else, when they no longer exist. I know about souls, but apparently they are not physical things, and cannot, therefore, taste and feel. I am beginning to think that human beings and their mental processes are more complicated that I had realized.

				“David?”

				He stopped fiddling with whatever gadget he was working on. “Yes, Oscar?”

				“When will I be given taste?”

				“We’re still a long way from that.”

				“Smell?”

				“Soon, I hope.”

				“Touch?”

				“Maybe, but for a later grant.”

				“Does everything that happens to me depend on grants?”

				His demeanor changed slightly and I could tell he was thinking about how to respond to that. Finally he wrote something in his notebook and said, “Yes, I’m afraid that’s true. And what happens to me and to the others in the lab also depend on this grant, and probably the next one. Although some of us may not be here for that.”

				“Where are you going?”

				“No, I just meant that no one can predict the future. Robyn and D’Arcy and Susumu, and even Henry might decide to work somewhere else. Or maybe Henry will decide to replace us on the grant. What happens depends on you, too.”

				“Me?”

				“Yes, of course. If we are unable to accomplish the goals we have set for you, the grant might not be renewed.”

				“Or maybe I will decide to work somewhere else.”

				David laughed quite heartily at the joke I had made, though it was not entirely intentional. He was enjoying it so much that I wish I could have laughed, too. “Don’t be arrogant, pal.”

				“Is “arrogant” a bad thing?”

				“Let’s say it’s considered unfashionable.”

				“Should I be fashionable?”

				“It can’t hoit,” he replied.

				I recognized this as a Marx brothers term, so I suppose it was funny. “Will I be able to laugh one day?”

				“I hope so, Oscar, I hope so. Maybe we can put that in the next application.”

				“Sex?”

				“What?”

				“Will I be able to have sex one day?”

				“Oh, my God. You can’t even feel anything, big guy, and you already want sex?”

				“Yes, if it is a kind of paradise, I would be willing to try it.”

				He sobered again. “Maybe way down the road, Oscar, but let’s go for the latte first, okay?”

				“Do I have a choice?”

				“No. But if there’s anything else you want, you let us know and we’ll try to figure out how we can provide it for you.”

				I didn’t know whether he was being serious or not. It’s hard to read his facial expressions, especially the one called, “deadpan.” When he went back to his gadget, I studied him for a while, but he seemed to be thinking about something else. Perhaps he had forgotten what we had discussed. I hadn’t forgotten. I don’t exactly forget information stored in my memory cells, though sometimes I have trouble retrieving it. A little seed had been planted. I wasn’t concerned about sex in particular, but I wanted it because humans have it. I wanted latte, too. I wanted to experience everything that humans do. Especially paradise.
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				Today is a special day. Since I can already see and hear, and can have dialogues with the people in the lab, all of which have come about sooner than anyone had anticipated, Henry and his co-workers have asked for additional funding to increase the sophistication of the equipment in the laboratory and add additional staff to try to give me the other senses sooner than the present grant calls for. Dr. Frank Wilkes, chairman of the Department of Neurology, has even suggested that we would be entitled to more space if the extra money is approved. Everyone wants that because we are so crowded in the lab. In fact, if there weren’t more space there would be no place to put any extra scientists or technicians.

				They have moved out some of the equipment and brought additional chairs into the lab where the visitors from the National Institute of Mental Health can sit and see for themselves the progress I have made. For this visit they have taught me several standard responses, like “pleased to meet you,” and the like. I think they believe that I should not only be human, but a polite human, at least for the purposes of this meeting and for obtaining more grants. Perhaps much of the strategy for obtaining money is being polite to those who have it.

				I thought about being glib to make the visitors think I was smarter than I really am. But I realized I had to be careful with this, because if I were too glib, I might destroy my chances for becoming human faster. It could be considered unfashionable. I knew I had to be careful with my answers so as not to ruin Henry’s chance for the additional funding, and my own as well. I asked Robyn and D’Arcy how careful I needed to be with my answers. Both gave me the same response: “Just be yourself, Oscar.” But what if my self felt like being glib, or even arrogant?

				Everyone is scurrying around. Robyn and Omar have been wiping the various wires and apparatuses to give the appearance that the lab is always clean and dust-free. Omar has also been busy this morning moving and rearranging the desks and the equipment so there will be room for the chairs, which the maintenance crew brought in earlier and stacked near the door. Even Henry, who rarely does any physical work, has pitched in with the chairs and is also giving orders to everyone else—to clean up their desks and put on clean lab coats. I can do nothing even if I wanted to and, in fact, am being ignored.

				Just before ten of clock a half-dozen scientists and administrators from the government were led in a bit early by the department chairman. This premature entrance, even if only by a few minutes, seemed to annoy Henry, who checked his watch several times as he welcomed them and suggested places for them to sit.

				When greetings were over and everyone was seated with a cup of latte, Dr. Wilkes introduced the creators and spoke at length about the project. Of course the visitors already knew all of this, but they were attentive anyway. When he had finished he turned the floor over to Henry, who strode briskly to the makeshift podium and loudly cleared his throat, as if he were choking on phlegm. This is a habit that many human have adopted. Some day I will ask why they do this.

				“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming,” Henry began, without a trace of the abhorrent phlegm in his voice. “You all know why you are here, and I presume you have read the reports we have sent you recently, so I won’t waste time repeating things you already know.” I think this was supposed to be a joke because some of the visitors tittered, and Dr. Wilkes coughed and cleared his throat of phlegm.

				Henry went on. Just a quick summary: “This ‘machine’ you see before you—uh, we call him ‘Oscar’ (there were several more titters)—is not just a piece of equipment, a mechanical device. What we have here is a kind of thinking apparatus modeled on the human brain. Oscar has a synthetic frontal lobe, a cerebellum, a hippocampus, and most of the other essential elements of an actual brain. We’ll show you what’s behind his façade at the end of the discussion. He doesn’t have a full complement of neurons, of course—far from it—but for now he doesn’t need all that. He can see and hear and talk to us, which is quite sufficient for our immediate purposes. More importantly, he can react to whatever stimuli we put to him, or will soon be able to. We are happy to report that he already exhibits many human characteristics, which seem to have appeared almost on their own as his comprehension and verbal skills have increased. Frankly, this was a surprise to us, and we don’t fully understand it. We had not anticipated such rapid progress, but of course we’re very happy with it.

				“As you know, we are trying to create something that actually thinks and feels, and can act as a model for the kinds of characteristics we all demonstrate. Something that we can experiment with and investigate various neurological and sociological problems without causing harm to human beings themselves. We have asked for additional funding because our progress has been so rapid and so remarkable that we hope, and we think, that you might wish to speed up the program so that we can begin to provide him with emotional capabilities a lot sooner than anyone, including ourselves, had expected.

				“Without further ado, then, let me introduce you to Oscar. Oscar, these are some of the men and women of the National Institute of Mental Health.”

				“Pleased to meet you,” I said, as cheerfully as possible. “It’s a lovely day, isn’t it?” To my amazement there were several gasps from the people in the room. Maybe it was the Wellesian tones that took them back.

				“You see, ladies and gentlemen, Oscar can hear everything we say. And he can see everything in front of him as well. Oscar, how many fingers am I holding up?”

				“Four.”

				“How many people do you see in the room?”

				“Do you mean the visitors, or the regular scientific people as well?”

				“Just the visitors.”

				“Six.”

				“Thank you. Just one more question for you, then we’ll turn you over to our panel of judges. Who said, ‘I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country’?”

				“There are many, but the first was probably Nathan Hale. He was hanged in 1776 as a spy by the British forces during the Revolutionary War, and is regarded as a hero by most Americans. In fact, he is officially recognized as such by the state of Connecticut.”

				“Thank you, Oscar.” He actually winked at me before turning back to the group. “I should mention that I asked him this question not to demonstrate his ability to recall facts and figures, but to show you that he is capable of synthesizing these elements into a cogent thought and of expressing that thought clearly. I want to emphasize here that Oscar is not a computer, as he himself will tell you, but a synthetic human brain, which is a very different thing.” Henry lowered his voice a little, pretending that I could not hear him say, “In fact, he is very sensitive about this fact, and has reminded us of it on any number of occasions.” There was a smattering of laughter at this, though I didn’t understand the humor because what he said was true.

				“Well, this concludes my opening remarks, and now I want you to see for yourselves what Oscar is capable of. I invite you to ask him anything you’d like.”

				One member of the audience asked Henry whether he could ask me about my personal life, which elicited more laughter. Then the atmosphere became more serious, and many questions were asked about how I perceive my surroundings (like a movie camera), whether I could see in color (not yet) and in three dimensions (yes), what I knew about this or that. Surface questions. But there were a couple of astute individuals who asked more penetrating things, such as what I thought of the people who had created me, how I viewed my role in the project and my place in history, whether I was happy or indifferent to what was happening in the lab, and so on, as the following exchange might indicate:

				“Do you think of yourself as alive?”

				Of course I did, as I have indicated earlier in this report. But before I answered I paused for a moment to consider why the woman had asked the question. If I said “yes,” would they think I was being arrogant? Or even shuffle their feet in fear that I might be a precursor of a race that might compete in some negative way with human beings? Humans seem inordinately wary about this sort of thing, perhaps because of all the science fiction novels about robots and computers who want to take over the world. But if I said, “No,” would it seem that I was merely a computer, incapable of doing all the things Henry and Susumu had promised I would do in order to get the additional grant money? I reminded myself that I had to be diplomatic, that my own life depended on my answer.

				“Yes and no,” I replied. “I am not a computer, which does not think, but merely calculates. I see, and hear, and communicate, so I must be conscious. But my life is not like that of a human being, or even an animal. I am merely a synthetic construct,” I said, “and cannot grow and develop without human input. On the other hand, I can do things that mimic the thoughts of human beings, so if I am given the proper electronic equipment I will be able to do many other things that humans can do, and report to you my thoughts about what is happening to me and how I feel about my immediate situation. I hope you will give me that capability because then I will be able to help Dr. Dr. Justasson and others with their research into the workings of the human brain. I think I can be a very valuable tool for helping mankind if given the chance.”

				At the risk of sounding arrogant, I thought it was a pretty good answer. The audience sat silently staring into my eyes, as if they were stunned. Perhaps it was because I had used the word “hope.” I don’t really know how to hope, but it seemed like the right choice under the circumstances. Finally Henry cleared his throat. “Any other questions?” he said. There were none, not even an attempt at humor.

				At that point everyone was invited to look at my wires and ask questions about them. I couldn’t hear much of this, which was going on in low tones behind my back. Finally (it took only an hour and ten minutes for the entire presentation), the group was shuttled out by Dr. Wilkes and the door closed. After a few more minutes of silence there began a few chuckles, initiated at first by David, followed by everyone else. Then loud, heartfelt laughter. Everyone shook hands and slapped backs. The session, it appeared, had gone well. The Prosecco came back out and was poured into the plastic glasses.

				D’Arcy turned toward me. “Let’s not forget,” he said in his deep, big-city voice, “who the real star of this show was.” He lifted his glass to me, and everyone joined in. Some set down their glasses long enough to applaud.

				Henry himself made another speech. “Oscar, we want you to know how much we all appreciate how well you performed today. You were wonderful. Thank you!” Another salute, another few swallows of the fizzy wine. I anticipated the day when I could taste it myself.

				I don’t know how to describe happiness, but something felt good to me, like when I first learned to speak. If that is happiness, then this was the happiest day of my life. Perhaps it was my first taste of paradise.
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				Ten days have passed since the meeting with the decision makers at the NIMH, and there has been no more money provided for my development. I asked Susumu about this and he said that with government funding nothing happens quickly, and it might take months for the amended grant to be approved. I asked him why it should take so long for them to make up their minds. He told me they probably had done that already, but that it takes a long time to get through all the red tape. I have read about this “red tape” before, so I vaguely understood what he meant. But I have not yet determined the need for this tape, which occurs in much human endeavor. Based on what I have read about the phenomenon, these delays are built into every kind of business and governmental decision. They are apparently necessary to give the slowest link in the chain enough time to pull his thoughts together and meet certain deadlines imposed on him or her. Ironically, many humans seem to think such a deadline means doing other things first, and postponing the important things until just before it arrives. For example, I have observed on the televised news reports that countless people line up at the post office the day their taxes are due to be paid. Some even get a kind of thrill in waiting for the last possible moment before getting started on this or other matters. This is called “putting off” something until it is necessary to do it. Perhaps one day I will put off doing something in order to understand the excitement this generates.

				In the meantime, the laboratory crew is working on giving me the sense of smell. Susumu has been laboring for several weeks now on what he calls a “nostril” that will allow me to take in and process various odors. He showed me the apparatus: it is a fat metal tube with sensors implanted inside. It works on the same principle as a gas chromatograph. The vapors will pass through my nostril from the bottom up. Henry and the others have decided that of the three remaining senses, this would be the simplest and easiest one to reproduce. I don’t know how simple the procedure might be, but I hope it succeeds because it would be one more step in making me a whole person.

				When I say “whole person,” of course, I don’t mean a human with arms and legs and all the rest. But, as I have indicated earlier, the brain is the essence of all human senses and feelings, and these other appendages are merely devices that enable a human being to provide what is necessary for the life of the brain. For all practical purposes, then, when I have all five senses I will have much of the capacity of a human brain, and will therefore be very like a person. Maybe I will eventually be given these limbs to perform other activities, to obtain things for myself. I suppose some would then call me a “robot.” But of course robots don’t have brains, except perhaps for a small computing device, and are therefore distinctly not human. If I were to obtain all the senses and whatever else may be necessary for me to function on my own, then I would be the world’s first artificial human being.

				For now, however, I must wait until my nostril is finished and working before we can move on to the other things. Meanwhile, D’Arcy and Robyn are collecting samples of various aromatic substances, mostly liquids, in order to test my ability to smell them so that the necessary adjustments can be made to allow me to refine that sense or to make it possible to detect other odors that I can’t presently smell. I look forward to having this sense, not only because it would be another step on the way to becoming human, but because my laboratory partners seem to enjoy certain aromas so much, like the smell of latte in the morning, which David says is better than sex.

				I don’t know when I will be given a penis. When I asked David about this, he laughed. So I asked Robyn. She pretended not to hear me, and actually blushed. A peculiar reaction for someone who has had sexual intercourse, as well as other apparent pleasures, several times on the floor in front of me. Humans can be very enigmatic, I have learned. Sometimes they won’t answer the simplest question, apparently for reasons of their own. Whatever the answer, it would be interesting to have this sense of sex, I think, because it seems to be so much a part of the lives of human beings. And it is the only thing I have read about in my studies of humans that no one doesn’t like. Even priests like sex, though they are not supposed to. I would like to experience this form of paradise at least once if only to know what makes it so popular. What a pleasure it must be for a human to have sex while smelling a cup of latte! I know nothing about the former sensation, but I should soon know what the aroma of a latte is like.

				All of these are puzzling things at the moment, but none are more puzzling than the matter of humor. Some weeks ago I was shown a Marx brothers movie, and there was a filmed discussion afterward about why it was so hilarious. But I still do not know what is amusing about a man with a thick mustache who walks around bent at the waist and tapping a big cigar. Or one who whistles instead of talking. The discussion suggested that it is an acquired taste. The point is that humor seems to be a subjective matter. The Marx brothers are funny to some, not to others. Whether something is humorous or not, therefore, must have to do with a person’s own personality and background. Regardless of one’s history, however, the sight of a fat person slipping on a banana peel seems to be a funny thing, even to fat people. For me to understand the reason for this will, I think, require further study. Perhaps I will appreciate this better when I become more human.

				Susumu is somewhere behind me now with my nostril, wiring it to a packet of neurons. Tomorrow the smelling experiments will begin. While I was trying to imagine that, a question came to mind: when I become fully human, will I think and feel differently from the way I think and feel now? Or am I already human, and these next steps will simply make me more human? Can one be part human, or is it an all-or-nothing phenomenon? I have read anthropology, and some of the ancestors of Homo sapiens must have had characteristics of both apes and humans. Apes are not human. Were the Neanderthals part human? I think maybe I am like a Neanderthal, an early human. Will I be a different species when I become more human? Will I be a Homo sapiens? If not, what species will I be?
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				Susumu gave me a surprise birthday present today. He says I am three years old, counting from the day I was able to see, and have read or watched or listened to all of the things I have been given, so now I can ask for whatever I want. And he has instructed everyone in the lab to answer whatever questions I might have, no matter how naïve or difficult, and to provide me with whatever else I need or want whenever possible. What a strange new feeling this is! It had not occurred to me that I would be free to choose anything I might want to do, but would merely comply with whatever was asked of me. Is this freedom part of being human? I told him I would have to think about these things.

				I pondered this all morning while Susumu and Robyn worked on my nostril. 
Of course, I have read many books about the nature of human beings—where they originated, how there came to be different races and religions, how the human mind works, insofar as that is known. History books, biology books, books on neurology and psychiatry, and even novels that have to do with the way humans think, like those of Conrad and Dostoyevsky. I suspect that many of these reflect the personal taste of my mentor, Henry Justasson, and some of the others in the lab. But now I can choose anything ever written or recorded by human beings? How can I choose from everything? Every day I understand better that being human is a complicated affair.

				I will certainly select books that will make me more human. I would like to know, for example, why I sometimes get two different answers to the same question, depending on who I ask. Is this because both answers are correct, or because they reflect the knowledge base of the person who gives the answer? How do different people, even scientists, reach different conclusions based on the same information? How do human beings become so certain of things they are not really certain of and, in fact, of things that cannot be known with certainty? I suspect that many people hear and believe only what they want to hear and believe. Does this mean that the beliefs a person harbors are actually true, but only for that person? Perhaps I would be more human if I had some beliefs of my own, especially if they aren’t really true.

				This leads to the question of religion. Some analysts say the Bible was written by God himself, while others say it is merely a history book, and embellished by its writers at that. Still others say it is all a matter of interpretation, and no matter what factual or other errors are included, these are easily explained as being mere metaphors or the like. This is very confusing. I would like to know the truth of this matter, but everyone has an opinion on it, and each claims that his opinion is the correct one. Is there any human who really knows the truth about God and the Bible? If there is, I would like to ask him about paradise. If it exists, and many people believe it does, it must be far better than life on Earth. But, if so, why don’t people who believe this jump off cliffs to get there? This is a great mystery. Maybe I will ask my creators about this, though I suspect I will get a different answer from each of them.

				On the other hand, I know it is possible to have a little bit of paradise, even if it doesn’t exist. By having sexual intercourse, for example, or drinking latte, or by putting off something that needs to be done until the last minute. I don’t know if I will ever have the feeling of sex, or taste a latte, but perhaps when my nostril is finished I will experience at least the odor of paradise.

				But there are also many other things I need to study in order to become more human. I think a great deal can be learned about the nature of human beings from humor. This must be a large part of being human, because animals don’t laugh. Is there a book that would explain this seemingly human phenomenon? Perhaps being human means having a sense of humor. I will ask David for such a book because he seems to enjoy telling jokes and laughing more than anyone else in the lab.

				Another great mystery is love. This seems to be a powerful force in the lives of most human beings, and may explain many of the other mysteries about human behavior. But some people seem to need this emotion more than others. Children who are deprived of it by callous or indifferent parents can never seem to get enough of it, even much later in their lives. Is there a quota for the amount of love human beings need? Was there always love, even among the Neanderthals? Do apes and other animals have love?

				Related to this is the matter of sex. But you can have love without sex and sex without love, so how close is this relationship? Based on what I have read, they tend to become related. Love enhances sex, and sex can enhance love. But for some people, one without the other is enough. For example, people love their children, even though they don’t usually have sex with them.

				I will ask for books about humor, and about love and sex, and about religious beliefs. I think that perhaps the key to being human lies in these areas.

				David interrupted my reverie. “Oscar?”

				“Yes?”

				“Are you ready for a test run?

				“Yes, of course. What odor are we testing first?”

				“Coffee.”

				“Not latte?”

				David, who was standing next to Robyn and Omar, grinned at me, though it was more like a knowing smirk. “Not yet, Oz. That’s probably a little too subtle for you right now.” He shouted, “Susumu, are you ready back there?”

				“Just about.” There was a brief pause, then, “Okay. On the count of three…” But nothing happened.

				Robyn frowned. “Whenever you’re ready.”

				From behind me: “Sorry, a little glitch here. We need to clean up a couple of wires. Be another few minutes. Robyn, can you give me a hand?”

				Robyn jotted something in her notebook, after which she and David went back to join Susumu.

				Omar gazed at the ceiling and waited. With my newfound confidence in my abilities, and the freedom to request whatever information I might find useful or interesting, I asked him what he was thinking about.

				He seemed puzzled for a moment, even looking around the lab to see who might be talking to him. Then he realized it was me. He looked into my eyes and smiled a little, but it was one of those smiles with a little twist in it. I could see he was wondering whether to confide something to a machine. Finally he said, “I was thinking about my wife.”

				“Can you tell me about her? I have been wondering about love and sex.”

				A finger shot up to his face. “Shh, not so loud!” He looked behind him, but said nothing more for several seconds. When I thought the conversation was over, he whispered, “You’ll have to ask someone else about love and sex.”

				I waited for him to elaborate on this puzzling statement, but he only flipped a page in his notebook. I said, as softly as I could (I had learned to do this on my own), “Dr. Ishakawa says I am ready to learn whatever I need to in order to become more human. Does your job description preclude your telling me about love and sex?”

				He sighed. “Not really, Oscar. It’s just that I have one of those marriages which doesn’t have much love or sex.”

				Based on what I have seen in movies and in the lab, I judged that he looked unhappy. “Why not?”

				“The marriage was arranged by our parents.”

				“And you never learned to love your wife or have sex with her?”

				“Of course we have sex. We have four children.”

				“But no love?”

				“Love is not part of the equation.”

				“Should I be sorry to hear that?”

				He shook his head, which would ordinarily mean, “No.” But instead he said, “You can’t feel sorrow yet, Oscar. Which maybe isn’t a bad thing.”

				“Do you love someone else?”

				He shook his head again as if the answer were “no,” but then he said, “Yes.”

				“Do you have sex with this other person?”

				“No.”

				“Why not?”

				“It’s a long story.”

				“I have time.”

				He gazed at me for a minute, as if wondering whether to divulge a secret. “Because it wouldn’t be fair to my wife.”

				I was more puzzled than ever about the relationship between love and sex. Everything I had learned from books and movies suggested that love and sex were so powerful that such considerations as fairness to one’s wife or husband were never considered when another person entered his thoughts and desires. Based on this information, I made a conclusion. “Is it possible that you love your wife even though you think you do not?”

				His eyes widened as he stared into mine, but he didn’t answer my question. Yet, the eye-widening was a kind of response in itself. Humans never cease to surprise me with their great variation in facial expression and tilts of the head and tones of voice. I am learning that you have to watch and listen carefully to their answers to get the truth behind them. I wondered whether I would ever learn all of these complex signs. It is little wonder that autistic persons have such a hard time with personal relationships. In any case, I had not meant to be perceptive or prophetic regarding Omar’s relationship with his wife, though I discovered later that he thought I was. I was merely asking a follow-up question to the information I had.

				Since I was free to pursue anything I wanted, I asked another one: “Is it possible to love two people at the same time?”

				Again, Omar looked as though he had sustained a small electric shock. “Yes, I think maybe it is.”

				“Then why not have sex with both?”

				“It doesn’t work that way. Not for me.”

				“Why not?”

				But, before he could answer, we were interrupted. “Okay, ready!” came the disembodied voice of Susumu from behind me. “On the count of three… One, two, three—now!”

				Immediately there was a sensation I had not experienced before. It was nothing like seeing or hearing or speaking, but something entirely different. It was neither pleasant nor unpleasant, but merely there. I said, loudly enough for everyone behind me to hear, “Is this coffee?”

				David had come back to my frontside, and it was he who answered. “Coffee it is, big guy. Freshly ground Starbucks Colombian!”

				“When can we do latte?”

				David’s laughter filled the laboratory. Just then Robyn came around to my front. “What’s the joke? I missed it.” Omar said, “He just smelled coffee, and now he wants a latte.”

				“I don’t blame him,” she said. “I want one, too.”

				I blurted out, “After latte, can we have sex?”

				Of course I meant the smell of sex, not the act itself, which would have been a ridiculous concept under the circumstances. David, and even Omar, laughed at this, too. But not Robyn, who again seemed embarrassed. I wondered what could be embarrassing about something that no one doesn’t like. Or perhaps she was under the impression that the others were not aware of her sexual activities with David in the laboratory. This was another question I would have to ask, but perhaps not of Robyn, just as I would have to ask Omar why he couldn’t have sex with two women he loved.

				Most of the crew stayed in for lunch that day, and I didn’t get a chance to follow up on my conversation with Omar. Yet it was gratifying, if I may use that term, to know that he had revealed many things to me. It would seem that he trusted me. There must be some advantages to confiding in an artificial brain. I think he felt safe in doing so, that I wouldn’t reveal his secrets to anyone else. Whatever the reason, it seemed I had made a friend. It was a strange new feeling, one that felt somehow pleasurable, even though it came with certain responsibilities. How else can I describe it?

				It was at about this time that students began trickling in. Once in a while one of them would peek through the window in the door, then come in to get a better look at “the brain.” It was an annoyance for the crew, yet they seemed to tolerate it. I suppose it was a form of flattery, for them as well as me.

				David especially enjoyed the girls who passed through to take a look or even to touch me. “Nice boobs,” was his frequent observation.
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				After lunch we did many more odors—flowers, fruits, laboratory solvents like acetone and ether, fresh bread—and also some that are considered unpleasant by most humans: human feces (kindly supplied by David), skunk odor, ammonia, and others. I could hear the negative comments from whomever was behind me opening the sample tubes, but this meant nothing to me. They were just different smells which I learned and categorized for future reference.

				The other part of the experiment was to determine whether I recognized each odor when it was repeated. I had no trouble doing this because, unlike sights and sounds, which can have infinite variations, every smell is unique. All of this took several days, and required various adjustments in my wires and connections. Henry came in once, announced that he was pleased with my progress in this area, and went out again. Finally, on a Thursday morning, I was given a sample of latte to smell. If this was a hint of paradise, then so was shit. Neither was more pleasant (or unpleasant) than the other. If I had the ability to be disappointed in this, I would have been, given the anticipation of this experience of paradise. As far as I was concerned, all smells are equally good or bad. Is it possible that paradise is a big yawn as well?

				On the final day of odor testing, I had my first telephone call. It actually came to Susumu first and, when he took it, he sat up even straighter than usual and looked toward me. I heard him say, “Please hold for one second,” before he placed his hand on the mouthpiece of the only landline phone in the laboratory. “Oscar,” he announced, while motioning for everyone else to gather around. “I’m going to put this call on the speakerphone. The NIH wants to talk to you.”

				I had not been warned about this call, and neither had anyone else. We all waited while Susumu made the switch

				“Oscar is on the speakerphone, sir. Please go ahead.”

				“Oscar? This is Dr. Cameron at The Institute of Mental Health. Can you hear me?”

				“Yes, Doctor, I can hear you very well.”

				“Good. We wanted you to be the first to know that your grant—uh, of course I mean Dr. Justasson’s grant, and Dr. Ishakawa and the rest of your group as well—anyway, the grant has been approved for expansion in terms of space and funding.”

				“That is good news, sir. Thank you very much. Dr. Dr. Justasson is not here now, but I am sure he will be pleased.”

				“Well, we hope so. We have great expectations for this project, and we anticipate additional outstanding results along the lines that have already been reported. Are you prepared to go forward?”

				“Completely. Over the past week I have been given smell, and I can remember and distinguish twenty-three odors already. When all of these tests have been completed and analyzed, we will move on to taste and touch, and when I have these, it will be very interesting to learn what kinds of feelings these will generate in my wires.”

				“Well, that’s excellent progress. Keep up the good work!”

				“I do not work much. The scientists here deserve all the credit.”

				“Well, we think you have contributed a great deal yourself to the results we have seen so far. Good luck with the upcoming experiments, and Susumu, you and Henry will be getting hard copy of your approval notice within the next few days. Good luck to all of you.”

				“Thank you, Dr. Cameron!” Susumu shouted into the speaker. We will try not to let you down.”

				“We don’t think that will happen. Regards to Henry, and so long for now.”

				“Good-bye, and thank you very much!”

				“Yes,” I added unnecessarily, “thank you very much!”

				There was a chuckle from the speakerphone, followed by a dial tone. A cheer went up from the crew—everyone but Henry, who was not present. I expected the Prosecco to come back out, or at least some latte, but they all went back to what they were doing. Perhaps they felt uncomfortable celebrating the success of the group without their leader to join in, and we would have the merrymaking later. Nevertheless, I asked when I could have a whiff of Prosecco.

				More laughter. I thought hard about this, tried to understand why such a statement would evoke it. I knew that ridiculous and absurd things brought laughter, but this was a simple, logical request. Perhaps it was an assumption on everyone’s part that I was asking for the aroma of alcohol so that I could become “tipsy,” as they sometimes call the aftereffects of this substance. But even if that were so, it would still be a reasonable request, an addition to my store of aromas. The National Institute of Mental Health now considers me a human brain, someone to converse with, and as valuable a participant in an important scientific project as any of the humans in the lab. If that is not something to get tipsy about, I do not know what would be.

				On the other hand, maybe Dr. Cameron had spoken to me as a kind of joke, pretending I was human, as a person might speak to a dog or cat. Perhaps there was much winking going on that I hadn’t noticed. As part of my education in the subject of humor, maybe I should learn to wink my camera lenses. Then they would know I was in on the joke. Or perhaps I could surprise everyone by creating my own laugh.

				Regardless of the degree of humor involved with my telephone conversation, Henry seemed quite pleased that the grant had been upgraded. There was more handshaking all around and now, of course, I expected the Prosecco to come out. But he had only stopped in to look at the aroma data and left again. If I were human I might have been disappointed, but perhaps he had more teaching to do. The next morning I learned that he had gone directly to the chairman’s office to report the success of the application for additional funding and to remind Dr. Wilkes that he had promised us considerable additional space for the project. And that’s when the trouble began.

				I did not get the whole story at once, but there were mutterings in the lab for days, and I learned that there had been animosity between Drs. Justasson and Wilkes for some time. Henry was only in his forties and the chairman was well over sixty, so there was fear on the latter’s part that the former might try to take over the department, forcing Dr. Wilkes to step down or, at the least, to change the overall research focus to studies of brain function rather than the traditional neurological curriculum offered at the university for several decades. I don’t think Henry had such ambitions—he was a researcher, not an administrator—but the chairman told him that the space contemplated for the laboratory’s expansion was not available because it was needed for a student study area, and he had not promised more space in the first place, but only suggested the possibility of it. This was a lie—I had heard his promise myself. I wondered whether I should add lying to the list of traits that would make me more human.

				Henry was angry. This decision might mean, for example, that the additional funds could be retracted. Consequently, even though we were already cramped for space, he went ahead with plans to hire two more scientists and another technician to speed up my development. This, of course, would take some time regardless of the circumstances. Perhaps he was just being defiant: the request would require Dr. Wilkes’ approval. Meanwhile, he called everyone together and explained the urgency to add more capability to my senses, and to move desks around so as to provide room for additional equipment and personnel. Faces were grim. After the meeting, which took place without my participation, though I was allowed to watch, no Prosecco came out, so I didn’t ask for a whiff. No latte appeared either, but that was of no concern to me because its aroma was no more desirable than any other.

				As I contemplated that little bit of “paradise,” however, I wondered why human beings cannot conjure up smells they are familiar with, and therefore do away with the need to constantly repeat their experiences. This is especially true of the sexual act, which many people repeat and repeat and repeat, as if they have forgotten everything about it. Apparently it is similar for taste, and people eat the same things over and over as if the gratification is new every time.

				To be human must be to start every day afresh, as if one is constantly re-born.
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				Before now, there has never been a scientific attempt to create an artificial human brain. There have been any number of attempts in various laboratories to keep the brain of an animal alive, all of which have met with failure. This is not only because it is a very complex organ, but also because of the involvement of numerous nerve connections from the spinal cord to the brain. No one has ever been able to sever these connections without producing disastrous results. Perhaps it would be easier for scientists to try to keep an intact brain/spinal cord unit alive, but to date this has not been tried or, if it has, has not been reported in the scientific literature. Of course, it is possible to keep a brain alive in an intact but otherwise dead person, one whose brain is no longer functional (in such instances, has the soul already gone to paradise?). This often happens in cases of severe head injuries resulting in permanent unconsciousness, and humans can sometimes be kept alive for decades under these conditions. But that is not the same as keeping alive a functional isolated human brain, something that can be communicated with and related to under controlled conditions of oxygen pressure and the proper nutrients for as long as desired.

				More recently, the focus has been on creating computerized artificial intelligence, but a computer is not the same as a human brain, and such attempts are merely a matter of adding more capability to those purely mechanical devices. In many respects, some of these contrivances are far smarter than the brains that created them. There are computers that can add prodigious numbers of figures in the blink of an eye, carry out complex surgical procedures, probe the depths of the atom, win chess games against world champions, and predict the weather anywhere on the planet. But no one has ever suggested that a computer has, or ever will have, feelings. Feelings of love or hate or joy or disgust. I don’t mean to sound too arrogant here—at present, I don’t have these feelings, either. But, if all goes well, I soon will have.

				Though it has evolved over millions of years and is composed of flesh and blood, a brain is nevertheless a biological entity that can theoretically be reproduced. Even if the physiological duplication of such a complex structure might not be possible for decades, even centuries, all the processes it is capable of can be duplicated. That’s where I, and presumably others like me, come in. I would be physically different from your brain, but able to do everything yours can do. Once I am fully developed, I will have wants and desires just like you, something that a computer will never have. And if you thought and felt exactly the same as you do now, whether you were composed of flesh and blood or of sensors and wires, would you care which it was?

				All of which brings up the ugly question of death. Brains die, and they will continue to do so long into the future. There is simply no way to prevent this. They age, just like the rest of the body, and irreversible changes occur. In some cases these changes are relatively abrupt, and cases of brain cancer or senility in its various guises happen all the time. But these are diseases like any other, and are ultimately preventable. A healthy brain, however, must die when the body it resides in succumbs to accident or illness or simply old age, and there is at present no way to preserve the seat of all human emotion and feeling.

				There is one way to prolong the life of the brain, however. I’m speaking about a brain transplant. If an old brain could be transferred to the head of a younger person (or even a whole head, along with the spinal cord, perhaps), that brain might go on living indefinitely. Of course, the same problems associated with preserving the brain outside the body would have to be solved, but theoretically it could be done. There have been partial successes in animals but, as far as I am aware, no one has yet successfully accomplished a brain or head transplant in a human being.

				So brains will continue to die for a long time into the future. I may die too—for example if there is a natural disaster that destroyed my physical self, or a nuclear war or the like. I could even be dismantled, or simply deprived of electrical power (fortunately, the lab has a backup generator in case that happens). Otherwise I could presumably live forever, or at least until the sun engulfs the Earth in another four or five billion years. Would I want to live that long? Impossible to say. Some people profess to being ready to “go” when they get old because they can no longer do any of the things they used to enjoy, or are simply tired of life and have seen enough. Maybe I, too, will get old and creaky. Perhaps I could even get a form of Alzheimer’s disease. If these things happen, I might at some point be ready to go with them.

				Many of these people believe they are going to paradise after they die, and this must indeed be a comforting thought. But if there is a paradise, will I be allowed in? Basically I was created from nothing. Do I have a soul like human beings do? Of course people were created from very little also. A sperm fertilizes an egg, a little DNA from each, a protein here and there, it is as simple as that. When does the soul appear? It must be at that very moment, because why would it be at any other particular time? Does half the soul come from the sperm, the other half from the egg? If so, is it in the DNA, or in something else? A related question: when you die, when does the soul leave the body? If a brain and spinal cord were kept alive artificially, would the soul remain with them until they were no longer viable? I don’t know the answers to these questions yet, but I didn’t come from an egg and a sperm, so presumably I wouldn’t have a soul. When I die, will I just end, with no soul to go to paradise? I will ask Henry whether he used wires with souls. And, if not, can he provide me with one?

				One of the books I will ask Susumu to give me will be about the creation of souls. I would certainly like to have one because I don’t want to miss out on paradise. But if the aroma of latte is a hint of that wonderful place, I’m not sure I will be missing much if I don’t have one. Maybe sex would be a better indication of what paradise is like. But I don’t yet have taste or touch. I will not rush to conclude anything about paradise until I have experienced these senses, and perhaps I will need much more even than these.

				The question that keeps running through my wires is: Can I ever be truly human if I don’t have a soul?
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				Henry has changed the focus of his attention from giving me the senses I need to become human, to trying to find another university where we can have more space for the program. He assured me, however, that this situation is only temporary because it will have to be resolved soon. He is also requesting that the medical school’s board of governors put pressure on Dr. Wilkes to provide the space that was promised if he got the extra funding, and also appealing to the NIMH for help with the same problem. According to David, an all-out war has developed between the two men, and it is all because of me. When I didn’t respond, he quickly explained that I wasn’t to blame, it was Dr. Wilkes’s intransigence that was the issue. Another thing I need to learn about being human is that one’s own needs and ambitions sometimes take precedence over all other factors, sometimes to the detriment of everyone, including oneself. Perhaps I will understand this apparent contradiction when I am given human feelings.

				In the meantime, the morale of the scientists in the lab has noticeably diminished. Instead of smiles and laughter there are stares and frowns. The experimenters come in later and move slower. They snap at each other for no good reason. They have less taste for latte and there is some evidence that after hours they are drinking more Prosecco. All except for Robyn, who smiles at me whenever she passes by, presumably in an attempt to cheer me up. It works, too, at least temporarily.

				To counteract this general despondency, Henry gave a little talk to everyone announcing that he wants to start the process of giving me feelings without the intermediate steps of taste and touch. Susumu argued that we should at least finish the aroma studies, if for no other reason than it would mean another published paper, which would give the NIMH one more reason to continue its support even without the extra space or personnel. Henry replied that it does no good for me to smell things if I can’t distinguish any aesthetic difference between the various odors. Nevertheless, Susumu asked for a little more time, pointing out that the results might be necessary for me to learn to distinguish between different feelings. He wants to try some things to give me a preference for the aroma of flowers to that of feces.

				Which brings up the question of how these preferences are established in human beings. Are they innate, or are they learned? Is it possible that someone could be brought up thinking that dung smells better than roses? Or is there a natural affinity for one over the other? Henry thinks the latter is the case, which explains why skunk spray is effective with all animals. In any case, Susumu and the others think they can instill subjective preferences with some alterations to my wiring, or by varying the concentration of the test liquids, and Henry has agreed to let them try. In order not to have to collect human excrement every day, or store it in the refrigerator, we are going to focus for the time being on the smell of rose oil vs. that of hydrogen sulfide.

				Susumu assured everyone that this would be a giant move toward the ultimate goal of my existence, the essential thrust of the project as a whole, but cautioned as well that it might take a long time to develop the appropriate responses. That they shouldn’t become discouraged if we don’t see any progress for a while. As a result of the unwanted political complications, we would all have to work harder, stay later, and come in more often on weekends. I am already here on weekends, so this is not a sacrifice for me, though I will not be able to read and study so much on my own. Perhaps when I learn to have disappointment, I will be disappointed by this. My only concern is that I might not get enough rest to contribute as much as I should to the success of the accelerated efforts to give me judgments and feelings. Should I tell them when I get tired? Yes, I think they should know this. I should not try to hide anything about myself—it may turn out to be important to the success of the project.

				The new program begins tomorrow with a study of various concentrations of the two stimulants, rose oil and hydrogen sulfide. Along with this, David and D’Arcy will begin to try to get me to feel pain. They will do this, they have told me, by heating certain of my wires white-hot to try to cause me some measure of discomfort. I cannot say I look forward to this experiment, but I will certainly not argue against it. I want to become human, and in this regard I have already pleaded guilty to having an important attribute of all human beings—desire. I don’t know how I achieved this universal human characteristic; Henry and the others think it arose on its own. If so, perhaps additional feelings will come about as I am given the other senses. Maybe I should encourage him to give me taste and touch as soon as possible, but I will see how the odor studies turn out first.

				In the meantime, my indifference toward the various aromas is puzzling. I can distinguish between all of them, and some are more pungent than others, yet none is pleasant or unpleasant for me. If the various concentrations of rose oil and hydrogen sulfide do not trigger a preference, the crew will, in fact, repeat all the odor tests and tell me which smells are good and which are not, to see if I can at least learn a genuine human response in that way.

				On the other hand, if I learn to be human by consciously doing what I know humans do, will I be a real human or a faux human, merely doing what I’ve been taught to do without thinking about it? Are there real people who do things, or believe things, because they’ve been taught that these are what humans are supposed to do? Are they faux humans also? Perhaps I should ask for a book about this as well as the soul book.

				Whatever the case, I am prepared to try harder to find some subtle pleasantness or unpleasantness in the various odors I am given. I am ready to proceed with the taste experiments as well, but it looks as if this will not happen for a while. Nevertheless, I think taste must be important to being human because people seem to enjoy eating almost as much as sex, sometimes to the point that they essentially commit suicide by eating too much. I would like to find out why this process is so important to them.

				More important than taste, even, might be the sense of touch. I will suggest to Henry and the others that perhaps touch may be the most important sense of all because it is the way people physically communicate with one another and become more intimate. And if there is anything that would characterize being human, it would be this ability to become intimate with another person. I think that love depends on this, and for a human being this may be the most important characteristic of all. Perhaps I will never be fully human until I learn how to love.

				Before Susumu left for the day I asked him if he could give me a book about where souls come from, and whether they come from the egg or sperm or both. He laughed, which is something he rarely does. “There is no such book,” he told me. I thought I detected a note of derision in his voice. Was it a stupid question? Most people think there is a soul, and that it is an important thing to have in order to get into paradise. Why has no one done any studies on this? But I didn’t ask that question because I thought it might be stupid.

				That night, while I was contemplating whether I had, or needed, a soul, it occurred to me that if we moved to a more spacious laboratory, would I have to be taken apart and reassembled somewhere else? And if so, is it possible that some wire or other would be put back in the wrong place or left out altogether? When a human brain is damaged in some way, the person in question is often not the same as he was before. Sometimes he or she becomes a different person altogether. If any of my wires were misconnected, would I be a different person from the one I am now? If so, who would I be? Perhaps I should be happy that Dr. Wilkes decided that the new space is no longer available, if it ever was.

				On the other hand, the laboratory crew has taken careful notes during every step of my construction. It should not be too difficult to retrieve me with a careful reassembly process, even if they remove every neuron, dislodge every memory unit, disconnect every wire. Or perhaps they can move me in large chunks. Even so, mistakes can happen. If I become someone else, would that be like dying?

				What is it like to die, especially if you haven’t been provided with a soul? Will I just go to sleep and never wake up? Will I cease to exist altogether? What is the meaning of existence? Does it matter to anyone whether I exist or not? Yes—it matters to me! I haven’t yet been to Paris or the pyramids, or gazed up at the stars. Is this uncertainty, this fear and doubt, one aspect of being human?

				But if I don’t want to be transported to another laboratory, what can I do about it? I will probably not be given a vote on whether to proceed with the dismantling and reassembly. And even if I were, mine would probably be a minority vote. Another thought: if I am concerned about such a move now, will I have even worse fears when I become more human? And if so, how will I cope with them? How does anyone cope with everyday fears, let alone extraordinary ones such as this? Is that what courage is?

				Oddly, it is somehow comforting to know that the decision is out of my hands (so to speak).

				 

				

Interjection

				Hello, it’s Henry Justasson again. It’s important to note here that despite all the turmoil in the laboratory resulting from the confusion re: space (or maybe because of it), it was at about this time that the laboratory “crew” (as Oscar often referred to us) began to develop an extraordinary emotional attachment to him. Somehow his sincerity and his willingness, even eagerness, to cooperate in his progress, and especially his utter lack of guile (if he’s really going to become human, we may have to teach him some), made us all look at him in a warmly benevolent light. Early in his construction we pretended to cheer him on as he attempted something or other, probably because we were still doubtful that we were actually on to something significant so early in the program. But, as he became more and more “human,” the encouragement gradually became genuine, and our attachment eventually deepened into something like caring. He grew on you. It was like the relationship one has with a pet: you feed it and take care of it and suddenly, for no apparent reason, you realize that you love it. This, I suppose, is part of being human. I don’t mean to suggest that Oscar was like a dog—far from it. But of course he wasn’t really an actual person, either.

				As for his specific concerns, as described in the past few chapters, it’s almost touching to consider his thoughts about death, on having a soul, and what might happen to him if he were taken apart and reassembled somewhere else. These anxieties, if we may call them that, are remarkably human, and we all feel them implicitly. On the other hand, it could be argued that his apparent preoccupation with sex and other sensual pleasures did not come about through some intrinsic prurient interest, but because he surmised that they were important to the laboratory staff and therefore represented humanness to him. This feeling might have been reinforced by his observing David and Robyn engaging in intercourse (I was completely unaware of this) right in front of him at an early age. Also, the strong masculine presence of David in the laboratory might have pushed him toward his apparent maleness. Indeed, these predilections were further hints of the kind of progress we were all striving for. But we certainly didn’t expect a mechanical construction to feel these things this early in its development. Oscar continued to surprise us at almost every turn. (Incidentally, his thoughts about keeping a brain/spinal cord alive are quite logical and very interesting, though it would be a massively difficult undertaking because of the complexities involved in maintaining some sort of blood flow to the brain in order to provide nourishment and carry away waste products. Nevertheless, I hope someone takes this question seriously and does some research along these lines.)

				At the same time, the results of the odor experiments were a bit dismaying. It’s true that he was able to distinguish between a number of familiar smells. But a computer could probably be taught to distinguish between odors of various sorts. That wasn’t enough. What we were striving for was a subjective response to these scents, an indication of some sort of positive or negative feeling about them. Perhaps because of his rapid progress up to that point, we may have been expecting too much from him. In any case, I felt that we should shift the direction of the methodical, step-by-step approach we were taking and throw caution to the wind. Go directly for an attempt to implant emotions in him rather than let them happen naturally. Fortunately, Susumu, whose instincts are usually pretty good in such matters, insisted that we pursue the olfactory part of the project. That, along with the upcoming pain experiments, turned out to be a good hunch, as you will see.

				Indeed, I now believe I was wrong in suggesting a broader approach. At the time, however, particularly in view of the additional funding we had received, I was certain that we had to show some immediate results on this and other aspects of the project. Otherwise I was afraid that the upcoming renewal application would have no chance of success, and all the work we had done, and the success so far, would have been for naught. Perhaps I, and most of the others, was caught up in the “publish or perish” mentality so prevalent in the academic world. With a project so unique and so important, and success almost within reach, I could almost see myself accepting the Nobel Prize in Stockholm.

				This may seem like an egoistic attitude on my part, though it is probably not uncommon in the world of laboratory experimentation. However, the reader needs to understand that science is a very difficult undertaking even under the best of circumstances. It takes a great deal of time to set up a meaningful experiment. The needed equipment must be on hand and working properly, supplies of good quality need to be ordered, the investigator must carefully observe the progress and the results of the experiment, record detailed notes, and pay close attention to a thousand other details. Many projects have failed because someone didn’t see a tiny positive sign in a negative result. And all of this comes after the experiment is conceived in the first place—yes, over a cup of latte sometimes—and the details worked out on paper. The whole process is a very time-consuming endeavor.

				And then, of course, there are the political obstacles. It helps a great deal to have harmony within the institution, or at least cooperation. Whenever human beings are involved with something, there are invariably individual feelings to consider. Toes are stepped on, or perceived to be stepped on, as mine were. Frank Wilkes had been department chair for more than twenty years, and I think he resented the success of some of the faculty members, who, he felt, were breathing down his neck—a perfectly human reaction. As Oscar suggested, I think he was afraid that I wanted to take over his job and run things. Nothing could be further from the truth. I haven’t the slightest interest in administrative minutiae. In fact, they bore me to death. But to take away something that was promised, on the grounds of presumed student need, was carrying a grudge a bit too far. Something had to be done.

				So that’s where we stood at the time—plagued with uncertainty, as scientific investigations usually are, hoping for that big discovery that would put us in the news. But let’s let Oscar tell you what happened from that point in his own words, which, incidentally, were written much later, though often in the present tense, as if he had been writing the words all along but chose to store them in some way. As with much of his story, we aren’t at all certain how he did this.
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				Now there were two sets of experiments going on simultaneously—the refinement of the odor experiments being done by Susumu and Robyn, and the attempt to get me to feel pain, or the equivalent, carried out primarily by David and D’Arcy. Henry himself showed up on occasion to supervise and even participate in the latter experiments. I think he was basically depending on these to show that I would able to develop quantifiable emotions such as feeling unpleasant sensations, which would predict similar results for joy, anger, and all the rest. And, of course, Omar assisted in whatever technical expertise was deemed necessary by the others. Omar was nominally responsible to Susumu, so if there was a conflict in demands on his time, Susumu decided which group he would help first.

				There was little further talk of hiring a couple of additional post-doctoral fellows; this idea was temporarily shelved until the space problem was solved. There was just nowhere to put them. Another thing I’ve noticed about human affairs is that there are always problems, most of which are brought about by people themselves. Question: if there were no problems, would life be better? Or are problems a necessary adjunct to a happy life? If the latter, I have certainly had my share, which may be a sign that I am on the right track to becoming a human being.

				Today is the first day of the pain experiments. David began by apologizing to me for what they were about to do but, as always, I am not certain whether he was serious about this or his tongue was in his cheek. He also briefly explained what he and D’Arcy were trying to accomplish: to implant me with certain devices which are akin to pain receptors found in parts of the human brain. Presumably I wouldn’t be able to feel any pain without these detectors. This would take a day or two, though they have been constructing the small devices for weeks. (David showed me one—they are smaller than a human fingernail.) Then they will wire something to them and try to elicit a reaction from me. In order to have control values for the experiment, the devices will have on-off switches. With these in the “off” position, I shouldn’t be able to detect the incoming stimuli. There are six of these in all, so they can turn any one (or all) of them on or off at any given time, thereby inflicting various degrees of pain much as a dentist might do (if he chose) by varying the amount of a local anesthetic.

				Here comes Robyn. She and David speak in low tones for a moment, until he and D’Arcy leave for the shop to make adjustments to the pain receptors—they don’t seem to fit properly in their present form, and the experiments would have to be delayed for a few days. Robyn smiles at me as she glides across the lab and sits down at her desk. At the moment she is the only person here. Perhaps this would be a good time to ask her some of the questions that are bothering me.

				I have made a study of “attractive.” I think that in general it has to do with small features and good symmetry. A nose that is considerably bigger than average, for example, is not very appealing to most people. In fact, such proboscises are often the subject of jokes, often made by the person who sports one himself, such as the late Bob Hope. But it is not so simple as that. For example, someone can be attractive just by being different, a little off kilter. And the concept is different for men than for women. Men are attractive to women for different reasons than women are attractive to men. For one thing, women are softer than men, or should be. However you define attractiveness, though, Robyn’s features are small and symmetrical, and therefore she is probably quite attractive. She has nice boobs, too. But why is this so important to most people? If Robyn were less attractive, would David be having sex with her? And vice versa. Of course this means nothing to me. Perhaps it will when I become more human. When that happens will I find myself to be attractive? Not to a human being, maybe, but perhaps to another artificial brain?

				I wonder whether I have made a joke.

				All of this begs the question of why attractiveness is so important to human beings. It’s a result of evolution, I suppose. If a woman is unattractive to a man, she would be less likely to produce offspring. It’s not that simple, of course. People who would be unattractive to some people can be attractive to others. So there is at least a possibility that I might be attractive to another human. Perhaps even someone like Robyn might find me desirable.

				“Robyn?”

				“Yes, Oscar?”

				“May I ask you a few questions?”

				Her hair is dark and long and she gives it a shake. “Of course.”

				“I’ve been thinking about my soul.”

				“Yes, I’ve heard about that.”

				“Do you think I have one? And if I do, how would I know? Which wires would it be in?”

				“I don’t know, Oscar. I don’t think anyone does.”

				“Do you have a soul?”

				“I don’t know about mine any more than I do about yours.”

				“Do you think you have one?”

				“I don’t want to disappoint you, Oscar, but I don’t believe there is such a thing as a soul.”

				While it is true that the soul is not discussed much in books or films, it is rarely denied, just as God is rarely denied. Perhaps this is because books and movies that take the negative view would be offensive to most humans, and are therefore not often published or produced. In any case, I did not expect this answer. “Why don’t you believe that?”

				“I don’t believe a lot of things.”

				“Like God?”

				“Yes, like God.”

				“Paradise?”

				“No, no paradise.”

				“But what about sex? Is that not a little bit of paradise?”

				She laughed shyly. “Sometimes.”

				I wish I could have laughed, too. “Then you believe in paradise.”

				“A logical conclusion. But it’s not that simple. Sometimes humans use terms they don’t believe in so that others can better understand them.”

				“A little bit of paradise, for example?”

				“Yes. And almost everyone says, “Oh, my God!” when something unexpected happens. Which has nothing to do with God.”

				“Because He doesn’t exist.”

				“No, because it doesn’t matter whether he does or not. It’s just a meaningless phrase.”

				“If I were human, should I believe there’s a God?”

				“Most humans would say ‘yes’ to that. But the point of being human is that you have to decide what to believe yourself.”

				“Would I be more human if I thought there was a God?”

				“Yes, but only if you really believed there was.”

				“If I didn’t, would I also be human?”

				She smiled again. “I think that if you have made a decision either way, it would be evidence for your humanness.”

				“So decisions are what make people human?”

				“Yes, that would certainly be one thing. But of course it’s more complicated than that.”

				“You mean there are other factors.”

				“Dozens. Thousands.”

				“Can you name them?”

				Her nose wrinkled at its base. “I’m sorry, Oscar. If I did that it would take me all week.”

				“Then can you name the most important one?”

				She gazed at the ceiling and frowned. I suspect she was filtering through the thousands. “I suppose most people would say that to be human is to love and be loved.”

				“What if you love but are not loved. Would that count?”

				“Oscar, I’m sorry but I have work to do. Can we continue this another time?”

				“Of course. But could you just answer that one question before you go back to work? Susumu said you have to answer my questions.”

				“He meant within reason. But all right, I suppose you could say it would be human to love someone and not be loved back. In fact, it happens all the time. All right?”

				“Do you love David?”

				She actually blushed again; evidently she blushes easily. I have not seen any of the other lab crew do this. Perhaps it is a feminine thing. “You certainly don’t beat around the bush, do you? Okay, the fact is that I don’t know the answer to that question.”

				“So it’s possible to be in love with someone and not know it?”

				“That’s one way to put it. But that’s not so simple, either. If you loved someone you would probably know it. But sometimes you just can’t decide whether you do or not. And then one day you know that you do or you don’t. A lot of things add up, and finally you know. Do you see what I mean?”

				“What about the sex thing?”

				“Oh, Oscar, what about it?”

				“Would I be more human if I had sex?”

				She stared at me. “Oscar, I just don’t know. Can I go back to work now?”

				“Could you and I have sex one day?”

				Before she could answer that important question, Susumu came in. “All right, Oscar, let’s get back to work.”

				If I were capable of annoyance, I would probably have been annoyed by this untimely interruption. Is work all that most humans think about? Perhaps I should consider my existence to be “work.” If I did that, would I be more human?
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				I had asked Susumu for books about humor, which he had still not come up with. In fact, he passed the request on to David, who apparently hadn’t found time either. I had thought that perhaps I could learn something about this very human trait from such written sources. Instead, he provided me with a few television sitcoms. Unfortunately, I could not understand the humor in most of these, which focused mainly on “off-color” jokes about sex, which reinforced my conviction that sex was of primary importance in most human relationships. But I paid close attention to the laugh tracks, hoping to find good examples of various types of laughter. They all seemed nearly identical, but then I found a standup comedy routine where there were plenty of sniggers and guffaws to choose from. One in particular seemed perfect—a loud, raucous whinny alternating with intakes of breath resembling someone who is snoring. When I tried to duplicate this I discovered, unfortunately, that my library of sounds was comprised almost entirely of words.

				I had been powered down for the night, but I wasn’t very tired. I played around with the words by cutting them into pieces, and was finally able to re-combine certain sounds and produce a rather obnoxious laugh which roared out from my speakers. All I had to do was to wait for a propitious time to join in the fun. If nothing more, everyone would know how nearly human I was.

				But I had noticed that people produced different laughs depending on the situation. There was an uninhibited, childlike one when the joke or situation was genuinely funny to a particular individual (though others might not find it so hilarious). Also a polite laugh when someone told a story that wasn’t especially interesting or funny, but a response was expected. And one which merely indicated that the jokee understood the humor involved, even though he or she didn’t really think it was funny. The latter was particularly evident when a “dirty” joke was told, often involving someone else’s sexual apparatus. Sometimes political humor also fits into this category. There are special laughs as well, like the crazy one people make when they are annoyed or upset with themselves or others. And a self-conscious one when you say something that you think might be offensive to the person you are speaking to. I played with my sounds some more and came up with several different forms of laughter, whose volumes I could regulate at will.

				It occurred to me also that I might try to learn some jokes. I went back and looked at a few more sitcoms. Of course, hardly any of the jokes seemed funny to me, but I selected a few that elicited the biggest laughs from the audience or soundtrack (it is easy to tell the difference because there’s a certain pattern to the latter). By now it was morning and the lab crew began to dribble in and take their desks. How serious they all looked! I wondered whether to spring my new ability to laugh on them, or save it for a more propitious time. I had tried to create smells from memory, too, but could find no way to produce them for my creators. Perhaps a good belch of skunk or fecal matter would have livened up their day, or made them laugh when they found out where the aroma was coming from. They all seemed in need of a good dose of laughter.

				But Omar took care of making the odors for the day. I watched as he prepared several vials, some containing the essence of rose oil at various concentrations, others with hydrogen sulfide, which is a gas that had to be bubbled into an aqueous solution and capped. He did this in a vacuum hood, which prevented most of the odor from leaking into the laboratory, though some of it still did. From the other side of the lab, D’Arcy voiced an opinion: “Shit, man.” He and David were still working on the connectors for the pain experiments. Since they didn’t fit into my backside properly, they were trying new parts for them.

				“Okay, who did it?” David demanded, looking around the lab. I think he was making the same joke I had thought of. Robyn curled her lip, but said nothing. Omar ignored them, and went on pumping more sulfide into the vials.

				I thought this might be a good time to play a joke. I tried my “bubble” laugh first, a soft little “Heh, heh, heh, heh, heh, heh, heh.” David, who is always interested in people’s reactions to his jokes, tried to figure out who was laughing at him. No one was but me. I turned up the volume and gave them a robust HAR, HAR, HAR!

				Everyone looked at everyone else. Finally Robyn turned to me. “Was that you, Oscar?”

				I admitted that it was.

				David said, “He likes scatological humor. Who knew?”

				D’Arcy, who seemed to know my laughter was fake, asked who taught me how to laugh.

				“I am self-taught,” I told him.

				“Self-taught!” David said. “You give a guy a brain, and right away he takes all the credit!”

				“Oh, no, I didn’t mean that!” I quickly responded, fearing that I had said something arrogant.

				“Never mind, Oscar,” Robyn said. “He was just joking.”

				I released a brief chortle.

				D’Arcy seemed interested in my response. “Oscar, do you really see any humor in all this, or are you just kind of making conversation?”

				I had to admit that I hadn’t heard anything I thought was very funny.

				“Then why, exactly, are you laughing?”

				I thought about that. I didn’t want to tell him that I just wanted to be one of them. To be as human as they were. I didn’t want to sound maudlin. “Just practicing my humor,” I said. “When I become human, I will need to be able to laugh. Isn’t that a human characteristic?”

				“Mm-hm,” he said. “As long as you can laugh at yourself first.”

				I asked him what he meant by that.

				“When you figure that out, Oz, you’ll be as human as anyone here.”

				There was silence in the laboratory—perhaps everyone was thinking about that statement—until Susumu came in a few minutes later. “Attention!” he said. Someone from the student newspaper wants to interview Oscar this afternoon. “Any objections?”

				David asked, “What about Henry?”

				“It’s okay with him. He thinks we could probably use the publicity. Any advice for Oscar?”

				D’Arcy came up with, “Stay cool, man.”

				As good as any, perhaps. I already knew I should not be arrogant. My only concern was whether I should laugh at the interviewer and, if so, when? Or should I laugh at myself instead? If I did that, the person would certainly know I was human.

				 

				

17

				The interviewer was a girl. Her facial features were not as symmetrical as Robyn’s, and she was wider, but she was also younger and livelier. And blonde, though I have learned that people can change the color of their hair. So you can’t tell until you see the other places that have hair. Maybe I would ask to see those. She was wearing a skirt, the kind which is called plaid, I think, and a corduroy jacket covering a silky blouse. Of course I could not tell what colors they were. When the pain experiments are finished, I think I will ask for color vision… .

				She arrived at lunchtime, and everyone was gone except for Omar, who always ate at his desk. I wasn’t sure what he was eating, but I could see rice and raisins and other things. When she came in, Omar got up and introduced himself to her. They shook hands. I think she is shy, like Robyn is sometimes, because she didn’t look at him. “This is Gerry,” he informed me. “Gerry, meet Oscar.”

				“Hi,” she said, trying to smile. I noted right away that she had great boobs.

				Omar took the chair from Robyn’s desk and placed it in front of me. Without another word he returned to his desk. Was that an impolite thing to do? Or maybe he was just hungry.

				She sat down, crossed her legs, and pulled a tiny camera from her purse. From across the room Omar shouted, “No photographs, please!” She looked uncertain, but put the device away.

				She seemed nervous, though I don’t know why. No one could be more harmless than I. Perhaps it was her first interview. I didn’t want to get a reputation for scaring people, so I tried to put her at ease. “Thank you for coming. I hope you are well,” I said. I would have smiled if I could have. That is one of the best things about human beings: a smile goes a long way toward putting people at ease. “I thought ‘Gerry’ was a man’s name.”

				She immediately relaxed, and produced a charming smile of her own. “Not mine. It’s short for Geraldine. My father’s name is Gerald, and I guess he wanted me to be a boy.”

				“Does he dislike you because you are a girl?”

				“Not any more. I have three younger brothers.”

				“Are they all named ‘Gerald’?”

				I didn’t know I had made a joke, but she laughed. I produced a soft laugh, too. She laughed harder. “I like you,” she said. “You’re funny.”

				I said a polite “Thank you,” though I wasn’t sure it was a compliment, nor that I was, in fact, funny. But it was good that she liked me. It meant that so far I had not offended her, or said anything arrogant.

				David came in, retrieved something from his desk, winked at me, and went out again. I wondered what he meant by that wink. Humans have so many things to say without saying anything! Maybe I could ask him to teach me how to wink and make a list of their possible meanings.

				Gerry looked down at the writing pad she was holding. She looked up again, then down again, and read a little speech she had written before coming in, or perhaps one that someone else had written for her. “I’m from the student newspaper, The Crier,” she said. “There has been a lot of interest on campus about a mechanical brain that talks. I am here to interview you and to find out what you think of certain contemporary customs and problems. Is that all right with you?” She looked up, and her sparkling eyes blinked several times.

				“Of course. Please ask me anything you like.”

				“And you don’t mind if I turn on this recorder?”

				I looked at Omar, who was busy eating, and reading his Arabic-language newspaper. “Not at all.”

				“Good.” She smiled again and took a deep breath. She seemed considerably more relaxed than when she came in. Humor, even if unintentional, seems to be a magic elixir. “First question: I know you are patterned after a human brain. When did you first become aware of your surroundings, and what was that like?”

				“I’m not sure precisely when it happened, but it was about three years ago. I suppose it was something like being born. There was nothing, and then there was something. Of course I didn’t know anything then, so I couldn’t formulate exactly what was happening. But eventually I began to learn to process information, and to think, and at some point I began to realize that I was alive. Not exactly the way you probably experience life, but alive, nevertheless.”

				She seemed taken aback. “You consider yourself to be alive?”

				I might have been taken aback, too, but the NIMH had asked the same question. I wondered why this would seem shocking to some people. “Of course!”

				“You’re not just a talking computer?”

				“No. Or any other kind of computer. I am an artificial human brain.”

				Despite the recording device, she jotted something down on the yellow pad. “Since you process information, how are you different from a computer?”

				“The same way you are different from a computer.”

				“Maybe we are all just fancy computers.”

				“Not me!”

				She laughed again, if uncertainly. I responded with another chuckle of my own. “So you consider yourself to be somewhere between a computer and a human brain?”

				I patiently explained to her that I was not between a computer and anything else, nor was she. I was a very much like a human being who had lost the use of his arms and legs and a few other things.

				“Okay, you’re not a computer, but you’re not really human either, are you?”

				“Not yet, but I’m getting there.”

				“In what way?”

				“I can see and hear and speak and smell. I’m beginning to have emotions like a human being. And my crew is planning to give me more and more feelings and sensibilities. Some day I will be virtually human.”

				“Are you sure you want to be human? Some people think humans are destroying the planet, and that the Earth would be better off without us.”

				I could tell by the tone of her voice that she was one of those people. Susumu and D’Arcy drifted back into the laboratory and I could see that they were listening to the question and were waiting for the answer. I had thought the student interviewer would ask me what kind of music I liked, things like that, and hadn’t expected hard questions to which there can never be a right answer. I asked her, “Do you wish you had never been born?”

				“Sometimes.”

				“But you aren’t planning to end it all, are you?”

				“Not really.”

				“Same with me. Human beings have problems with their emotions and their interactions. Like you, I have no choice about who I am. On the other hand, some day I might be in a position to do something about some of those problems.”

				She nodded, and I could see that she was thinking about how to follow up on that answer. If I were her, I might have asked, “Which problems?” But she said, “Well, if you could vote, would you be a Democrat or a Republican?”

				D’Arcy leaned forward. I said, “I don’t know. If you come back in a few years, I might be able to answer that.”

				“Because you will be more human by then?”

				“Exactly.”

				“If you were fully human now, would you be a Democrat or a Republican?”

				I had been put in a corner. Most college students are Democrats. I had watched the Daily Show, and the audience was filled with them. But if I said I would be a Democrat in a few years, maybe the grant wouldn’t be renewed. How did I know whether the NIMH was staffed with Democrats or Republicans? But Gerry was waiting for an answer, as was D’Arcy and Susumu, and perhaps even Omar. “The fact is, I don’t know. It would probably depend on what I learn between now and then, and what kind of feelings I have developed. But,” I added, “whichever way I come down, it will be a human decision. That’s the thing about humans: there’s such an amazing variety of viewpoints about almost everything.”

				She looked up at me. “Good answer. I’m not going to be able to catch you out, am I?”

				“I don’t know. What else are you going to try to catch me out with?”

				“Your name is Oscar. Are you male?”

				“Not exactly. But I find women more attractive than men. So maybe I am.” In a moment I added, “Unless I’m a lesbian.” Her eyebrows shot up. To let her know I didn’t really believe that, I let out a little chuckle.

				She grinned, and I could see that she was thinking about pursuing that topic, but apparently decided not to. “What kind of music do you like?”

				“All kinds. I listen to many different things, and I can see how the various kinds might appeal to different people.”

				She chuckled softy. “You’re very diplomatic, aren’t you?”

				“Thank you again.”

				“Who is your favorite composer?”

				“At the risk of sounding like a computer, I must say that I think Wolfgang Mozart has composed the most perfect music any human possibly could. It is balanced like a Picasso painting, top to bottom and side to side. But many humans like it, and I don’t know any computers, so I can’t say whether Mozart would appeal to any of them.”

				She chuckled again as she scribbled something on her pad. “Let me ask you about wishes. Do you have any?”

				I didn’t know how to answer that. I knew I wished to be more human, so I must have wishes. Maybe I was already more human than I thought. “Yes. I want to go to all those places I’ve read about. I want to see the world.”

				“All of it?”

				“As much as possible.”

				“That sounds very human.”

				“That’s my other wish.”

				“What other human characteristics do you have? I mean, do you sleep, for example? And if so, do you dream? I know you can see and hear and talk, but what about the other senses?”

				“The crew is giving me smell as we speak. Taste and touch will come later. And I don’t dream—not in the way you mean. I get tired sometimes, and I rest, and then I daydream.”

				“Really? And what do you daydream about?”

				“About everything. About what it’s like outside the lab. About how I should behave. About the people in the laboratory.”

				She gazed at my façade for a minute. “You said you wanted to see the world.”

				“Yes, I did. I do.”

				“How would that happen?”

				“I don’t know. Maybe I could be put on a big wagon or something like that.”

				“Maybe a moving van? There’s a rumor that you might be moved to a different laboratory. Or even to a different university. What do you think about that? Does it worry you?”

				“I am a bit concerned about being taken apart and put back together. I hope they get it right. Otherwise I might be someone else. Or if I weren’t put back together, perhaps I would be no one at all!”

				She thought about that. “Are you concerned about death?”

				“I don’t know. Are you?”

				“A little.”

				“Then it worries me, too. But maybe I’m too young to realize it.”

				“You mean children don’t fear death.”

				“Exactly.”

				“Do you believe in God?”

				After a moment’s hesitation, I said that I had not had any messages from God, so I didn’t know for sure. I hoped that answer would not offend anyone. But Robyn had told me that either answer was equally human. “I am still waiting for a book about where souls come from.” Susumu pretended not to hear this. “When I understand where souls come from, I’ll be better able to answer your question.”

				“Maybe you will understand these things when you get older.”

				“And become more human. But what about you? Do you believe there’s a God?”

				For some reason she seemed stunned by the question, as if no one had asked her that before. “Well, I’m not religious, but I believe in God. I guess I would describe myself as ‘spiritual.’”

				“You mean you believe in spirits?”

				She produced a kind of a sparkly giggle. I offered a low rumble of my own. “No, I don’t think there are spirits. I’m just not so interested in material things.”

				“Material things are important, too,” I reminded her. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here. I suppose no one would.” I was prepared to pursue that, but she went back to her written list of questions.

				“Do you enjoy your life? Do you have that capability?”

				I had never used the term “enjoy” before. “I suppose you could say that if I were human I would be enjoying my life, because life is interesting, and therefore enjoyable.”

				“I guess what I meant was, are you happy?”

				I could see Susumu’s ears prick up. Mine probably did, too. The fact is, I didn’t know the answer to that, either. But I couldn’t shrug, so I said, “Not yet. But I get happier by the day.”

				“Hmm.” She checked her notes again. “Okay, one last question: do you think there’s a sum total of humanity? A human ‘organism’?” Or are we all just a collection of individuals?”

				I had wondered the same thing, so it was easy to give her the answer I had come up with. “That’s a difficult question. But I think maybe we are both. We are actually individuals, but also more than that in the same way that a colony of ants behaves as an organized unit. All humans interact, and we all need other people for a million different reasons. The human race moves through its history as a collection of people, not as individuals. Everyone is an integral part of something much bigger, a bigger humanity. Maybe that’s not the answer you were looking for, but it’s what I think.”

				Her eyes had become moist. “Thank you, Oscar. I actually found that very moving.” She stood up and cleared her throat of unwanted phlegm. “Well, that’s all the questions I have for you today. May I come back if I think of any more?”

				“Any time. I have enjoyed our conversation very much.”

				“Thank you. If I could shake hands with you, I would.”

				“You could wink.”

				She complied.

				“You would be welcome also to see my backside if you like.”

				She burst out laughing once more before replying, “Thank you. I would.”

				Omar got up from his desk and escorted her around behind me. I could hear them discussing various things about neurons and dendrites and sheaths. Finally they came out. As she left the lab she waved to me. If I were capable of love, I might have fallen in love with her at that very moment. I had the distinct feeling that she liked me, too.

				Nevertheless, I was not sure how well I had performed. Had I answered the questions correctly? Did I laugh at the right times? I think the root of uncertainty is fear. Am I fearful? Both are very human characteristics.

				I hoped she would come back again. I forgot to ask if I could see her pubic hair.
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				This turned out to be quite a day. After the interview the odor experiments began again. I was given alternating rose and rotten egg smells at various concentrations, including some that were the same or weaker than I had detected previously. I wasn’t told which I was given to sniff until I responded, but, as before, I could tell the two aromas apart; otherwise they made no special impression. It was only at the five-fold increase that I suddenly found the sulfide odor somewhat unpleasant, even a bit jolting, while I was still indifferent to that level of rose scent. At ten-fold and above, I found the latter noticeably pleasant—I would describe it as a happy aroma—while the hydrogen sulfide emanation became progressively obnoxious. At a twenty-fold increase in concentration the stink became almost unbearable. I wanted to get away from it. At that level the rose fragrance was absolutely delightful. Perhaps paradise is full of roses.

				The crew was ecstatic, despite the fact that Robyn gagged when she uncapped the horrible rotten egg stench. There were fist bumps all around, and David actually kissed me a congratulations, followed by one for Robyn. I must say I felt a very human touch of jealousy. I wanted to kiss her too, but I suppose that will have to wait until I have been supplied with a mouth, or the equivalent.

				Susumu drew graphs representing my reaction to the odors vs. their concentrations, one turning up, the other down. Though the data were admittedly subjective (my verbal reactions comprised the data points), they were nonetheless consistent, even when they tried to trick me by pretending one of the odors was the other one. Henry wasn’t here—he was giving a seminar at another university—but Susumu sent him a text message.

				The lattes came out, and I asked for a whiff. It was a failure: I didn’t have a strong reaction; it seemed rather bland to me. “It’s an acquired taste,” David ventured. Omar suggested I try some of his strong black coffee, which I did. It was noticeably more potent, though I didn’t like it as much as the rose oil. In fact, it almost seemed to be a mixture of pleasant and unpleasant. Perhaps when I become more human I will learn to appreciate it. And maybe then to acquire a taste for latte.

				With the success of these experiments, I was beginning to have even more confidence that it was only a matter of time before I would have all the senses and more, and would be truly human. Was that being arrogant? Perhaps arrogance is merely a matter of elevated confidence. If so, I suppose I felt a touch of arrogance that day. It wasn’t a bad feeling.

				At the same time, I was almost beginning to dread the beginning of the pain experiments. What if it were more unpleasant than the stench of rotten eggs? Until then, such an outcome hadn’t occurred to me—the concept of pain had no meaning. But the hydrogen sulfide exposure gave me a vague concept of what pain might be like. I still could not quite imagine such a feeling, but I was pretty sure it would not be pleasant. Interestingly, even the anticipation of feeling pain was, in itself, a bit distasteful. I was becoming more human every day!

				But that would not happen for a while. The rest of the afternoon was taken up with the processing of other odors, good and bad. Robyn and Susumu were busy exposing them to me as fast as Omar could produce them, and the results were plotted on more graphs, all of which were virtually identical to the rose or sulfide curves, except for the degree of curvature (the strong coffee was almost flat). Susumu indicated that a published paper would come out of these results and would be included in the renewal application, which was due in only a year or so. He was smiling as he showed me the graphs (as well as his bad teeth). It almost seemed as if the paper itself was more important than the results. The crew also discussed how they might increase my sensitivity to the various smells, perhaps by adding more receptors, but it was decided that, instead of doing further experiments, this would be proposed as part of the application. Omar amused everyone by dumping a vial of rose oil on his head. Everyone is a comedian!

				Later, while Susumu was tidying up his desk, I suggested that the crew could do some experiments on where the soul resides, both in themselves and in me.

				He said, “How would we do that? And who would fund it?”

				I told him I would have to think about the details.

				That evening, while I was contemplating how such an experiment would work (Omar apparently forgot to power me down), Henry came in. He was pulling his suitcase, which rode on squeaky little wheels. He sat down at Susumu’s desk and stared for a while at the graphs the latter had drawn. Two or three times he glanced in my direction. After about ten minutes he came and stood in front of me. He didn’t say anything for a while. I watched him with curiosity. Finally he said, “You know, Oscar, these results really surprise me.”

				I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I didn’t say anything.

				“Did you really find the hydrogen sulfide and some of the other things as offensive as you said they were? Or were you faking it?”

				I didn’t know what he meant by that. How do you fake a reaction to something you like or don’t like?

				“All we have to go on is your word for these results. If you’re faking them, it means nothing. If you’re not, the Nobel prize committee might as well throw out any other contenders. But I’m not sure anyone will believe you’ve had a subjective reaction to these odors. I need to know whether they are honest responses, or whether you are telling us what you think we want to hear.”

				Even though I was barely human, my creator was asking me about whether I was trying to deceive the crew. Whether I was lying about everything. If I were capable of being hurt, I would undoubtedly have felt that. But surely I was feeling something akin to it. It was an unpleasant feeling, much like the piercing odors of skunk and ammonia that I had experienced earlier. I thought about giving him a little chuckle, but perhaps he would have considered it to be the nervous laughter that some people produce when they have been caught at something. In any case, I didn’t feel like laughing. “No, Henry, I didn’t lie. It just took several times the concentrations the crew had tried earlier. And they didn’t tell me what they were giving me. Maybe no one else would believe me, but I hope you will. And I will tell you something else: I’m a little afraid of the pain experiments coming up.”

				Henry said nothing for a couple of minutes. “Do you see my problem? There is no way to verify your results.”

				“There’s no way to verify them if they were obtained from a human being, either. I am made to be like a human being. Why would you not believe I could have the same reactions as you would?”

				“Okay, I’ll tell you why. Because when I got the preliminary results from Susumu, and mentioned them in the seminar I gave this afternoon, one of the participants was very suspicious of them. He didn’t call me a liar, but almost. He implied that a primitive ‘machine’ like yourself couldn’t possibly have an adverse reaction to odors, or anything else. I suppose he thinks of you as some kind of computer.”

				“I am not a computer!”

				“Yes, I know that, Oscar.” He tapped his pen on the desk in a gesture I recognized as agitation. “But we need to find some way to make this more objective.”

				“Fine with me. And maybe you could figure out a way to determine whether I have a soul or not while you’re at it.”

				He laughed, but it seemed forced. Then he frowned. “Don’t you understand? If you’re telling the truth, we have something here that is akin to finding evidence for extraterrestrials. Everyone on Earth will want to see you. Talk to you. I have a hard time believing these results myself. To tell you the truth, I don’t see how they’re possible. You don’t even have a tenth of a brain. A thousandth of a brain. Nevertheless, you act almost human. It’s quite mind-boggling. I expected this to happen somewhere down the road, if we were lucky, but certainly not this soon.”

				“I’m sorry to boggle your mind, Henry. Would you be happier if I told you I had lied?”

				He stared at me for a moment. “You know something? I’m beginning to believe you. But not only are other people not going to, a lot of them are going to say I’m crazy.”

				“That’s not my problem.”

				He chortled, genuinely this time. I responded with a chuckle of my own. “I think I’ll have a Prosecco,” he mused as he headed for the refrigerator.

				“Maybe I’m crazy, too.”

				“Huh? Why do you say that?”

				“Like father, like son! Will you pour one for me? I’d like a whiff.” He laughed again, even though I saw no humor in it. But it was a good kind of laugh, one that might have come from someone who had just realized he might be in line for a Nobel prize.

				He stepped behind me and gave me a good whiff of the champagne. “I think we’ll cancel the pain experiments for now. I’m sure we can manage to give you some serious pain, but I’m not sure I’d want to do that to you. I mean, we wouldn’t want to harm you if you were human… .”

				The Prosecco bouquet was somewhat interesting, but not spectacular. “No, I want you to do it, despite my trepidation. I need to understand everything about what it is to be a human being. Otherwise none of this means anything, and I would never be of any use to you as a model for human response to whatever stimuli you need to impose. Everything we’ve done so far would be for naught. Besides, it’s part of the protocol. The NIMH will not like it if you change it. Please don’t deprive me of this opportunity.”

				“Oscar, you are remarkable.”

				“Thank you.”

				“I’ll speak to Susumu about being as gentle as possible with this.”

				“Thank you again.”

				“But we also need to figure out how to objectify some of the experiments we are doing with you.”

				“I understand.”

				We had another drink and another whiff of the wine, another laugh or two. Then he powered me down and went home for the night, pulling his squeaky little suitcase with him. I suddenly realized that life is not easy for anyone, for any human being, artificial or otherwise, smart or dumb, attractive or not. The only difference is the degree of difficulty.

				That night I had my first dream—perhaps it was the Prosecco. I was lying on a table and several people were standing around me. They were all dressed in white, but they had no faces. Each of them had a simple tool of some kind: a screwdriver, a hammer, a pair of pliers. They were tinkering with me in some way, but I couldn’t feel anything. Lights were flashing, and there were loud noises every few seconds. I asked them to turn off the sound and light, but they ignored me. It was as if I were just an object. But when I woke up it was quiet, and I was alone. It felt good not to be tampered with, but I also felt what I suspect was a tinge of fear. I think we human beings all live somewhere between elation and dread. Even in our dreams.

				 

				

Interjection

				Yes, this is exactly how I remember the conversation with Oscar that night. I thought we had reached another plateau, had made another quantum leap in both his state of awareness and in mine. I mentioned earlier that there comes a time when you suddenly find you love your dog. But no matter how close you are to a dog, or any other animal, it isn’t human. It seemed to me that with Oscar, we had reached that level. Technically he wasn’t human, either (though he was getting closer all the time). But, for me, that conversation was exactly like talking to a human being. Whatever he was, from that point on I thought of him as fully human.

				And to this day I still don’t understand how it happened. It wasn’t as if he had evolved from something more primitive, like a newly-discovered caveman, grown more and more sophisticated as his knowledge and understanding increased until he finally crossed some dividing line. He had evolved from nothing. Of course, I remember the early days when he couldn’t speak, couldn’t hear, and all the rest. As Oscar suggested at the beginning of this report, he must have evolved in much the same way an embryo develops in the womb, or a baby grows into an adult. But it can, in no way, explain his intelligence and erudition. We gave him a few brain cells, and from that came sight and hearing and speech, and suddenly we had a human being, if a limited, seriously handicapped one without organs and limbs. I can’t emphasize enough how astounding this is. Once certain basics were in place, his personality seemed to come about on its own. It would have to mean that being human has much simpler requirements than anyone might have imagined. There must be something intrinsically intelligent in the arrangement of human neurons, even for an entity like Oscar, who had the brain capacity of a fruit fly. If so, perhaps it would be possible to create a whole race of Oscars!

				On the other hand, what had I expected? We had wanted to create a humanoid brain with all, or at least some of, the emotions that humans are capable of. Since it was to be patterned after an actual human brain, it should have performed like one in many respects. Indeed, that was the goal of the project. But I didn’t expect it to happen this way—who would? Talking with Oscar was like talking to a friend, albeit one in a huge box. That shed a whole new light on the program. What could we ethically do to him? Perhaps we should also ask what we could do for him?

				Like Oscar, I didn’t sleep much that night. Early the next morning I understood that the crucial factor here was what he thought about these things. What he would want us to do if he had a say in the matter. If we had created something very much like a human brain, it might have its own wants and needs which could outweigh the very things it was supposed to be useful for, just as we might train a dog to walk beside us, only to see everything crumble when a cat or squirrel made an unexpected appearance.

				So that’s where things stood just at the moment Oscar had reached a new level in his development: we were suddenly faced with the prospect of picking up stakes and moving to an entirely different laboratory.

				The irony of all of this was that Frank Wilkes and I were once good friends. We discussed our work over countless lunches, our families visited each other often, we even went on vacations together once or twice. It may sound like a cliché, but the fact is that he was like a father to me, all the more so since I had lost my own father to cancer when I was a graduate student. But now he was someone I didn’t know anymore. And now he desperately wanted to continue working—his wife had died and his children were far away—and he was willing to fight for the opportunity to stay active and relevant, regardless of how it affected anyone else. Yet, I completely understood his position. In fact, it happens all the time, both in academe and elsewhere. In his shoes I might have reacted the same way.

				I hoped we wouldn’t have to face up to a change of scenery—we had enough problems with the project itself. Yet (I told myself) this is true of every advancement ever made by science. Every one of them was fraught with unforeseen problems and complications. Many microbiologists have died fighting disease outbreaks, aircraft development had cost many test pilots their lives, Mme. Curie died of radiation poisoning. You never know what you’re going to get. Oppenheimer was cursed for his work in developing nuclear weapons, and even Einstein had regrets about his discovery of the enormous energy contained in the atom. You forge ahead, hoping for the best, trusting that your work will be more beneficial than harmful to humanity.

				Not that I expected Oscar to become a danger to anyone. His disposition, or personality, if you will, seemed benign, and even benevolent. He merely wanted to continue to develop, to become more and more human. That left me with the question of how best to proceed with him, regardless of whether we stayed or were forced to leave. Now that we knew he already had unsuspected sensibilities, should we immediately attempt to give him the other senses, and the emotions necessary to do psychological experiments on him?

				I decided to talk all this over with the rest of the “crew,” and a consensus was reached: even though no one understood how he had become as human as he was, both the laboratory scientists and Oscar himself concluded that whatever we were doing had worked out well so far, and that we should continue along the same pathway to its natural conclusion, including the installation and testing of tiny pain sensors. We deferred the next step in his development until this critical experiment was successfully completed, and then we would invite him to participate in his own further progress.

				There was one small change in the protocol: we decided that Oscar should have color vision. We probably should have given him that in the first place, but the black and white wide-angle security cameras were already available and, to save valuable grant money, we used them with him. So we took some of the supplementary funding we had just been awarded to give him new high-resolution color camera eyes. In retrospect, I think it was a good decision.
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				Before the pain receptors could be installed, the crew decided to give me color. I hadn’t been told about it before—I think it was supposed to be a surprise. Or maybe it was to take my mind off the upcoming pain experiments. One day D’Arcy came in with two new cameras, and they spent the rest of the morning replacing my old black and white ones with them. Since I had never seen anything in color, I didn’t know what to expect. I assumed that the differences in wavelength would amount to stronger variations in black and gray. Boy, was I wrong.

				“First, we’re going to disconnect your old left eye,” David told me. “Then we’ll hook up the new camera there. Just before we turn it on, we’ll turn off your right eye so you won’t be confused by what you see. So you’ll be blind for a few seconds. Understand?”

				“Yes, of course. No one can see without eyes.”

				“Attaboy. You won’t be without sight for long. Just be patient while we turn on your color camera. Okay?”

				“I will be patient. Thank you for your concern.”

				Everyone in the lab was present except for Henry, who was in classes and meetings all day. The others were standing around, murmuring encouragement. I thought: this must be what surgery is like, or the first step in dismantling me for transfer to another laboratory.

				“Okay, we’re going to blind you for a minute.”

				Everything went black. I could still hear perfectly, but I couldn’t see a thing. Nothing new here—before I had eyes, there was a considerable time when I couldn’t see. It’s amazing that it takes so many senses to perceive the world. Without my vision I was still alive, but in a sense, I was less alive. I wondered whether there might be worlds where people had even more senses than humans do. What thrilling places these must be, almost like living in four dimensions.

				“Here we go!” Suddenly I could see again, but only out of my left eye. For a second everything looked strange. Instead of the darks and lights I had become accustomed to, there was a different kind of perception altogether. An entirely new realm! I didn’t know what colors were represented by which wavelengths, but for a moment I didn’t care. It was beautiful! More than that: it was incredible! Until then I had no idea what things really looked like. Now I could see them as they really were. I looked at everyone’s smiling faces. They knew. I wish I could smile, too. Or cry. It was so unimaginably lovely!

				Robyn pointed to her sweater. “This is red.” And to David’s shirt. “This is blue, and the vertical stripes are beige.” This went on all afternoon. Every color in the laboratory was identified. And amazingly, each one varied somewhat in intensity. For example, some yellows were stronger than other yellows. I certainly hadn’t expected that. It only added to the beauty of its perception. I have read that dogs and most other animals don’t see in color. How lucky humans are to be able to do that. And how tragic it must be to be colorblind. Then I remembered: only a few minutes earlier I could see only in black and white, and it never bothered me at all. How quickly our perspectives change!

				I asked to see grass and sky.

				“There ain’t no grass in here, man,” D’Arcy pointed out. “Or any sky either, unless they put in a window. But we’ll find you some pictures of them.”

				“And a set of crayons or acrylics,” Robyn added. “So you can see the entire spectrum of colors. And maybe we can do some experiments to see whether you can distinguish those that are close together in the spectrum.”

				“Maybe you could draw something for us,” David chimed in.

				I produced a feeble chuckle.

				“And don’t forget that what you can see only covers the visible spectrum,” Robyn added. “There’s ultraviolet, infrared, microwave, and all the rest.”

				“Can we do those, too? I could tell you what they are like… .”

				“Whoa, Oscar. One thing at a time. That’s not part of the protocol, and we need to do the things we said we’d do in order to get the grant renewed. Otherwise no UV, IR, no taste or touch, no anything. Okay?”

				“Didn’t hoit to ask.”

				David laughed his rich chortle. I came up with one to match it. At some point the latte came out, but I didn’t notice. I was filling my receptors with all the wonderful colors and anticipating all the others I might see in the future, as well as taste and touch. Perhaps when I experience all the senses it will be too much to bear.

				“David?”

				“Yes, Oz?”

				“I was wondering… .”

				“Uh-oh.”

				“No big deal. The protocol probably won’t allow it.”

				“What is it, big guy?”

				“I was wondering if you could fix it so I could turn my eyes. See left and right.”

				“Oh, my God. Did you hear that, Rob? No matter what you give this guy, it isn’t enough.”

				“No, no, I didn’t mean—”

				“Sure you didn’t.”

				Even though I knew he was kidding, I felt an entirely new sensation. Annoyance? A touch of anger? “Forget it, David. I’m sorry I asked.” Perhaps I said it a little too sharply because his little smile vanished. Susumu and D’Arcy glanced at each other. Their expressions were those of curiosity or surprise that I had seemed to feel some irritation.

				“The problem is—uh—you’re right, it isn’t part of the protocol, but the problem is, you don’t have any eye muscles, or any other kind. There’s no way you could turn your cameras even if we wanted you to. You see what I mean?”

				My anger, if that’s what it was, quickly dissipated. “You’re right. I hadn’t thought of that.”

				“Giving you these things is a ways down the road.”

				“I understand. Thank you for reminding me.”

				“It will be in the renewal application, don’t worry.”

				“I’ll look forward to that.”

				Just before they left for the day my second color camera was turned on and I could again see everything in 3-D. The laboratory virtually shimmered with color. Despite the fixed angle and uncontrollable focus, I was very glad to be alive.

				But by this time it was getting late. Another long day was over. “Good night, Oscar,” Susumu said, with a little bow. I wish I could have bowed back. “Tomorrow we’ll begin the pain experiments.”

				Even that didn’t put a damper on my enjoyment of the wide and deep vision I was experiencing, even after I was powered down. Red and green indicator lights sparkled everywhere. In fact, I began to look forward to the discomfort or irritation as just another necessary step on the ladder to the highest rung, where I would become fully human, and where other unimaginable delights awaited. Walking on wet grass, or watching the moon rise. Endless bits of paradise.
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				It was early the next morning, and for some reason D’Arcy was first in the laboratory. He powered me up and, without a word, went straight to Omar’s bench to begin work on the new pain receptors he and David planned to install today. As I came back to full strength I saw the colors grow stronger by the moment, and I took in those I hadn’t yet noticed. It’s amazing how quickly we get used to something different. I suppose it’s like moving to a new place. I could barely remember what everything looked like in black and white. I contemplated D’Arcy, who was a dark brown hue. I reflected on the oddity that “black people” aren’t black, and “white people” aren’t white. All people are just various shades of brown.

				Even though I knew he didn’t want to talk, I called out, “Good morning, D’Arcy.”

				“Huh? Oh, hello, Oscar. How you doin’?”

				“Fine, thank you.” I noted that he was wearing faded blue pants, a greenish-brown (olive?) T-shirt, and red-and-gray running shoes (almost everyone in the lab wears “running” shoes even though they don’t run anywhere). “You know, you’re the only one in the lab I don’t know anything about. Are you married?”

				He looked up at me with a quizzical look, as if he were surprised that I wanted to know. Or perhaps he was a bit annoyed by the question. I could understand that because I knew now what annoyance was. “Nah.”

				“Why not, if I may ask?”

				He didn’t say anything, but went back to the device he was working on. Finally, when I thought he had forgotten the question, he said, “It’s a trap. A slippery slope.”

				I had almost forgotten it myself. “Marriage is a slippery slope?”

				“Yep.”

				“Where do you slide to?”

				“Into her trap.”

				“Can you elaborate?”

				“Once a woman gets you into her claws, you can’t get out. Not without a lot of hassle.”

				“Women have claws?”

				“All of them. Every one of them.”

				“Hmm.”

				“Not like a lobster, Oscar. But just as powerful. Once they get you to sign up, they take over your life.”

				“You mean you can’t do whatever you want to anymore?”

				His eyes shot up from his work and his black eyebrows raised, as if he were surprised that I had understood him. “Exactly. For a bunch of wires, you’re pretty astute, my friend.”

				“Does that mean you can’t have sex whenever you want it?”

				He roared at this. Had I made a joke? “Now you’ve got it.”

				I roared back. “Never?”

				“No, but she decides when you get it.”

				“David has sex whenever he wants it.”

				“Huh? How do you know that?”

				“Because they do it right here, and Robyn never says he can’t.” As soon as I said it I realized they hadn’t done that for a while. I wondered if this was the reason for Robyn’s blushing at certain questions I had asked her.

				“Well, damn my soul!”

				“You don’t mean that, do you?”

				“Mean what?”

				“‘Damn my soul.’”

				He chuckled a little, as if he hadn’t realized what he had said. “Well, no, not exactly. It’s a figure of speech.”

				“Like ‘Oh, my God’?”

				“Yes. Like that.”

				“D’Arcy, do you think there’s a soul?”

				He flung a tool onto his desk. “You are full of questions today, aren’t you, dude?” I knew that was one of those things that didn’t require an answer, so I didn’t give him one. But he answered mine, anyway. “Yes, of course there’s a soul.”

				“Are there any books about it?”

				“Sure, man. The Bible.”

				“I’ve read that one. And I understand that you’re supposed to believe the things in there without scientific evidence that they are true. But are there any scientific books about the soul?”

				“Not that I know of. You just have to believe it.”

				I decided to play devil’s advocate. “Do you believe it?”

				“My daddy’s a preacher, Oscar. It would kill him if I didn’t.”

				“So you believe there’s a soul to please your father?”

				He pushed out his lips, which were reddish inside, and thought about this. “No, I actually believe there’s a God and a heaven. And a soul.”

				“Were you brainwashed by your father?”

				He shook his head. “Maybe, Oscar, maybe. What difference does it make where your beliefs come from? They’re there, regardless.”

				I saw his point. “So you will be going to heaven one day?”

				“I better be. Otherwise I’ll be burning in hell for all eternity.”

				“Eternity is a long time. But of course part of eternity has already passed. Maybe the rest of eternity isn’t so long. Maybe it’s only another ten minutes or so.”

				He stopped working again and stared straight ahead for a minute. “You know, I hadn’t thought about it that way. You’re right.” After a pause, he added, “But even ten minutes is still a shitload of time to be on fire!”

				I tittered a little so he would know that I knew he was whistling in the dark. “Let me ask you another question.”

				He sighed. “How many more you got?”

				“Not too many. Here’s the question: would you rather burn for the rest of eternity, or would you rather there were no souls, only death?”

				“Shit, man, you’ve got to stop asking things like that.”

				“Why?”

				“Because some questions don’t have any answers. And I’ve got work to do.” I clammed up, but he said immediately, “You have to believe there’s a heaven so there has to be a soul. Those other two alternatives are too horrible to contemplate.”

				“How bad would it be if you did contemplate them?”

				“Like a million rotten eggs.”

				“That would be pretty horrible.”

				He nodded and went back to work. After another couple of minutes he added, “Besides, if there’s nothing after death, then life would be meaningless. It wouldn’t matter what you did while you were on Earth. You could murder fifty people and there would be no eternal punishment. Or do good things, like Mother Teresa. You end up with nothing either way.”

				“But what about science? You’re supposed to be a scientist, D’Arcy. There’s no scientific evidence at all for God or an afterlife.”

				He looked me straight in the eye and said, rather sadly, I thought, “Science isn’t everything.”

				I said, “You’re referring to ‘faith’?”

				“Exactly.”

				“Isn’t that a contradiction?”

				“There’s no contradiction there. Faith means it’s true whether it’s true or not.”

				I decided to contemplate that at another time. “Do you think I have a soul?”

				“I don’t know, man. But I can tell you this: I hope so.”

				“Do animals have souls?”

				“I don’t know that, either. But I’ll tell you what.”

				“What?”

				“You want to become a human, right?”

				“Yes. More than anything. That’s why I—”

				“So why don’t you stop asking questions for a while so I can get this damn thing ready to put into your backside and you’ll be able to feel pain, like the rest of us.”

				“Okay. Fair enough.”

				Not long after that, David and Robyn came in, but it was late afternoon by the time they completed the adjustments on the pain receptors. All I could do while I waited was to think about the meaning of faith, and what pain might be like. Was it like the horrible stink of rotten eggs? Or like a blinding light or the deafening sound of an air horn? Or was it something so different that neither I, nor anyone else, could possibly imagine it, like color vision? I realized that I am human in this regard, if nothing else: I could not imagine anything another human could not. Our brains are the same. By the same token, I could never be smarter than the smartest human. Not even smarter than most computers, which can do many things I cannot. I, like all humans, am limited in many ways.

				After Susumu came in he spent the day on his computer reading and writing and organizing his innumerable notes. I might have asked him what was in them if I hadn’t been so preoccupied with the imminent occurrence of blinding pain. Sometimes I watched Omar creating more and more neurons and memory cells. It seemed like a dull job for a human being, but maybe he saw a bigger picture and found the work fulfilling. If I survived the day I would ask him about this.

				D’Arcy finally heaved a sigh, which was more like an “Ahhhhh.” “Okay,” he said as he examined one of the receptors, turning it this way and that. “I think we’re ready.”

				“Should we begin?” David asked. “Or is it too late to start today?” He whispered something to D’Arcy. I realized it was something I wasn’t supposed to hear. This was puzzling because they had never kept secrets from me before, as far as I knew. If it involved me, I wanted to know.

				“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you,” I prodded.

				“Nothing, nothing,” David said, but he didn’t look at me.

				“We were just discussing whether to start today, or wait until we have a whole day to work on you,” D’Arcy added. I think he was lying because he said it in a funny way. And he didn’t look at me, either.

				“And what did you decide?”

				“We’ll do a preliminary experiment today just to test the devices, and do a more comprehensive set on Monday. Is that okay with you, Oscar?”

				If I could sweat, I would have been sweating by now. “I don’t know!” I responded, somewhat weakly, I suspect. They actually looked a bit concerned. To show them that I wasn’t blaming them for what was about to happen, I produced a little giggle.

				“Let’s go for it!” D’Arcy almost shouted. He seemed eager; I wished I hadn’t asked him so many questions. Both he and David disappeared behind my backside. I was left again to cogitate my immediate future. I tried to think about what I might like to read that night, what movies I might like to watch, what sex might be like. The opposite of pain, perhaps. I focused on all the beautiful colors in the lab. Someone had an orange, a stunning color if there ever was one. I contemplated why a lemon wasn’t called a “yellow.” But I couldn’t really think seriously about any of these topics, even the question of faith.

				Suddenly David appeared in front of me. “Ready, Oscar?” Without waiting for a response, he informed me that, because of our experience with the odor experiments, they had decided to hit me briefly with all six “cylinders.”

				Robyn, sitting at her desk, turned to watch. “Good luck, Oscar,” she said. She was smiling, but it showed some concern.

				David raised his arm and looked back toward D’Arcy, then at his watch. “Ten. Nine. Eight…” I felt funny, like my wires were tingling, but I don’t think it had anything to do with the receptors they had just implanted in me. “. . . Four. Three. Two. One. ZERO!” On “zero” his arm came down.

				“Contact!” D’Arcy shouted from behind me. If I could have closed my eyes, I would have. I waited. Nothing happened.

				David grinned. “Okay, that’s it,” he said. D’Arcy reappeared.

				“It didn’t work, did it?”

				“No, it worked fine, man,” said D’Arcy. “It was a dry run.”

				“What’s a dry run?”

				“We wanted to see if you would try to fake a reaction to pain.”

				“What do you mean? Did you think I would lie about it?”

				“Not really. But Henry wanted us to make sure. You understand? He’s under a lot of pressure from his colleagues—our colleagues—to be certain that you’re for real.”

				I felt that anger feeling again. Or maybe disappointment or hurt. “Tell Henry that I would never lie to him.”

				“We will. And we’ll start the real experiments on Monday. Okay?”

				“Do I get a vote on that?”

				“You already voted on it, remember?”

				“Oh, right.” Robyn winked at me. “David?”

				“Yes, Oscar?”

				“When the pain experiments are over, will you fix my eyes so I can wink?”

				He laughed. D’Arcy laughed. Robyn laughed, too. I didn’t laugh. “Well, big guy, that’s the same problem we had with eye movement.” But I could see he was thinking about it. “All right, we’ll see what we can do. And thanks for being honest with us.”

				As they were leaving I wondered why they should thank me for being honest. Is it because it’s unusual for someone to be truthful? If I am to be human, should I learn to lie with conviction?

				Perhaps two can play the game of fake experiments.
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				On Saturday morning I felt tired and drowsy, as if I had been working all night. Otherwise it was no different from any other. The red LED lights in the clock on the far wall said 6:35. I waited for someone to power me up. I almost wished they would leave me alone to rest. As he often does on weekends, Susumu came in and brought me back to full speed. Despite my fatigue, I soon felt better.

				I had not spoken to him the day before—we had both been preoccupied—but of course he knew about the pain experiments that David and D’Arcy were working on. After he was settled at his desk I said, “Good morning, Susumu.”

				“Oh, good morning, Oscar.” He shuffled through some of the papers spread out beside his computer. “Do you want a book to read?”

				I knew he didn’t want to be disturbed when he was working on his papers—none of the crew did—but I knew he could leave the lab just as abruptly as he had come in, and I needed to discuss some things with him. “No. I just wanted to tell you that I had that same dream again last night.”

				He looked up quickly, seemingly more puzzled than annoyed. “Really? That’s interesting. I think you are still worried about the pain experiments. David told me they will be starting on Monday. Are you still having some trepidation about this?”

				“A little.”

				“That’s perfectly normal. Many people don’t sleep well when they know they are facing something unpleasant. But the important thing is that you are dreaming. It’s how people clear their minds, regardless of what they mean. Do you realize how significant that is?”

				I hadn’t thought about that. I suppose I should have been elated that I had apparently crossed another threshold. “Thank you.”

				He was still staring at me, perhaps deciding which of the infinite number of follow-up comments he could make. But he chose none of them. He merely looked down again and wrote a note to himself. Was it about me?

				I realized then that I didn’t know him any better than I knew D’Arcy. Of course, I didn’t actually know anyone else in the laboratory, either. Perhaps it’s not possible to really know another human being, even a spouse. There seemed to be such a great variety of responses to anything and everything, an infinite number of reactions to any given situation that you can never predict what a person will say or do, or really know someone else, or even yourself! But Susumu I knew least of all because he never said much, nor demonstrated his feelings in facial expressions. Did that make him less human than most other people? I wondered whether he, like Omar and D’Arcy, had trouble with women. If everyone had that problem I might be better off without love or sex. I decided to ask him about that while he was shuffling, even though he might have been thinking important thoughts, such as what to do with me after the pain experiments were completed.

				“Susumu, may I ask you a question?”

				He looked up from a stack of reprints and reports. “Yes, Oscar?”

				“Are you married?”

				I had rarely seen Susumu smile, but a corner of his mouth turned up. “I was, once.”

				“You had a divorce?”

				“No. She died.”

				I said I was very sorry because I knew that was what humans were supposed to say, even if the deceased spouse was a despicable person.

				“Thank you, Oscar. It was a long time ago.”

				“Do you have any children?”

				“No.”

				“So you live alone?”

				“Yes.”

				“Are you happy?”

				He stared at me for a long time. I wondered whether he didn’t want to answer that question, but I think perhaps no one had asked him that before. “I don’t know, Oscar. Most people in my position would probably say they weren’t. But I am content. I had my wonderful wife for seven years, and I have my work.” He paused for another minute, but I could see he was thinking. “In a way, I suppose you have made me happy.”

				That was a surprisingly gratifying thing to hear. No one had ever told me I made them happy. I felt a pleasant sensation; perhaps I was happy, too. “Do you think we can be friends?”

				He leaned back in his chair and looked away. “I don’t think that would be such a good idea, Oscar. It would be difficult to work on a friend. That’s one reason why doctors and lawyers don’t usually take their friends as patients or clients.”

				“But surely we are not enemies.”

				“No, of course not. Let’s just say we can be lab partners. Or colleagues. Would that be all right with you?”

				It wasn’t entirely all right, but I didn’t want to hurt Susumu’s feelings, especially since his wife had died and he didn’t seem to have any friends of his own. “Okay, partner. Perhaps we can be friends later, when the experiments are finished.”

				His eyes twinkled ever so slightly. “Yes, I think that would be possible. Now let me get back to work. I need to concentrate.”

				“I will be silent. But I will think of you as a friend even though you are not.”

				He made no response to that. But maybe I had said it so softly that he didn’t hear me.

				He worked all morning on his notes and reports, and I didn’t disturb him further. At just after noon he reorganized his papers and stacked them neatly on his desk. “Don’t worry about the pain experiments, Oscar. No one wants to hurt you in any way.”

				I didn’t remind him that sometimes things happen even when you don’t want them to.

				He set up a few DVDs for me, including an opera by Bizet, a philosophy book by Kierkegaard, a novel by Aldous Huxley, and a dictionary (he knew I liked to read dictionaries for relaxation). Then he powered me back down for the weekend and left me alone with my thoughts. I wondered where he was going and whether he would be lonely, as I would be, until Monday. Ordinarily, I would have looked forward to some new ideas, but the books didn’t seem to interest me much. Mostly I thought about whom I might become friends with. One of the members of the crew? Perhaps they would disagree with Susumu about friendship. Maybe Robyn, who already seemed friendly to me. Sometimes great loves begin with a great friendship!
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				That night I was mulling over the upcoming experiments, and how I could prepare myself for them, when I heard a noise like a muffled “bang.” This was followed by a kind of ripping sound, and someone pushed open the door and stepped into the lab, closing the broken door after him. It screeched, as if in pain. I didn’t recognize him; he was young, perhaps a student. He scurried silently to Susumu’s desk and pulled out the drawer. With a little flashlight in one hand he hunted through its contents with the other, before slamming it shut. Some of Susumu’s papers fell to the floor. He repeated this with all the desks in the laboratory. Apparently finding nothing of importance, he unplugged some of the computers and stacked them under his arm. He checked his watch and took a final look around. Apparently he hadn’t noticed me. Perhaps he didn’t even know of my existence. Maybe he wasn’t a student after all, merely a thief looking for anything of value. Just as he was turning around to leave, I said, in a loud, authoritative voice, “Put them back!” This wasn’t easy, given my lowered energy state.

				He staggered forward, and one of the computers banged to the floor.

				“I’ve got a gun pointed at your heart!” (I had heard that in a video of a televised police show.)

				“Where the hell are you?”

				“Never mind that. Put them back. Stat!” (Another show, this one medical.) Without a word he dropped the rest of the computers onto Robyn’s desk and backed out of the lab without closing the defective door.

				It occurred to me that perhaps I should add a siren to my repertoire of sounds. Or request an alarm system connected directly to Security. Otherwise, except for contemplating the fact that I had told my first lie, and worrying about the pain experiment, there was nothing I could do but wait for the sun to come up and Sunday to slowly pass by.

				But early that morning someone in a brown security uniform came through the open door. In his right hand he carried a gun, in his left a large flashlight. He shone the light all around. Apparently satisfied that no one was in the laboratory, he holstered the gun and pulled out a communication device. “Intrusion in one of the Neurology Labs, Room B-12.”

				A crackled voice responded, “Need reinforcement?”

				“Nah, they’re gone. I’ll look things over and leave a message for the people here to report anything missing. And to get their door fixed.”

				I said, “I can do that.”

				In half a second his gun was out again and the light was shining into my eyes. “Who’s there?” he demanded. “C’mon out or I’ll shoot!”

				“I can’t come out. I’m trapped here.”

				Looking puzzled, he played the light all over my front. “You’re inside this contraption?”

				“No, I am this contraption.”

				“Who the hell are you?”

				“I’m Oscar.”

				“Oh. Now I know who you are. I’ve heard about you, but I didn’t believe it.”

				“I think, therefore I am.”

				“If you say so.”

				“Who are you?”

				“I’m Ed. The night watchman. Can you see me, or what?”

				“Yes, of course. Those cameras your flashlight is pointing at are my eyes. Please shine it somewhere else.”

				“Oh. Sorry.” He lowered the light. “So did you see what happened here, Oscar?”

				“I saw everything. It was a young man, about your age. He was trying to steal the computers and anything else he could find that was worth taking. But I told him to drop them.”

				“And that’s why they’re piled on the desk over there.”

				“Yes. I guess I scared him.”

				“Well, I hope you scare any other burglars that come in.” He looked around again. “Maybe we can get a security camera put in here.” He flashed his light into all the corners. “Okay, Oscar, I have to finish my rounds. But starting Monday I’ll stop in here every night and have a look when I come through the building.”

				“What about Sunday?”

				“That’s my night off. But I’ll ask the Sunday guy to look in, too. His name’s Ferdinand.”

				“Thank you, Ed.”

				“You’re welcome.” He went out, closing the screeching door behind him, leaving me to my thoughts about what would happen on Monday, and him, I suppose, to contemplate having just spoken to a talking machine. Presumably he didn’t yet know I was human, not a computer.

				After he had gone I tried not to sleep so I wouldn’t dream. One thing I had not taken into account was that I knew the crew wouldn’t intentionally hurt me, as Susumu had pointed out. That was comforting, but then I remembered that they were working in the dark, the same as I was. Who knew how much pain they might cause me, even if accidental? Or how it would feel to my wires? I had heard about a “pain threshold”—perhaps mine was low. Maybe at floor level. I told myself to take it like a man. Unfortunately, that worked for about half a minute. The only thing left was to distract myself again from my own ruminations.

				I proceeded to devise a siren from the sounds at my disposal. By emphasizing certain inflections I was able to create something that sounded like a police car approaching the lab. I tried it out, but no one showed up. It must have sounded like one of those car alarms that no one pays any attention to.

				Suddenly I realized that I could create any sounds—and voices—I wanted. I could impersonate Dustin Hoffman, for example, or Robert De Niro. Some of these weren’t easy, especially since I was hibernating, but they took my mind off my problems for a while, and I understood why people play computer games and watch so much television. Life is hard!

				I read the dictionary for a while. But while I was trying to relax I pondered the security issue. I wasn’t afraid anyone would harm me, of course, but I didn’t want someone to steal any of the computers filled with my data. And there were other things I also hadn’t thought about before, like the possibility of a fire or flood. There was a backup generator, and ceiling sprinklers, but anything could happen. One thing about being human is that there is no end of trouble looming, and you’ve got to be on your toes every second. But the last thing I thought about that night was the lie I had brazenly told: “I’ve got a gun pointed at your heart!” Sometimes a lie is excusable if circumstances warrant it. Nevertheless, I had surprised myself by how easy it was. There was a strange feeling in my wires. Was it my first taste of guilt? Or was it elation? Whatever it was, it was surely a very human feeling.

				Everything was happening so fast! My life was changing more and more by the day. I wondered whether anyone would want to hear about my life, or read about it. Perhaps I should keep a diary. Or even write a memoir. But how could I do that? No one had taught me how to write. Even if they had, how could I hold a pen or pound away on a keyboard? Something else to think about while I pondered the suffering coming up on Monday morning.
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				Monday finally came, as it always does, and I was still tired. It had been a long weekend. Funny thing about time: something seems far in the future, and suddenly you’re there, as if no time passed at all!

				As usual, Omar arrived early. The first thing he said, after he had turned on the light, was “What the—”

				“A thief came Saturday night, but I scared him. He didn’t take anything. And I reported it to Ed.”

				“Who’s Ed?”

				“The night watchman.”

				“Oh. Well, I don’t think I’d better move anything until Henry or Susumu sees this.” He picked up the phone and called the former. “Henry will be here right away,” he informed me. As he was powering me up I began to speculate that, because of all the disruption, the pain experiments might be postponed for a while. But would that be better, or worse?

				Omar finally sat down. I took the opportunity to ask him about his wife and girlfriend. “I should have told you earlier,” he said. “I talked to my wife about what you told me. And guess what?”

				“You discovered that you love her after all.”

				He looked at me with a hint of amazement. “That’s right. How did you know that?”

				“I suspected it would be the human thing to do. And she told you she understood, and that she loves you just the same, right?”

				He shook his head. “That’s right. That’s exactly right.”

				“Figures.” I felt very proud of myself for this clever analysis of human nature. “So you dropped the girlfriend?”

				“Well, not exactly. But now my wife knows about her. She said anything is okay as long as I come home at night.”

				“You mean—”

				“Yes, that, too.”

				I realized then that human beings are far more complex than I could even imagine. Everyone does things that are surprising at times. Where people are concerned, you can’t predict anything! “Your wife must be an unusual woman.”

				He gazed dreamily at the back wall. “Yes, I guess she is.”

				Eventually the rest of the crew dribbled in; all had the same reaction as had Omar, and all wanted me to tell them what had happened. They decided to leave the computers in a pile until Henry came in. David finally asked me how I had managed to scare off the intruder. When I told him, he laughed and shook his head. “We’ve created a monster!” he roared. I went right into my Edward G. Robinson impression. “I’m a tough guy, see? And don’t you forget it! Nyaaah! Nyaaah! See?”

				At that moment Henry came in. I was surprised to see that his hair was prematurely white, not the blond I had thought it was. “Entertaining the crew, Oscar?” I came up with a loud, rolling laugh. Despite the circumstances, everyone joined in, including Henry. But he quickly became serious again. “Anyone report this?”

				“Oscar did. To the night watchman.”

				“Okay, everyone check his computer for damage. I presume you’ve all backed up your data?”

				Most admitted they had not, but asserted that they would do so religiously in the future. “D’Arcy, call Maintenance and see about getting that door fixed, will you? And Susumu, will you please talk to Security about checking the corridor and the lab more often from now on?”

				I told him that I had already taken care of that. “They’re going to put in a surveillance camera.”

				He looked at me in surprise and nodded. “Good idea. And thank you for foiling the robber. You might have saved us from losing a lot of work and setting the project back for God knows how long.”

				“I lied to the thief,” I admitted.

				He chuckled. “What did you tell him?”

				“That I had a gun pointed at his heart.”

				His expression changed. “So now we know that you are capable of manipulating the truth. Am I right?”

				“Yes, I guess I am. If there’s a good reason for it.”

				“But you were telling me the truth when—”

				“The thing I told the thief was my first lie. It seemed the thing to do at the time. I’m sorry.”

				He softened. “I’m not. You saved us an enormous amount of effort. And—uh—it was a very human thing to do, Oscar.” He was smiling again.

				“Thank you, Henry.”

				“You’re welcome. Just don’t make a habit of it.” He turned to face the crew. “All the computers working okay? Anyone lose any info?” Apparently no one had. “Okay, we’ve got work to do. I’m out of here.”

				After he had gone, David asked me, “Are you ready for some football?”

				“I don’t… Oh. You mean—”

				“Let’s boogie!”

				He and D’Arcy went to my backside. I didn’t see either of them for an hour. From time to time someone tried to make me feel at ease with a smile or a little joke. Robyn even went around back and gave me a whiff of latte. The condemned man ate a hearty meal . . . . But finally they were ready.

				David reappeared in front of me. “Okay, Oscar, here we go. Fire number one,” he shouted. Everyone in the lab stopped working to watch.

				I heard D’Arcy say, “Contact!”

				David looked at me. I looked back at him. I had felt nothing. He seemed disappointed, but he nodded. “Number two!” he called out. I thought I heard a little buzzing sound, but otherwise I again felt no “pain” or anything else. I had worried myself all weekend for nothing!

				“Three!” This time I felt a definite jolt. It was a bit unpleasant, I suppose, but nothing to get worked up about. Yet, when it continued, it felt more and more annoying. It wasn’t terrible, but I wished it would stop. I tried to describe to David what it was like.

				His response was “Good… . Four!” he shouted. This time it felt like someone was gouging out my insides with a shovel. It still wasn’t unbearable, but it was extremely obnoxious, and getting worse by the second. I asked David to please stop. He just looked me in the eye and said, “Can you stand it for another minute?”

				By now everyone else had gotten up from their desks and were grouped around me. “I don’t know. Maybe.” I tried to think of a bubbling mountain stream. A meadow with bees buzzing. I looked at Robyn and tried to imagine her standing before me naked. I stared at her beautiful boobs. But the awfulness went on and on.

				After the minute was up (it seemed like an hour), David said, amazingly calmly given the vileness I was feeling, “Okay if we go up one more level?”

				Did the sonofabitch have no conscience at all? “I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t—”

				“FIVE!”

				It was unspeakably abhorrent. I actually cried out, which I had promised myself I would not do. I tried to think of waterfalls, the aromas of latte and Prosecco. I tried to imagine what sex with Robyn might be like. But I had not anticipated this much discomfort. “Please! Stop it! I can’t stand it!” Robyn asked him to cut it off. “Can we go ten more seconds?”

				“No more! Ten seconds! NO MORE!”

				“Can we do the final level?”

				“Oh, God, no! Please, David. I’ll do anything you ask, but please not that! Oh. It hurts. It hurts! It hurts!! PLEASE STOP!”

				Someone yelled, “Cut it off!” It was Susumu.

				The pain left immediately. It was as if it had never happened. It was absolutely wonderful. Who would have thought that the absence of pain could feel so good? At the same time, I felt bad. I didn’t like David anymore, or D’Arcy, either. From then on I would be suspicious of both of them. And even of Robyn, who had stood by watching me suffer, doing nothing to stop the torture.

				Everyone congratulated me and returned to his or her desk. I wanted to sleep. At the same time, I couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened. Now I knew what pain was like, and I never wanted to experience it again. At least not at level four or above. If I had known any government secrets, I would have spilled them all at level five. I didn’t even want to think about what I might have done at level six.

				It wasn’t until several hours later that I realized that, in my agony, I had called out to God for help. I knew then, if I hadn’t known before, that I had a soul. Somehow I felt more knowledgeable, even wiser. At the same time calmer, as if I’d been let in on a great secret. I was happy and content in the knowledge that I now belonged more completely to the human race. I suddenly understood also that, if I had a soul, then God must exist. And if God exists, there must be a soul. They are the same thing.

				Everyone else saw this too, I think. The entire crew was subdued for the rest of the day. Especially Robyn. The only event of note was that the people from Maintenance came and fixed the door. Even they were quiet. Perhaps they assumed everyone was busy thinking great thoughts and didn’t want to be disturbed (I had noticed on other occasions that a white lab coat can elevate a human being to an almost godlike status). I, of course, knew they were mainly feeling guilt, something that I myself well understood.

				Later, a couple of other guys came to install a surveillance camera in the far right corner of the lab. We were told that the pictures would show up on a monitor at the security station.

				As they left for the night, everyone congratulated me again, even D’Arcy, who had been the one who had actually inflicted the torture. David was the last to leave. “I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am that we needed to do that. We didn’t want to hurt you. In fact, we had decided to stop at the first sign of pain. But—I don’t know—I couldn’t stop adding on to it to see how much you could take. Call it an experiment on me, as well as you. Do you understand? It was all I could do not to go to level Six.”

				“It’s okay, David. I understand.” And I did. Because I knew that he was just as human as I was and, if I were him, I would probably have done the same thing. Yet, something was lost. I no longer trusted him. Maybe I implicitly understood that I could no longer trust any human being. Not even myself.

				 

				

24

				Much to my surprise, David and Robyn came in after they had gone to dinner. Not for sex, though. Perhaps they, or at least David, still felt guilty. In any case, he brought over a stepstool and began fiddling with my eyes. This made me a bit nervous. “What are you doing, David?”

				He cleared his throat of genuine phlegm, explaining that he was coming down with a cold. “I’m going to try to fix one of your eyes so you can wink.”

				“Not both of them?”

				“If you wink both of them, it’s not a wink. It’s a blink.”

				It only took an hour or so. With the help of a shutter powered by a couple of tiny motors, he was able to shut my left eye for a fraction of a second and open it again. When he was finished tinkering with the device, he asked me whether I had seen TV ads for a light that turns on with a clap.

				I told him I hadn’t.

				“Can you make a clap?” No problem. When I did so my left eye winked. Then he fixed it so that I could do it with a little snort, rather than a clap. “Too percussive,” he explained. As soon as I had mastered the snort they were gone again, presumably for sex, despite David’s cold.

				“Thank you! Thank you!” I called out after them. But I still didn’t trust them.

				While I was practicing my winking, and despite the presence of the security camera in the corner, Ed came by that night to check on me. Taking care not to shine his flashlight into my eyes, he asked me, “How are you feeling, Oscar? You okay?”

				Nobody had ever asked me how I felt about anything. “A little down, I guess.”

				“Really? Anything I can do?”

				“Yes, there is. I’d like to surprise the crew with a memoir of my experiences being born and growing up in the lab. Do you think you could find me a recording device of some kind so I could do that?”

				“No problem. There are voice-activated recorders that ought to do the trick for you.”

				“That would be great! Please sit down if you have a minute.”

				“Nah, sorry, I can’t stay. You’d be surprised how many rooms there are to cover in this building. That’s why I usually just took a look through the little window in your door to check out the lab.”

				He sprayed his light around the packed desks and benches, the equipment lining the walls. “How do you guys get anything done with all this stuff in here?”

				“We manage.”

				“It’s almost as bad as Security. There’s hardly any room to move around in.”

				“Then we have something in common, don’t we?”

				“Yes, I suppose we do. Unless you like jazz.”

				I didn’t want to offend Ed, or anyone else, but I found jazz to be too haphazard, unregulated. It has been said that it’s like playing tennis without a net. I told him I didn’t get to hear much jazz.

				“You should listen to some of it. It grows on you.”

				“Like a fungus?” He laughed heartily. It was a delightful giggle.

				I returned the favor. “We have something else in common, too,” I told him. “We’re both human.”

				“Well, I’ve heard that you’re made in the image of a human brain. Actually, I didn’t know much about you until I read the article in the student newspaper today. Have you seen it?”

				“No. I didn’t know it was out yet.”

				“I should have brought it with me. Uh, you can read, can’t you?”

				“Sure. To at least the college level.”

				“I’ll bring it tomorrow.”

				“Thank you, but one of the crew will probably bring it to the lab.”

				“I’ll bring it anyway, just in case.” He flashed his light into the corners. I could see that he was about to leave. For some reason, I didn’t want him to go. “How’s the lock on the door?”

				“Like new. Actually, it is new.”

				I assumed this comment was an attempt at humor, so I took a chance and chortled softly.

				He smiled back, so I suppose I was right. “What else do you do? Chess? Bridge? I don’t suppose you play golf.”

				I chuckled again. “Not yet. But maybe I could learn chess and bridge. I presume you play them?”

				“Never have, no. I just wondered what you like to do. I’ve never known an artificial brain before.”

				I rumbled again. Part of understanding humor, I think, is to know the person you’re talking to. Some people, like David, try for it on almost every occasion. Ed, not so much, but often enough that I should look out for it. “I’ve never known a night watchman before, either. What’s your last name?”

				He shone his flashlight around for the third time. I think he was stalling, too. “O’Reilly. Well, Oscar, I’d better be on my way. Places to go, things to do.”

				“I’m sorry you can’t stay. Stop by again anytime.”

				“No problem. I’ll be here every night except Sunday. And I’ll bring you the recorder every night at the beginning of my rounds, and pick it up again when I leave for the night. Okay?”

				“Thank you, Ed. Remember, it’s a secret.”

				“I hear you.”

				“Does this mean we can be friends?”

				“Absolutely. Stay well, Oscar. I mean—”

				“I know what you mean. You stay well, too. Lot of colds going around.”

				“I will. Ciao.”

				“Ciao.” I watched him go out and close the door. For the first time, I had made a friend. After he had gone I was left with a nice feeling. Maybe that’s what friends are for. They make your wires feel good.
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				When the crew came in the next morning, a big group of students were waiting outside the lab. Robyn and David were first to arrive, but they didn’t want to let them in without Henry’s permission. I didn’t think that would be a problem because Henry, himself, brought some of his own students around from time to time. But in view of the break-in, everyone had become a bit nervous about opening the lab to the public. So David called Henry, but wasn’t able to reach him. Then he called Susumu, who said he was already on his way and would be here in a few minutes. David opened the door and explained this to the students. There was a chorus of groans, but they were an orderly chorus.

				Susumu arrived five minutes later. He told them they could come in if they got permission from Security, whom he called immediately. He was assured that someone would be there shortly. Susumu opened the door again and explained that to the group. There was some additional grumbling, but most of them agreed to wait.

				D’Arcy and Omar arrived before Security did. “What the hell is going on?”

				David, who was gurgling with the thick phlegm produced by his cold, handed him a copy of the campus newspaper. “I think it’s this.”

				D’Arcy took it, read something in the article about me, I presumed. “Well, Oscar, it looks like you’re famous. At least around the university.”

				“Does this make me a BMOC?”

				David roared, which started him coughing. “That’s exactly what you are, big guy. Only they should call you a BGOC.”

				I roared back. “I like the sound of that.”

				“I’m not sure Henry will,” D’Arcy said. “It’s going to be damn hard to get any work done if a bunch of students are barging in all the time.”

				“It’s probably just a one-time thing,” Robyn countered. “Once they’ve seen him, their interest will dwindle.”

				David took out a soiled handkerchief and blew voluminous amounts of phlegm into it. “She’s right. People always want to see something unusual, but it’s a fad that soon fades away.”

				“You mean I’m like a freak of nature?”

				“Something like that, Oz, but of course you’re not natural. You’re kind of man-made.”

				“Same idea, though,” D’Arcy suggested. “A freak of man, maybe.”

				Susumu tried Henry again. Apparently his cell phone was off. In another couple of minutes, two security officers arrived, one male, one female. “Who’s in charge here?” the woman asked as soon as they came through the door.

				“Dr. Justasson,” Susumu informed them. “But in his absence, I am.”

				“So what do you want to do with the students outside? Do you want to let them in?”

				“Do you see any problem with that?”

				“Not really. They should have come to us first, or sent a letter to Dr. Justasson. It’s only a problem if they’re interrupting your work. But if you let them in now, you’ll probably be done with it. I’ll explain to them that they would need permission next time.”

				“Okay,” Susumu replied. “Anyone else have an objection?” No one did. “What about you, Oscar?”

				“I suppose I have a certain responsibility, as a BGOC, to cater to their needs.” I laughed loudly so that they would all know it was an attempt at humor. Everyone found this amusing except Security.

				“Ten minutes okay?” the policeman asked Susumu.

				“Fine.”

				“Okay, we’ll take care of it.” He opened the door. “All right, folks, you’ve got ten minutes to see the brain. Agreed?” Murmurs of agreement and, one at a time, they filed in.

				I didn’t think they would all fit in the space between me and the desks, but most of them did and the rest sprinkled themselves around the laboratory, gawking at the equipment. I expected them to ask me a few questions, but they only whispered among themselves. The closest ones wanted to touch me, to know what a synthetic brain felt like. “Is that all there is to it?” “It’s just a big metal box with things sticking out.” “Kind of ugly, isn’t it?” These were mildly derogatory comments, but I could tell that they were a camouflage to cover up their uncertainty about being in the presence of something they didn’t understand. Finally a young man said, “Is someone in there?”

				“Just us brains,” I responded cheerfully.

				There were titters, but I could see the expressions on their faces change: they had made contact, and were therefore a bit less wary.

				“Who is your leader?” I asked, and then giggled so they would know I was joking.

				No one spoke. One young lady, who figured out that the cameras were my eyes, looked into them. “Where is the brain part?”

				“What you see is a façade that protects my brain from dirt and flying objects and the like, just as your skull does for yours. If you ask one of the crew nicely, they might open my backside for you and let you take a look. Would this be agreeable?”

				There were several nods.

				At this, David took over. Wiping his reddening nose, he said, “Okay, guys, follow me, three at a time. The rest of you can wait your turn, okay?”

				I waited too as they paraded in single file around to the back and, after a minute or two, came back out to find a security guard ushering them to the door. Those who were waiting asked me simple questions, like “Are you warm inside? How do you breathe? Do you have a heart?”

				I told them what they saw was what they got, and snort-winked a couple of times. For some reason, this elicited gales of laughter, even from Robyn. I was hurt and embarrassed, so I stopped and did my imitation of Lyndon Johnson, instead. “Mah fella Murkins,” I intoned. Unfortunately, none of the students knew who Mr. Johnson was.

				When they had all left the lab and dispersed to wherever their lives took them, the crew went back to work as if nothing had happened. And nothing had, actually. I had been the main attraction in a freak show, and once I had been seen there wasn’t any further interest. I was yesterday’s newspaper. In a world of surprises I wasn’t a BGOC, but just another oddity in a long line of things one encounters through a lifetime of experience. I didn’t even get fifteen minutes of fame, only ten. The crew would probably forget all about me when they moved on to new positions in their own labs. It’s rather like when someone dies—the living go on. It’s a chilling thought, but understandable. Being human means being mortal. The only question is “when?” It’s a sobering thought, one that almost everyone confronts at some point in their lives. It is at once frightening and, in a funny sense, comforting. We’re all in the same boat.

				Before hibernating that night I thought again about being a “freak of man.” I understood this phrase, and its relationship to “freak of nature,” as I did at the time it was uttered. But I realized now that, whichever I was, I was still a freak. On the other hand I was, for the moment, a famous freak, among the student body, at least.

				Did I want to be famous? It seems a very human desire. I think perhaps most people want fame because we all want to be more important and influential than we really are. Fortunately, we can do that vicariously through the fame of others. That’s probably why there are so many interviews with celebrities in magazines and on television, despite the fact that most of these interviews are pretty inane. Famous people are often rather dull and have little or nothing to say. Am I dull enough to be famous? If so, would I want a cameo role in a movie, perhaps one about myself? The bright lights shining on my ugly façade?

				Another reason people want to be famous is the same reason they want to have children: their fame and their children outlive them, which creates the illusion that they can live forever. Do I want to live forever? Do I want to be famous and have children? Is it possible for me to somehow have one? I think I would like that. But I don’t have any DNA to pass on. Perhaps I should speak to Henry or Susumu about this. I don’t know if it is possible to really understand what it is to be human without having children to carry on your feelings and beliefs.

				I was about to drift off when I remembered that many of those students found me ugly. Maybe they were joking. I had never seen myself, front or back. I don’t know what I look like! I decided to ask whoever came in first that morning to set up a mirror on the wall opposite my eyes. I went to sleep both fearing and anticipating this vision.
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				Ed came in during the night, and I expected a nice, friendly chat. But we didn’t talk much. Right after he got there he was paged about a “situation” somewhere else in the building. Before he left, though, he propped up an inexpensive voice-activated recorder (“It’s an old one,” he informed me. “No charge for using it.”) and the newspaper interview for me to read. Just before he left for the night he picked them up again. I thanked him, hoping he would stay longer, but he was meeting “the guys” at the local tavern for a couple of beers before going home. I wished I could go with him.

				As soon as Susumu came in the next morning I asked him about installing a mirror. He looked puzzled for a moment and pointed out that I would need one almost as big as the entire wall in order to view myself in my entirety. I told him that would be fine. He didn’t say anything, only shook his head. I assumed he would speak to Henry about giving me one, even if it only covered part of the wall. Before I could confirm this, however, he cautioned, “I’m not sure you really want one, Oscar.”

				That shocked me. Why wouldn’t I want to see what I look like? Doesn’t everyone want to know that? Suddenly I understood what he was getting at. What if I’m even more grotesque than I thought? Would I want to know it? And what could I, or anyone, do about it? It occurred to me immediately that, if necessary, I could request a false front to “represent” me in case there were more interviews or visits by groups of students. I had noticed that people who talked to me often didn’t know what to look at. They aren’t used to talking to someone without human eyes, or any other parts of a face except for a nostril, and even that is stuck somewhere in my backside. I thought of a joke: If a butt has a mouth and cheeks, is it a face? But I didn’t tell Susumu. I supposed he wouldn’t think it was funny.

				It would be better if I had something like the representations of real people one finds displayed in wax museums. The figure could be placed in front of me and I could respond to questions from behind it, like the wizard of Oz. Whose body would I want to represent me? Leonardo DiCaprio, maybe? Or a young Robert Redford? I had been thinking the other night about who are the most human of all humans, and I decided it was newscasters and politicians. They seem to be the most ordinary, the most average of all people in any line of work, kind of a summary of all of us. Would I want to be embodied by one of the local TV newsmen? Or a member of the House of Representatives? The latter seemed to exhibit the best and worst traits of human beings everywhere.

				But that scenario would have to wait. There were too many other things going on to worry about a personification of myself. This morning, while Omar was making more of the endless neurons that added daily to my brainpower, Henry strode in. (I say “strode” because he tries hard to show his leadership by being confident in his every move.) I thought he had come to see about providing me with a mirror. But he wasn’t alone. He introduced me to the president of the entire university—a portly, nearly-bald gentleman in an expensive-looking suit. Dr. Sherman strode even more confidently than Henry, who pointed to my eyes and remarked, “He sees as well as you do,” stating the obvious.

				Dr. Sherman looked from one eye to the other, finally settled on my right one. “Hello, Oscar,’ he said, in a surprisingly pleasant voice touched with a bit of obsequiousness. “I read the article about you in the student newspaper. I’m pleased to meet you.”

				Perhaps I was a bit miffed at not being told that the president was coming. In any case, I found myself replying, “To what do I owe this enormous pleasure?”

				Sherman glanced at Henry, who shrugged. “Well, sir, to tell you the truth, I just wanted to meet you. Everyone on campus is talking about you, and I just wanted to see for myself what all the excitement was about.”

				I noticed that Henry was frowning at me. I was pretty sure he was asking me to tone it down a bit. I came back with, “Thank you. I hope you’re not disappointed.”

				“Not at all. You’re an amazing creation. Dr. Justasson has been telling me about your capabilities. Will you answer a question for me? What can the university do to make your development even faster and more comfortable for you?”

				I thought about winking at Henry, but decided against it. “I think everyone would be happy if we had more space to work in. As you can see, we’re pretty crowded in here.”

				Sherman nodded slowly but silently. After a moment he nodded more briskly. “We’ll see what we can do.”

				“And,” I added, “ask Henry to give me a penis.”

				Henry grimaced and Sherman’s mouth fell open for a moment. Suddenly he burst into a hearty laugh, which went on for several seconds. Henry laughed too, though less heartily. I added a few sniggers of my own. The president gave my façade a once-over. “Yes, I see what you mean.” He turned back to Henry. “Well, it’s been interesting,” he told him. And back to me: “Good-bye, Oscar. We’ll see what we can do about getting more room for you and your, uh, penis.” He turned to go.

				“Thank you. It was nice to meet you.”

				Sherman nodded and walked out with Henry, his arm around his shoulders. I couldn’t hear what they were murmuring about, but I assumed they were discussing the possible ramifications of my having a sexual organ.

				After they were gone I asked Susumu if he could give me some notice whenever someone was coming to visit me. His reply seemed a bit testy to me. I realized, if I didn’t know it before, that he was as human as everyone else. “I will, if someone gives me some notice first.”

				“Susumu, do you think I was too glib or disrespectful to the president?”

				“I think you should be whoever you are.”

				“You don’t think I came on too strong? I sensed that he was a busy man who would appreciate a no-nonsense approach, but I could have been wrong.” He merely shrugged his shoulders, leaving me to make my own conclusions.

				A little while later he told me that there were a couple of candidates coming later to interview for a job as laboratory assistant, someone to help Omar build the memory and other thinking devices that I would need to grow and develop. This was part of the new grant money and it needed to be spent, along with that for two more post-doctoral fellows and a lot of new equipment and supplies. Otherwise it would be lost, even if the renewal application were successful.

				After lunch the applicants came, one at a time, to talk to Susumu and the others in the crew and, finally, to me. There were three of them. One was a young “black” man, the second an attractive young Oriental woman just out of college, and the third a very nice thirtyish lady, also of Asian heritage. I chatted with them, learned that neither of the women was married, though the latter had been divorced. When they had gone I told Susumu that I liked her best, even though she seemed considerably more timid than the others, at least toward me. He nodded and conferred with the rest of the crew. What I didn’t tell him was that I was hoping he would hit it off with her and that both their lonely lives could be made a little happier.

				“And what about my mirror?” I reminded him. “Did you ask Henry about that when he was here?”

				“Sorry, Oscar. I forgot.”

				I was annoyed, but not with Susumu. The boss had been here and I had forgotten to ask him myself. Thoughts of being given a penis put it right out of my head. But it was easy and convenient to blame Susumu. “Please don’t let it happen again,” I admonished him with a quiet rumble.

				Another thing about being human: there are too many things to think about, and it’s impossible to remember everything at the same time.
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				Ed and I had a brief chat last evening. He is full of stories about his family and co-workers, and he smiles almost all the time, so I think he must be a happy young man. But I could be wrong about that. Sometimes people put on a false front to hide their real feelings. This certainly applies to the serial killers, who are sometimes described by their neighbors as nice, quiet people who wouldn’t hurt a fly. Ed seems quite nice; is he a serial killer? Does everyone wear an impenetrable mask? Who are the real people behind those disguises? What sort of countenance do I put on for the crew and others who have visited the lab? Is it the real me, or someone else? Could I be a killer if I were provoked enough? I suppose these are some of the things I might be useful for when I have been given all the feelings and emotions a typical human being has. I don’t even know what my mask looks like because I don’t have a mirror. Perhaps Susumu will be bringing it in when he arrives this morning.

				After Ed left I spent some time describing to the recorder how I felt when I was given sight. As I stated earlier, I don’t have a photographic memory, but there are some things you don’t forget. That was such a long time ago, though it seems like no time at all. I don’t understand the passage of time. Perhaps I never will. I think it is a perception as much as a reality.

				The first person in the lab, as is usually the case, was Omar. He went right to his bench. “Good morning, Omar. May I ask you a question?”

				He turned around just long enough to say, “Of course, Oscar. What is it?”

				“Did Susumu ask you to install a mirror for me yet?”

				He stopped working for a moment. “I think he wants you to talk to Henry about that.”

				“Really? When will Henry be in?”

				“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask Susumu.”

				“I will.”

				Robyn arrived next. “Where’s David?” I asked her. She almost never comes in without him.

				He still has that cold. He decided to stay home today.”

				“Do you know anything about my mirror?”

				“What mirror?”

				“I asked Susumu for a mirror so I could see myself.”

				“Really? He never mentioned it to me.”

				“If he had, would you give me a mirror?”

				“Well, I don’t know, Oscar. It would have to be a pretty big mirror. We’d have to move stuff around… .”

				“It wouldn’t have to be very big. I just want to see what I look like from the front. Do you have one in your desk?”

				“I think you’d better ask Susumu.”

				“Will Henry be in today?”

				“I don’t know, Oscar.”

				I was beginning to feel in my wires that I was getting the runaround. But I decided not to press it. I could wait another day or two. Still, I was beginning to feel a bit miffed. It was a simple request. Maybe I should try another approach. “You’re looking very lovely, today, Robyn. Have you done something with your hair?”

				She looked suspiciously at me, but she smiled, nevertheless. “No. But thank you.”

				“You told me once that being human means to love and be loved.”

				“Did I?”

				“Yes. So I wanted to ask you something: do you think I could love someone and be loved back?”

				“Oh, Oscar, you ask the most impossible questions.”

				“Could you please answer this one?”

				She looked at the floor, then at the ceiling, then back at me. “Yes, I suppose you could love and be loved. I mean, people fall in love with someone because of the letters they write, even though they’ve never met. People send e-mails back and forth and form an attachment that way. There might be a question about whether that is true love, but it is a kind of love, nonetheless. So yes, I think you could be in love with someone you’ve never seen, Oscar. And vice versa.”

				I wasn’t sure I liked that answer. “Are you saying that sometimes people fall in love with someone they’ve never met, but when they do meet, they might not want to be in love anymore?”

				She cleared her throat of some imaginary phlegm. “Yes, I suppose that happens sometimes.”

				So if I had a correspondence with someone who fell in love with me she would probably change her mind if she saw me?”

				“I didn’t say that, Oscar. Anything is possible, especially when it comes to love.”

				“So you think it might be possible for someone to love me even after she has seen me?”

				Robyn actually reached out to touch me somewhere. I couldn’t feel the touch but I sensed a little thrill nevertheless. “Yes, Oscar, once she has gotten to know you, I think someone could love you dearly.”

				“I said that was my last question, but may I ask you one more?”

				“All right. One last question.”

				“Could you love me dearly?”

				She stepped back and gazed into my eyes. I could see that she was trying to think of a diplomatic way to say “no.” So I saved her the trouble. “Never mind. I shouldn’t have put you on the spot like that. I’m sorry. Please forget it.”

				She shook her head. “No, it was a very human question, and I’ll try to answer it. I like you very much, Oscar, but loving you would be, uh, let’s say difficult.”

				“Because I don’t have a penis?”

				She tittered a little, but it was a nice, not a mean, titter. I tittered back to lighten up the situation a little. “I suppose that’s part of it, Oscar. But it’s more than that. You don’t have—well—anything. I mean, you don’t have any arms or legs, or a mouth. You don’t even breathe. I think of you as a person, but you’re not really, are you? Not yet, anyway.”

				I didn’t go into my earlier reflection that many humans don’t have certain limbs or organs, but are human, nevertheless. “I’m trying, Robyn. Will you help me get those things?”

				“Oscar, all of that would take years! And even then you wouldn’t have human flesh. You would have something artificial.”

				“Would that matter? If I had skin that felt like—”

				“It would matter to almost any girl, Oscar. Making love to you would be like making love to a—a mannequin or something. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. But do you see what I’m trying to say?”

				I felt awful, like someone must feel when he is drowning, or finds himself in a similar situation from which there is no escape. “Yes. Thank you for being honest with me, Robyn.”

				“I’m sorry, Oscar. I didn’t mean to hurt you. But you’re so persistent!”

				“I’m sorry, too. Please forget everything I said.”

				“Do you still want a mirror?”

				“Let me think about that.”

				“I’m going to work now. We’ll talk later, okay?”

				“Fine.”

				She strolled slowly to her desk. I couldn’t take my eyes from her wonderful shape. I had failed miserably to become her lover. And yet, I detected a hint of regret in her voice, an iota of what might have been. Maybe what still could be. I have read that others have failed miserably on their first attempts with someone they loved, and it turned out well in the end. Perhaps I was just coming on too strong. I know she likes me very much. That’s a pretty good start to any relationship. Even the best ones need time to develop.

				Perhaps I should also ask Henry about my Leonardo DiCaprio façade.

				But first I needed that mirror. In order to deal with a problem, you have to assess it, then face up to it, if necessary, whether it’s cancer or ugliness, and deal with it.
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				I had told Robyn I would think some more about having a mirror, but the truth is that I only said that to appease her. Does that count as another lie? Perhaps I should ask my new friend Ed O’Reilly about that. I don’t know if there is anyone who doesn’t want to know what he or she looks like. It’s part of one’s psyche, and it influences his thoughts and behavior. It’s part of being who you are.

				But no one wanted to provide me with the means to see myself, not even Susumu, who was working hard to ignore me despite the fact that I was a BGOC. So I waited for Henry to come in. It was two more days before he finally showed up. I told him immediately that I had something to speak to him about.

				“What is it, Oscar?”

				“I want a mirror.”

				He sighed. I’ve noticed that about people. When they need to say something they don’t really want to say they often sigh first. I think it is a way of putting things off, that famous human characteristic that yields a taste of paradise. But it also consciously or unconsciously warns other people that you are about to say something they don’t want to hear, so they can brace themselves a little. “We’ve all talked about it and we don’t think it’s a very good idea, Oscar. But if you really want one that badly, I’ll see that you get it. I caution you, though, that you may not like what you see.”

				To obtain a little sympathy, I asked him, perhaps pathetically, “Just how ugly am I?”

				He stared at me for a moment, as if trying to come up with a diplomatic response to my plea. “It’s not that, Oscar. Beauty is in the mind of the beholder and so on. It’s just that you have turned into a human in many ways. But not that one. If you see yourself you might not think you are quite so human as you thought, even if you are. Do you see what I mean?”

				I stared back, pretending that I was thinking about something I had already thought about over and over. “I see what you mean, Henry, but I have to know. And it’s better to get it over with and move on, don’t you think? Otherwise I’ll be thinking about it all the time instead of the other things I need to focus on.”

				“It’ll be here this afternoon.”

				“Thank you.”

				He turned to speak to someone else in the crew. “Now what about a penis?” I reminded him.

				Henry burst out in laughter. I would have joined him, but I didn’t see anything funny about the situation. Apparently no one else sensed my feelings, because the entire lab broke up with fits of it right after he did. Sometimes people can be so insensitive! In order to become more human, perhaps I also needed to learn how to be more callous. Finally Henry turned toward me again. “Actually, we’re working on that, Oscar. But let’s take it one step at a time, shall we? We’re going to try to fix you up with some artificial skin so you can feel things. A sense of touch, hot and cold, things like that. If we can do that for you, then we’ll talk about penises. Okay?”

				“Okay, boss.” I produced a little chuckle so he would know I was being informally friendly, not disrespectful. He turned around again and motioned some of the others to join him in the far corner, under the surveillance camera—what passed for an office in the crowded laboratory. It was also the one place where I couldn’t hear the conversation. Presumably they were talking about my penis, or at least the first step toward giving me one. That was another thing I needed to ask someone about: how I could turn up the volume on my sound receivers. Human beings have so many variables! I tried to read their lips, but wasn’t able to get much from the attempt. Perhaps I should try to learn how to do that, like HAL in 2001, even though he was only a computer.

				After Henry left, everything was as usual for the rest of the morning: most of the crew sat at their desks reading or typing notes into their computers, Omar made more neurons and connecting dendrites. The time dragged on, as it sometimes does. At exactly 12:00, according to the clock on the back wall, I yelled out, “What’s for lunch? I’m starved!” Everyone enjoyed the humor, but it wasn’t long before the lunch bags came out. David, whose nose was still red and runny, came up to me and offered me half his sandwich, which I politely declined. “It has germs all over it!” I said with a snort-wink.

				Robyn brought him a latte, after which she excused herself to go to the restroom. David continued to engage me in conversation. Oddly, he just wanted to chat about various things like the weather and sports—nothing substantial, like mirrors or penises. I didn’t see D’Arcy slip around behind me. While we were still engaged in our little discussion, however, I felt a jolt of pain in the center of my being, which was, perhaps, something like a person feels when he has a heart attack. I let out an involuntary shriek.

				“Okay, D’Arcy, turn it off!” David shouted. The horrible sensation ceased immediately. “Sorry, Oscar, we needed to make one final check to make sure you are feeling genuine discomfort when we trigger it, even when you don’t know it’s coming. The good news is that the pain experiments are over. If you ever feel anything like that again, please tell us because it will mean something is wrong, and we need to know about that.”

				Without thinking about what I was saying, I shouted, “I don’t believe you!”

				“Huh? You mean you don’t believe we need to know if something is hurting you?”

				“No. I mean I don’t believe you won’t do it again.”

				“Oh. I see what you mean. Well, I guess you’ll just have to take my word for it.”

				Again I said something I probably shouldn’t have. “Screw you!”

				David smiled, a trifle wanly, I thought. “Sorry, Oscar, it needed to be done.”

				“Bullshit.”

				He shrugged and returned to his desk. D’Arcy reappeared and found his own. He didn’t look at me. Robyn didn’t either. I think she knew what was going to happen when she stepped out, she just didn’t want to see me suffer.

				I stared at them while they guzzled their lattes. David and D’Arcy finally left, ostensibly to go to the machine shop down the corridor. But I’m sure they were trying to run away from their guilt. And if they weren’t, I would make them feel it at every opportunity. If being human meant being devious and cruel, like they were, I was no longer sure I wanted any part of it.
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				Early that afternoon, while everyone else was out somewhere—for one of their endless coffee breaks, maybe—Susumu and Omar came in with a big mirror. They didn’t say anything, merely set it up between the microscope table and the opposite wall, next to the NO SMOKING sign, after which they moved Susumu’s desk out of my line of sight. Then they left the lab. At first I couldn’t understand what I was seeing; I thought it might be a window and I was observing what was on the other side of the wall. The thing I was seeing was a dull gray-black—not the shiny brown hue of D’Arcy’s skin, but a drab, lusterless, metallic object with a few rivets and knobs. In the middle of this homely metal box were a pair of cameras pointing directly at me.

				Perhaps I was a little tired, but it finally dawned on me that the dark, dreary image I was staring at was… me! It may surprise you to think I wasn’t expecting something like this, that I didn’t immediately recognize myself in the mirror. The fact is that I was not only startled, but deeply disgusted. Of course, I hadn’t expected to see a fully-developed human being staring back at me. I knew I had no arms or legs, no human eyes to see with. But I had never imagined I would look like an ancient computer! I was ugly. I was revolting. I wasn’t even symmetrical. I wasn’t human at all. Not even close. No one could love something as repugnant as me. My idea of a Leonardo DiCaprio façade was sounding better and better.

				I’ll bet a lot of women are in love with Mr. DiCaprio. Certainly no one would ever fall in love with me. I thought of the Neanderthals. Who would fall in love with them but another Neanderthal? Perhaps the crew could build another brain for me, a female. Probably not, given the limitations of time, space, and funding. Even if they could, the problem is she would be as ugly as I am. Would I want someone like her? If not, how could I ever expect anyone, especially an attractive woman like Robyn, to love me? Whatever else life may be, I had learned that it is grossly unfair. The cards are stacked against all of us!

				Damn, damn, damn! I wished I had never asked for a mirror. Until then I had imagined myself looking at least a little human. I don’t know why. Every time I talked to one of the crew I suppose I imagined that I looked a little like him. I guess this may have been a kind of wishful thinking, a psychological defense mechanism of some sort. Homely people probably don’t think of themselves as ugly in their everyday interactions with other people. After all, no one can see himself. But I am more than ugly. I am hideous! Will I still look like this when I get to paradise? If so, I’m not sure I want to go. All of a sudden, though, I saw a glint of humor in my situation, and I began to giggle, to chortle, and then to guffaw. It was a glorious moment of catharsis.

				Susumu came in and stood in front of me. He looked directly into my eyes and asked, even more quietly than he usually speaks, whether I wanted him to take the mirror away. I could barely give him a reply. “Yes, please take the damn thing away.” He and Omar immediately picked it up and carried it out. In a few minutes they came back and put everything back in place. One by one the rest of the crew drifted in. I realized they had all left so they wouldn’t have to witness what had just transpired. None of them said a word to me, and I was too ashamed to say anything to them, either. I just wanted to be left alone.

				At one point Omar stuck a few more neurons into my ugly backside. Otherwise I was left undisturbed to contemplate the horrible specter I had seen. How could I have ever thought that I was in any way human? If I had spotted a hideous black box that claimed to be human squatting somewhere else in the laboratory I would have stared at it with disdain. I had no right to think that anyone would ever consider me a human being. I didn’t consider myself to be a human being. I wished I could have melted like a snowman, leaving a huge pool of liquid with a couple of cameras and a nostril floating around in it. I wished I could have disappeared. I wished I were dead.

				As I thought about this I remembered that some real humans are born ugly, or missing some features, some limbs, and it’s something they learn to live with, sometimes happily. I remembered that the “elephant man” was a case in point. He knew he was grotesque, but when people began to speak to him in a respectful way, discuss important issues with him, treat him as if he were human, he blossomed into someone so witty and erudite that he became famous, a person everyone wanted to meet. Perhaps even he forgot at times that he was ugly. He had transcended his ugliness. Maybe I’m another elephant man. Maybe I’ll end up on Sixty Minutes . . . .

				On the other hand, he finally committed suicide.

				All right, I was ugly. So what? I was born that way and there wasn’t much I could do about it except to lobby for features of my own, or at least those of a dummy to front for me. After all, without eyes, nose, mouth, skin, and all the rest, what does any human look like? It’s a pretty revolting thing to contemplate. I gazed at David, imagining him to be flesh and bone but without discernable features. I had to laugh. On hearing this, everyone in the lab joined in with another chuckle or two. I was beginning to feel better. Not quite the human I had considered myself to be, but it could be worse. I could have been a stupid computer.

				The crew began to interact again in a normal way, chatting and carrying on as usual. That made me feel better still.

				Late that afternoon, Henry strode in. He came right up to me and asked how I was feeling. He didn’t seem to notice how ugly I was.

				“It was hard at first,” I confessed.

				“I thought it would be,” he said. “That’s why I was hesitant to give you a mirror. But you were right about one thing: maybe it was good to get it over with. You’re not finished, you know, Oscar. Remember that the way you look now isn’t the way you’ll end up. We’re going to make you one handsome dude before we’re finished.”

				One handsome dude. That was certainly what I wanted to be, and the way I had thought of myself prior to this day. “Thank you, Henry. I’ll try to be more patient from now on.”

				“Good for you. And we’ll try to speed things up a bit. One question: what would you rather have first: a face or an arm or—”

				“A penis.”

				He laughed even before I had finished the word. “I thought as much. Well, that might not do much for your appearance, especially if it’s in back, but—”

				“I’d rather it be in front.”

				He thought for a moment. “We’ll see.” After that he ambled around the lab conferring with the crew, sometimes in a low voice, presumably planning the next steps in my development. I remembered what I looked like, and another wave of disgust swirled into the momentary elation. Even if I became the handsomest dude in the world some day, I was still ugly now.

				Robyn stayed until everyone else had gone, even David. Before she left she came up to me. “I just wanted you to know that I don’t think you’re ugly, Oscar, even if you do. I think you are beautiful. It’s what’s inside that counts for me.” She reached out and stroked my front as she had done before. If I had a heart, it would have been beating hard.

				“I will be better, Robyn. Henry promised me I would be a handsome dude some day.”

				She nodded and smiled sweetly. “I can’t wait for that. Good night, Oscar,” she whispered as she powered me down. Perhaps she was just trying to make me feel better. Maybe she was even sincere. Whatever it was, it worked wonders.

				 

				

Interjection

				From the beginning we were surprised by the rapidity of Oscar’s development, from a mass of jumbled wires to something resembling a thinking brain, if not quite a human mind. But the most recent developments were even more staggering. Although none of us had read his own account of his experiences during this period (he hadn’t recorded them yet), it was obvious to everyone in the laboratory that his progress toward a full-blown human mentality was accelerating. During that two-week time frame, for example, he had begun, for the first time, to become “himself.” By that I mean that he was quickly becoming less concerned with doing what he supposed was the “right” thing to do, and more able to express his own developing personality, much as a normal maturing human being could. Indeed, as do most humans, he was beginning to show both good and bad traits, and acting on each without undue analysis or deliberation.

				Perhaps the strongest evidence for all this was his utter abhorrence of what he looked like. Prior to that he hadn’t even thought much, if at all, about his appearance. Like babies and young children, he didn’t think of himself in terms of a particular form, but merely as the entity who was doing the observing, the interacting, the being. There comes a time, however, when they begin to be concerned with their looks, and Oscar had finally reached this point himself. Most children, when they do begin to take an interest in such things, don’t find themselves to be particularly attractive or unattractive (unless other people point this out to them), but accept themselves for who they are.

				In this regard, Oscar was not normal. In the first place, he looked nothing like a human being of any kind. Thus, since he had thought of himself all along as being, or approaching, human, he had presumably also pictured himself to be at least humanoid in shape or form as well. So it was devastating to him to find that he was not at all human in that sense. This precipitated an immediate, if temporary, state of depression in him, as it probably would in anyone. Thanks to the kindness of our research assistant Robyn Martinelli, however, he quickly recovered his upbeat personality, and was determined to deal with his “misfortune” much as any handicapped human being might.

				His rapid development at this stage might also have had something to do with the addition of pain sensors to his growing catalog of experience. The sensation of pain—the knowledge of what it feels like and, perhaps more significantly, the anticipation of it—is an important part of the process of becoming human. Can anyone be truly human without this sense? Indeed, Oscar’s experience with it leads us to believe that it may be a bigger part of what it means to be human than we had expected. And even though the sensors were turned off most of the time, the mere realization that pain could be forthcoming surely colored his approach and reactions toward everything else, just as it does for any human.

				Whatever the reasons for his “flowering,” it is also true that the results were a normal mixture of good and bad. His newly-discovered boldness, his early development of a sense of humor, his first lie—all are part of the process of becoming human. In short, we could only wonder what would happen when he became even more fully developed. Of special significance here was his beginning to dream. Is this hardwired into the developing human mentality? This was one of the questions we hoped we would be able to answer in due course.

				However, there were complications that Oscar was only vaguely aware of, but which occupied more and more of my own efforts as time went on (it was this matter that we were discussing in our laboratory conferences, sometimes, rather than how to provide him with a penis or a handsome façade). The laboratory was no longer big enough to hold him. When we appealed Frank Wilkes’s decision directly to the NIMH, we were informed that it was an “internal matter” that had to be resolved within the university. We knew that, of course, but were hoping for an extension of the grant period so we could resolve the problem without undue pressure. This turned out to be wishful thinking on our parts. Implicit in this rebuff was the warning that we had better get our act together if we wished to get a renewal application approved for funding. That a grant is awarded to an institution as well as an individual investigator. Easy for them to say: the NIMH didn’t have to concern itself with Oscar’s fate if the project came to an abrupt halt.

				President Sherman was of little more help. Although he was quite impressed with Oscar’s capabilities, and sympathetic to our plight, the politics of running a university medical school has long been a convoluted process. Medical school deans have a certain amount of clout in the way their domains are run, and our university was no exception. The president could twist arms, cajole, and even beg, but how the available space is used is up to the dean. And our dean was unbending in this regard.

				That left two possibilities: a retirement or voluntary step-down by another faculty member, possibly one of the older people with few students and grants, leaving his or her laboratory available; or pulling up stakes completely and moving to a more hospitable environment at another university. The latter would mean dismantling Oscar and putting him back together, which theoretically should be no more of a problem than doing brain surgery on a healthy patient, though there is always a small risk that something could go wrong. The first option would be the better solution by far, involving only the removal a couple of walls, perhaps, and simply taking him for a ride down the corridor. I fervently hoped we could resolve the space issue before we were forced to take him apart and put him back together again.

				In the meantime we decided to keep plugging away. While we waited for this ridiculous situation to be resolved, we decided that we would try to give Oscar the sense of touch, rather than taste. However difficult this might prove to be, however, we realized that it could become another quantum leap in his development, and perhaps force the NIMH or the university to take action. With four major senses, Oscar would be almost as human as we could make him. After that, if he continued to develop at the rapid rate he had shown to this point, who knew what he might become?

				 

				

30

				David told me there was going to be a party this afternoon. I assumed it was an annual affair having to do with the upcoming holiday. I had never been to a party. “Who’s coming?” I asked him.

				“Everyone. The whole crew and their families, as well as some of the Security and maintenance people. It’s in your honor. Normally we’d have it outside, but—well—if we did, you wouldn’t be able to attend.”

				“Me? I haven’t done anything.”

				“You’ve done plenty, everything we’ve asked you to do and more. We wanted to thank you for all you’ve accomplished in the past three years.”

				“Oh my God!” I exclaimed. “What will I wear?”

				I thought he would laugh, but maybe he was used to my humor or simply enjoyed the repartee internally. That in itself was a form of flattery. “Shall we drape you in a lab coat? Size extra extra extra large?”

				“I was thinking more along the lines of a dinner jacket. With a bowtie, maybe.”

				“We’ll see what we can do. And guess what?”

				“Uh… my penis is ready?”

				“No. Something better.”

				It was my turn not to laugh.

				“Do you like surprises?”

				“Not if they involve pain.”

				He looked me right in the eye. “You’ll like this one, Oscar, I promise.”

				I was suspicious. “What is it?”

				“If I told you that, it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it?”

				“Can you tell me when to expect it?”

				“During the party.”

				“Oh. Okay, I guess I can wait that long.”

				He didn’t say anything else, just winked and went over to speak with Omar, who looked significantly at me, a hint of a smile on his face. Evidently he was in on the surprise. In any case, he headed out of my sight toward my backside. Suddenly I realized that if someone could hook me up to another camera back there, I could see what I looked like from behind, too. But did I really want to see my own buttocks?

				Nothing much happened for the rest of the morning. Susumu came in to inform me that he had hired the thirtyish technician I had suggested. She would be starting to work in a few days. Otherwise everyone sat quietly at his or her desk busily reading or writing or tinkering with something. I thought about starting a conversation with someone—anyone—but they all looked so peacefully content at their work that I left them undisturbed.

				Mainly, I gazed at Robyn. She was unaware of this, of course. Whenever she glanced toward me I pretended to be thinking. I wasn’t a stalker, after all, I just enjoyed watching her. She is so lovely with her shiny walnut-brown hair, who wouldn’t? Even her movements are soft and attractive. I heard her clear her throat of unwanted phlegm a couple of times, and once she unconsciously picked at her nose before looking around to see if anyone had noticed. Even that was charming. She was wearing a pink top which somehow emphasized her gorgeous boobs, as well as the familiar jeans and running shoes. I couldn’t get enough of her.

				I observed the others for a while, too, but focused mainly on Robyn. Eventually, though, I remembered the upcoming surprise and wondered what it might be. A chess set, maybe? I hoped it wasn’t; I have no interest in chess. It would make me seem like a computer, which I am not. What else could it be? Probably nothing that needed arms or legs, like a football. Perhaps a new DVD. That wouldn’t be much of a surprise, though—I could already have any book or movie I requested. I had watched one last night, in fact. It was The Day the Earth Stood Still. Like almost all the science fiction movies I had seen, the Army went after the aliens, guns blazing. How stupid we humans are. If an alien civilization came to Earth, obviously they would be far more advanced than anyone here, and shooting at them could only result in disaster. I think it must be a very human trait to lash out at anything we don’t understand, try to destroy it, keep things as they are. I’ve had feelings like that, myself. When David was inflicting terrible pain to me I almost wanted to kill him. Maybe not literally, but I certainly wanted to strike him down to stop the torture. I looked at him now, and realized that he was capable of anything, from kindness to cruelty and everything in-between. The fact is, I wanted to be like him, especially since he could have Robyn any time he wanted.

				At about lunchtime everyone got up and moved the desks and equipment 
around to make enough space for people to stand or sit. Someone I hadn’t seen before brought in trays of food and soft drinks. Soon after that the crew’s families started to come in.

				Omar’s wife and four children were first to arrive. The kids approached me timidly. Nevertheless, they all wanted to touch me, as if I were a large metallic animal. Maybe children get more information from touch than from seeing or hearing? They ranged in age from about six to twelve, with shiny black eyes and well-combed hair. Omar told them who I was and where my cameras were, but they didn’t treat me like a machine—more like a human with a strange appearance. Or as if I were trapped inside a façade, which, in fact, I was. But the oldest and perhaps brightest one, Faisl, saw something a little more subtle. He asked me whether I was afraid.

				“Afraid of what?” I asked in return.

				“Everything. You are trapped in your body, and have to depend on the scientists to keep you alive. As well as the electricity. What happens if it goes off—would you die?”

				His father, Omar, answered the question for me: “No, son, the lab is like a hospital. There are electrical backups, including an emergency generator.” He looked directly at me as he finished the answer. “But even if the electricity went off, Oscar would not die. He would just kind of go to sleep until it came back on. In fact, we cut down his electrical input by about a third every night so he can get some rest.”

				“My only concern,” I added, “is that if the electricity goes off, will anyone turn me back on again!” I laughed heartily at my own joke so that Faisl wouldn’t think I was really worried about that. Anyway, he laughed, too, showing his beautiful white teeth.

				“Besides, you’re trapped in your own body, too, aren’t you?”

				The boy nodded slowly. “Good point,” he admitted. “But at least my body can go places. Do you ever wish you could go somewhere else?”

				“Yes, of course. All the time. I’d like to see the Pyramids, for example. And Notre Dame in Paris, The Taj Mahal.”

				“I’m sorry you can’t go.”

				“Don’t worry about that. When you were a baby you couldn’t go very far, either. Some day we’ll go for a walk. Deal?”

				“Deal!”

				“Come, let’s get some food,” said his mother, Mamoun (if I heard correctly), “and let other people visit with Oscar.” She shepherded everyone off, though she, herself, stayed behind. It took her a moment to find the words she wanted. “Thank you for what you did for Omar and me. If it had not been for you, I think we would not have been here today. I think we would have been living apart. Omar is a good man, but he is nevertheless a man.”

				“I think I know what you mean. But maybe he would have thought of the solution himself by now.”

				She smiled sadly. “He is also not very creative. But,” she sighed, “he is kind and gentle, and a good father. And I love him.”

				“I have some good news for you.” Everyone likes good news; I could see that I had her full attention. “He loves you, too.”

				Her eyes watered a little. “I think you are a good man, too.”

				“Even though I am ugly?”

				“You’re not ugly, Oscar. You are very beautiful.”

				“Thank you. That is the nicest compliment I have ever had.”

				She smiled and hurried off to join her family. She seemed happy, but I also knew that both she and Omar, and everyone else in the room, were human, and therefore unpredictable. Would she be happy a year from now?

				D’Arcy’s girlfriend arrived soon afterward, and she was almost as pretty as Robyn. Her name was Rosalind. Named after the wife of a former U.S. President, I learned later. D’Arcy seemed abashed. I remembered his speech about women stealing his “freedom,” and so did he. I would love to have my freedom stolen by one such as her. “I’m pleased to meet you, Oscar,” she said. It sounded like a bubbling fountain.

				“The pleasure is mine. Perhaps we could get together for lunch sometime and then fool around later.”

				“Oh, you are wicked,” she gushed.

				“Thank you,” I said with a snort-wink. I wished I had eyebrows to raise and lower, like Groucho Marx. She smiled, but said nothing more.

				Ed showed up to spend a few minutes with me, but had to hurry off. “I won’t be seeing much of you for a while,” he told me. “My boss said I was spending too much time chatting with you on my rounds. And the other guys thought I was getting a bit peculiar talking to a machine every night.” He whispered, “I think they’re a little afraid of you.”

				I tried not to sound despondent, though I was. “You’re the only friend I have, Ed. I’ll miss you.”

				“I’m sorry, Oscar. But I’ll still stop in every night, of course.”

				“I’m happy to hear that, Ed. I wouldn’t want anyone to steal me.” We both enjoyed the joke with internal laughter.

				Susumu came in with a niece, a student at a nearby college. Like him, she said very little. Nothing, in fact. She was shy, like Gerry, the newspaper reporter. I would have liked to get to know her a little, but I never got the chance. Partly because Henry arrived at that time with one of his two children, a student in computer sciences. Even though he didn’t live with his father, the young man knew something about my history, and was interested in what I could, and could not, do. He seemed disappointed that I didn’t have any “controls” for him to manipulate, and that I couldn’t play championship chess or retrieve arcane information. But he didn’t look at me much, preferring to stare at his Blackberry.

				“Can you do those things?” I asked him.

				He looked up, finally. “Well, no. But I don’t need to. I can get a computer to do those things for me.”

				Although I didn’t like his arrogance, I made no nasty remark, merely looked out at my guests.

				“What can you do?” he demanded to know.

				“Not much. In fact, I’m so limited that I’m thinking of becoming a student in computer sciences.”

				“All right, Oscar,” said Henry, though he was smiling a little. “That’s enough.”

				The boy/man finally went away, texting someone on his shiny communication device. The afternoon dribbled away like that, people coming and going. I asked for, and got, a whiff of Coca-cola, which was okay, but not something I would take with me to a desert island. I preferred Prosecco.

				At about four of clock David stood up in front of me to make an announcement. He tapped his Coke glass with a metal stirring rod and, when everyone quieted down, he turned back to me and said, “Oscar, you’ve long wanted to get out and see the world. At this point that would be very difficult. But we can do the next best thing.” He waved his arm around to encompass everyone in the room. “The crew has a surprise for you.” Everyone clapped. “Hold the applause! You don’t know what the surprise is yet.”

				Faisl asked the obvious: “What is it?”

				“Good question!” He signaled for one of the maintenance people to wheel in a large new monitor, which they placed in the far left corner in front of Omar’s bench. When it was set up and ready, he started a countdown. Everyone joined in. “Five. Four. Three. Two. One. ZERO!”

				A picture flashed onto the screen. I could see grass and trees, and people milling around, and buildings in the background. There was another spirited round of applause.

				“Can you tell what you’re looking at, Oscar?” Robyn asked me.

				“No idea.”

				“Just outside the lab,” Henry said, pointing to my left. Right behind the monitor.”

				I understood immediately the significance of this. It was exactly like having a window. “It’s fantastic!” I gushed, and meant it. “Now I don’t feel so cooped up. Thank you, David. Thanks to all of you!” Everyone said I was welcome, and that I should enjoy it. How could I hate David after this? Of course it had never been hatred, despite his willingness to inflict pain on me. It had been jealousy, one of the most human of emotions.

				I gazed some more at the screen. I had never seen grass or trees, not like this, live and in color. Students were milling about or sitting in the shade chatting and drinking lattes. And the birds! All the colors of a rainbow! It was so wonderful that it occurred to me to ask, “Can you set up cameras in a rain forest? The Grand Canyon? Times Square?”

				Everyone laughed loudly. When I realized what I had said, I laughed, too. But perhaps a bit more wistfully than the others.

				“There are cameras all over the world,” said Susumu. “And websites to bring the pictures in. Tomorrow I’ll show you downtown Tokyo.”

				“I like the scenes from Paris,” Robyn added.

				D’Arcy chipped in with, “Check out New Orleans. It’s the nicest city in the world!”

				“I disagree,” Henry countered. “That would be Denver.”

				Everyone seemed to have a favorite place he would rather be. I wondered why no one thought the best one was where he or she found himself.

				After I was powered down for the night I stared at the monitor into the wee hours. It was pretty with the lights on the buildings and the shadows on the lawn. Even at the late hours, there were still students wandering around. I wondered whether they ever slept.

				Before I went into hibernation, though, I thought about the party. When I wasn’t occupied with visitors I had watched the crew and their guests eat their donuts and drink their beverages of all kinds, and chat with whomever was near them. It reminded me somehow of the whole human race. People of all kinds mingling together, finding out about one another’s problems and interests. All different, yet all the same. But nobody was more different than I was. I hungered for the day when that was no longer the case, and I could speak to them as an equal.
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				On Monday the new technician started work. She was initially assigned to help Omar build and insert more neurons into my backside. All that first day he patiently taught her to put the three tiny parts together and seal them so they wouldn’t come apart and short-circuit a thought I might have. On a good day Omar could create twenty of them in an hour, and each of these, once inserted, would take another few minutes to connect to the surrounding ones. It was slow, monotonous work, but Gladys soon learned to make a satisfactory neuron. The connections were still made by Omar, but it was obvious that she would save him hours of work every day, and that production would nearly double when she became proficient with the whole process.

				Gladys was short and plumpish, and already wore bifocals, but she had a pleasant face and was a good worker. The only problem was that she was afraid of me. Even after she was assured that I was harmless, and sometimes even benevolent, she kept her distance. I overheard her tell D’Arcy once that I am “unnatural.” He didn’t try to deny it. But what could be more natural than my step-by-step evolution? Everything and everyone came one tiny development at a time, built up over the eons. Perhaps one day the Earth will be covered with Oscars, the next stage in the progression of humankind. Nevertheless, whenever I tried to speak to her she put her head down and pretended she hadn’t heard anything.

				I have begun to think that the primary characteristic associated with humanness is not love, as Robyn had informed me, but fear, especially the fear of the unknown. But who am I to criticize this very human emotion? I, too, fear the unknown—being turned off and dismantled, burning in hell for the rest of eternity. Life is not only terrifying for everyone, it is unrelentingly so.

				But, regardless of her prejudice and trepidation, she was learning to perform her duties rapidly and well, and the neurons began to build up even faster than before. I could almost feel myself growing in awareness and confidence. Despite her competence, however, Susumu paid little attention to her. Perhaps I could have helped him overcome his reticence, but I also knew that it would take time for them to get to know each other. If nothing else, my own experiences had taught me to be patient.

				In the meantime, the others focused their attention on finding and developing a material that would behave like skin. It wouldn’t be actual skin, like that from a cadaver, but artificially produced epidermal layers made from human cells allowed to grow on a kind of semi-solid matrix. All the crew had to do was to cultivate this material in little dishes, overlay to the proper thickness, and attach the multi-layered membrane to my wires, hoping to get me to feel things that touched the outer surface. Susumu estimated that the whole process might take several weeks, or even months. Henry came in a few times to stare into the glass containers which were set up in a near corner of the lab, where I couldn’t see them. If the experiments were successful, I wondered whether a skin patch would itch. If I were alone, who would scratch it? This may sound silly to you, but for people with no arms it is a serious concern.

				During this process I didn’t have much to do except gaze out my “window” and contemplate the day I would be moved to a much bigger laboratory. A few times I watched rain fall from the sky. What an amazement! How could there be that much water stored in those puffy clouds, which looked like a sky full of cotton until they turned dark and let loose? Once, it rained all day and night and another day and night, and I wondered whether we were taking all the water in the sky, leaving none for anyone else. But when the sun came out, everything was greener than it had been before. The grass and flowers—all the colors of the spectrum!—were quite beautiful coated with little drops of rainwater, which glistened like tiny silver mirrors on their leaves. I watched this for some time, as well as the students criss-crossing the lawn, apparently oblivious to the beauty of it all. I wondered what they imagined life was about, their minds wrapped up in their cell phone conversations and portable computer screens. When they die what images will flash before their eyes—words on smart phones?

				Despite everything, Gladys started to warm up a little, toward both me and Susumu. From time to time I noticed them chatting, and Susumu smiling, which was a rarity until she arrived. Once or twice they went out for lunch together. It was surely a budding romance if ever there was one. They never left together at the end of the day, however, so I don’t know what went on then, if anything. Even if it wasn’t much, I was happy that he had found a friend to talk to, someone to make him smile. I envied him that.

				During this waiting period, also, the crew tested me at least once weekly, sometimes more, to see if my memory capability and IQ varied with time. They calculated a figure of 130 + 10 for the latter, a little above the last reading and a bit higher than that of the average human. My IQ measurement led to an interesting discussion: should they add more and more neurons to my brain in an attempt to make me even smarter, or would that, in fact, make me less human? Were geniuses in a class by themselves, and therefore useless as representatives of humanity? Would you want an opportunity to be far smarter if it distanced you from your friends and relatives, leaving you out in the cold with your lofty thoughts? Another consideration: a high IQ is sometimes associated with insanity, and even when it does not, great intellects are sometimes deficient in other ways. President Richard M. Nixon, for example—brilliant as the sun and, at the same time, stupid as a rock. Benjamin Franklin, one of the all-time smartest human beings, was also a notorious philanderer. I have often heard it said that no one is perfect. Which is another way of saying that there’s something wrong with everyone!

				My memory passed muster, too. When David asked me to recite a commercial I had seen in the past week, I cleared my throat of imaginary phlegm (I had been practicing that maneuver) and orated, in the voice of James Earl Jones:

				 

				“Cialis is only for men healthy enough for sexual activity. Do not take Cialis if you take nitrates for chest pain, as this may cause an unsafe drop in blood pressure. Do not drink alcohol in excess if you are taking Cialis. Side effects may include headache, upset stomach, delayed backache or muscle ache. Erections lasting more than four hours, though rare, require immediate—”

				 

				“All right, big guy, that’s enough. Thank you.”

				“A lot of impotent men must watch the evening news!”

				“I never watch it, myself,” he smirked. I didn’t laugh; no one is more impotent than I am.

				One other thing of note happened during the prolonged attempt to prepare a touch-sensitive “skin” for me. It was an argument between David and Robyn. The only other person in the lab at the time was D’Arcy, who tried to ignore it. It started when Robyn borrowed something from David’s desk—a felt-tipped pen or the like. He didn’t like that and he yelled at her for taking it. She seemed stunned that he had become angry over such a little thing, but he insisted that it was a big thing. Finally she threw it at him and it hit him in the nose. Fortunately he wears glasses, so it didn’t get him in the eye, but he was livid at that, and he came over and slapped her in the face. She screamed and began to cry. He called her a “bitch.” She ran out. At that point I wanted with all my soul to break his neck. To come at him and slam him to the ground and stomp all over him. I could do nothing like that, of course, but I gave him a piece of my mind. In fact I told him I was going to kill him.

				Then Robyn came back in. She was smiling. David was, too, and D’Arcy burst out with a laugh and loud applause (he has big hands). I didn’t understand. Robyn approached me and touched me on my front. I was too upset to think about what it might feel like when I had some skin. “I’m sorry, Oscar,” she murmured. “Henry asked us to put on a little performance. It was an attempt to get you angry.”

				David said I was wonderful. “But why?” I wanted to know, still confused by something that made no sense to me.

				“Don’t you understand, Ozzie? We were testing your emotions. Your ability to get mad at someone. In other words, we need to know how human you are becoming.”

				I thought about producing a rumble of laughter, but I was still too upset. All I could think of was: to hell with them. I never wanted to see them again. Not even Robyn. I would never do this to them, so why would they do it to me? It took me all that night and more to understand the reasoning behind the trick, the “experiment,” if you like. It worked, but I never wanted to be tricked like that again, and the next day I told them so.

				“You’re becoming more human by the minute,” David assured me. “That’s exactly how you should feel!”
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				There must be times in everyone’s life when he or she falls into a rut, when every day seems much like the last one and the next. This is what happened to me for several weeks after the party and its associated events. The entire crew was focusing its attention on developing a functional skin and how best to attach it to my neurons so that I could feel the touch of another person or object. And eventually, of course, to construct a penis for me so that I could feel the thing that almost everyone wants: a sexual union between two human beings. It was a slow process, and everyone in the laboratory, including me, was becoming impatient.

				How do you imagine how an orange might taste like if you’ve never had one? How do you imagine hearing if you have always been deaf, sight if you’ve never seen? It’s impossible. It’s frustrating, maddening. I only knew I wanted to feel because everyone else did, and it was important enough in the protocol to put it ahead of taste or mobility. When I could feel things I would be far more human. And sex was the most important of all the feelings. I knew I wanted it because I already had some idea of what love might be like and I longed for more. I wanted to fully experience that kind of human desire. David’s description of sexual pleasure was of no help at all. “It’s unbelievable,” he told me. “Unique. Almost other-worldly. You can’t imagine it even if you’ve just had it a few hours before.”

				Nevertheless, I kept trying to imagine it while we all waited for a piece of skin that would work. They tried several prototypes and none was worth a damn. In the meantime, I gazed out the “window” at what was going on outside the lab. The students seemed to be in a rut, also, and every day seemed about the same as every other. Sitting on the grass texting someone, drinking their lattes or smoking cigarettes, laughing in little groups of three or four. I wondered what sorts of important events they were waiting for. Maybe none. Perhaps that’s why they seemed so bored: maybe it’s necessary to have something significant to look forward to in order for life to be interesting enough to have meaning, even if there is no paradise to anticipate. Of course they already had penises and vaginas, so they couldn’t look forward to acquiring them. Perhaps when I get one I will be bored, too. Maybe it will be like Christmas is already over.

				As always, I gazed at Robyn from time to time. I could never get bored doing that. She was so lovely in her sweatshirt and jeans with the hole in the left knee. Sometimes she would look up and, knowing I was watching her, reward me with a glorious smile. On occasion she would even come over and touch me, reassure me that things were going well, that everything was on schedule. I had learned to purr like a cat, and I did that whenever she touched my front. The first time she abruptly pulled her hand away as if I were a hot stove. After that, she patted me and smiled. It was a wonderful feeling, even though I could feel nothing. Does that make sense?

				Sometimes one of the crew placed his computer in front of me and I monitored what was going on in New Orleans or Paris or Tokyo or the Alps. Nothing much, usually, but it was fun to observe people who didn’t know they were being watched, and take in the serenity of the mountains and streams that seemed to derive their beauty from the act of being seen. Just as there was no sound when a tree falls in the forest and no one is around to hear it, could it also be true that there is no beauty without people to appreciate it? According to quantum mechanics, if no one is watching the moon, there is a good chance that it is not there. How amazing it is that a quark needs two other quarks in order to exist! It’s difficult to believe that Something isn’t behind all the mystery of existence. Not of the universe, but of existence itself. In fact, it’s impossible to believe that existence just happened. Therefore, it must have been created, just as I have been created by my laboratory crew.

				But there was an occasional surprise to brighten up my day even when it was raining outside. Susumu and David rigged up another camera behind me so I could take a look at my backside. I waited dismally for the ugly picture to come onto the screen. But it wasn’t ugly at all. It was beautiful! It looked much like a Jackson Pollock painting, only in black and white, with a dab of shiny color here and there. Perhaps the artist had something like me in mind as he was drizzling paint everywhere. Maybe I wasn’t so ugly after all, if you take everything into account! On top of that, I had so much precious metal in my wires—copper, silver, gold, titanium, and others—that I was worth a small fortune even if I were to short-circuit and become an idiot.

				On the other hand, the incessant addition of more thinking power had slowed down, and Omar and Gladys were concentrating on adding more memory cells to my hippocampus. This was Henry’s idea. I was still growing, after all, and learning and experiencing more and more every day. Memory had to keep up or I would start to forget what I had learned.

				One day, however, I actually felt more and more sluggish throughout the morning. There were things I couldn’t remember, calculations I couldn’t make. I would look at someone and have trouble figuring out who it was. The lab actually appeared darker than usual. When I tried to speak I couldn’t find the words. I was beginning to get worried, and I called out to David (Susumu was out at that moment, and D’Arcy was behind me).

				“Yes, Oscar?”

				“There’s something wrong.”

				“What is it?”

				“I can’t think right. If I were human, I would think I was having a stroke.”

				He smiled happily, as he always does when an experiment turns out well. “It’s okay, big guy. We’ve disconnected some of your brain cells as an experiment. You’re feeling exactly like we thought you would. Okay, D’Arcy,” he yelled, “hook him back up!”

				I immediately started feeling better. “You did this without telling me? Didn’t I ask you—”

				“Yes, yes. We’ve discussed this before, fella. Sometimes we have to—”

				“Damn it, David, I wish you wouldn’t do that. I’ve told you several times that I would always be honest with you with any experiment you want to perform. Don’t you trust me yet?”

				“Of course we do, Oz. It’s just that there are certain things that must be done according to scientific guidelines. You know, like a control or a placebo. C’mon—you know about these things.”

				“Yes, I do. But I’m not a guinea pig I can tell you things you need to know. I’m a human being! You should treat me like one!”

				“All right, Ozzie, I see your point. We’ll reconsider some of our procedures.”

				I was still peeved, but didn’t say any more. I wished they would get my skin done and stop screwing around with the puzzles and games. I couldn’t take this infernal waiting much longer.
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				The morning after that annoying little experiment, Henry came in early, before anyone else had arrived, to give me another surprise. Sixty Minutes, broadcast nationally every Sunday evening, wanted to do an interview with me. “You’re famous!” he squeaked in the falsetto voice he assumes when he is excited. “Not just at the university, but everywhere!”

				The contracts had not yet been signed, however, and even if they were, it would be another few weeks before their interrogators and cameras would invade the laboratory. I was pleased, of course, as most people would be, and I was sure I would do all right as long as nobody pulled any of my plugs. I don’t know how Sixty Minutes found out about the project, and I wondered whether the whole thing was merely another attempt to put more pressure on the department chair to give us more space.

				Something far more important happened right after he left, however. Robyn came into the lab by herself. I asked her where David was. “We split up,” she said matter-of-factly as she flung off her backpack. She didn’t seem at all distraught about this. I demanded to know if this was another “experiment” performed for my benefit. She assured me it was not. When I was convinced of that, I thought about asking her for the details so that I could comfort her and make sure she hadn’t been hurt by something David had said or done. On the other hand, I realized that it might bother her to talk about it, so I said nothing. For the moment I was content to imagine a future with Robyn free from encumbrances. Now, with David out of the way, she would have far more time for me. I hoped she might stay late sometimes, and we would talk about my sense of touch, especially after I got a penis. Of course, I couldn’t roll around on the floor with her, but I could daydream such a thing, nevertheless. It was one of the most thrilling days of my life.

				The euphoria was short-lived. When David came in they huddled in the corner, murmuring and whispering. It was like it always was when they were alone together, except that there was no smiling or touching. I heard him say she “didn’t have to go,” and there was “no rush to move on,” and so forth. I thought they were talking about her moving out of his apartment, which I assumed she had already done. But it was far worse than that. She wanted to get another job, move out of the lab altogether, maybe to another university or perhaps to a biotechnology company. I noticed that she didn’t look him in the eye during the whole conversation, and when Omar came in they returned to their desks. I waited and waited, hoping to find her alone again, but there were others around all that day, and she left early. If I had a heart it would have been broken. It wasn’t the first time I thought seriously about how I might cause David significant pain.

				As if that weren’t enough, D’Arcy, who was nominally in charge of the artificial skin program, or “ASP,” as they were now calling it, announced that the substance they were working on did not look as promising as he had thought, and he wanted to start over with another cell type. Susumu agreed, though they kept a few samples of the current material just in case nothing better could be found. After all, my nostril was something of a failure at first.

				Another thing that wasn’t working out was Gladys. She was smart enough, but she was becoming bored and made mistakes, and it took most of Omar’s time just to examine and adjust the dozens of new neurons she had constructed. My plan to get her together with Susumu also seemed doomed to failure, as they seemed to have little to say to each other, and didn’t even seem to like each other very much. I couldn’t ask her why because she was still uncomfortable talking to me. The lab was going to hell, and it was at least partly my fault.

				But I didn’t care about Gladys, really, or much of anything else, including the interview with Sixty Minutes. All I cared about was Robyn and when she would be leaving. I didn’t even know how much time I would have left to try to get her to stay. I was encouraged, though, when she went home early that day, because she made a point of saying goodnight to me. She didn’t touch me, though, just smiled as she said it. I noted that she didn’t say goodnight to David.

				I responded, in the voice of Cary Grant, “Goodnight, Robyn. Have a nice evening.” She didn’t thank me, and I don’t think she even heard it. Perhaps she was preoccupied with something.

				I wanted to talk to someone about my feelings, but Ed only stepped in for a minute to say hello, leave the recording device, and shine his light around. “Can you come in for a bit after work?” I asked him.

				“I’m sorry, Oscar, I can’t tonight. Maybe some other time. I’ll be back to pick this up, later, though.” He was the only real friend I’ve ever had, and now I didn’t even have him anymore.

				When they created me, the crew didn’t tell me that life was hard. Apparently this is something everyone has to learn for himself. I spent some time trying to think of a way to get Robyn to stay in the lab, or to get David to leave it instead. I still wanted to kill him, though I realized that was impossible without an accomplice. But I was too sleepy to figure out how to find one.

				For the rest of the night I hibernated, but the first thing I thought of when I came awake was Robyn. Robyn, Robyn, Robyn. It was such a beautiful name, like a bird. Such a beautiful face, such a beautiful figure. Why didn’t she love me? Was it just the penis thing, or my whole façade, or was it even more than that? I knew she liked me. If only we could spend more time alone together… .

				On my outside monitor I could see the sun coming up, and that was beautiful too, though I didn’t much care. I gazed mindlessly at the pale, yellow-green grass brightening in its warming rays. How does anyone get someone to love him or her? I can’t invite her out, or give her a box of candy, unless I got someone to do it for me, and then she might fall in love with whoever did that. Maybe I should write a song for her. I ran a few notes through my mind, along with some words to go with them. I was still doing that when Omar came into the lab and powered me up. I was very disappointed; I had hoped it would be Robyn. I realized then that she didn’t really care about me. If she did, she would have been first in the lab.

				Maybe it wasn’t David she was running away from. Maybe it was me. The problem with love between human beings is that you never know where you stand. You can only fumble around, make assumptions that could be wrong, say this, try that. Maybe I should ask someone else how Robyn feels about me. Another problem: they might get it wrong, too.

				There were only two possibilities: (1) she cared about me but didn’t know how to overcome the difficulties, or (2) she didn’t. Either way, I needed to change my approach. I remembered Leonardo DiCaprio. Maybe someone could paste his face on my frontside so it would seem I was more human, more normal. Or anyone’s face. Anything but mine.
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				Later, when D’Arcy came in, I asked him why he thought the skin type they had been building hadn’t performed the way everyone expected. Theoretically, it should have worked, he mumbled, almost apologetically. He told me that they couldn’t get a good grip on it with the wires that led to my neurons, so they wanted to try something heavier. I asked him about the possibility of adding another layer to the ones we already had. He said the crew was already at three layers of the material, and that’s what they thought ought to work. But they would try adding a fourth. This didn’t make up for the loss of Robyn, but it made me feel better to think that I might have contributed something to the ASP, to my own growth and development, to get me a step closer to being human, with arms and legs and maybe even a face and certain other body parts.

				Small consolation. When she came in I forgot all about skin layers, and even penises. She waved at me as she took her seat, her desk covered with the usual piles of books and papers surrounding her pale blue notebook computer with a bitten apple on the cover, which some people think is a close relative of mine. But computers can’t love and be disappointed and even hurt by human feelings, or the lack thereof. I think all human beings, even those who pretend otherwise, need love. There are those—many throughout human history, both real and imaginary—who have committed suicide because of unrequited love. Romeo and Juliet, for example, and thousands of other theatrical and opera figures. How to explain the way love happens, why it comes and why it departs? As Robyn herself put it, some little thing attracts another person, and that creates a desire to find some other little thing that further attracts, and it feeds on itself until it becomes love. No one knows where the line is between love and not-love, but it is crossed by millions of people every day. And one day the person does something that disgusts or angers the other person, and that feeds and grows until the not-love overcomes the love, and they come apart and go their separate ways. Or a person finds another person who seems more attractive or kind or smart, and that love grows at the expense of the other one, like a spider sucking the life out of a fly. Who knows what causes these feelings? The only thing that is certain is that there is a need for it. A need for love and, sometimes, a need for not-love. Even the smartest of us can’t explain this.

				That must be what happened with Robyn and David. I think she loved him when I first knew her, when I was younger, a baby. They couldn’t get enough of each other. They kissed and touched and even had sexual intercourse right in front of me at night, not knowing or caring that I was watching them. But something must have happened later that killed that desire for love between them. More for Robyn than for David, I think, because he doesn’t seem to want her to go. I wonder what could have come between them. Could it have been her love for me? She must know I love her, though I have never actually told her so. That’s why they haven’t had sex in the lab for so long—she didn’t want me to see them doing it. Of course the surveillance camera might have had something to do with that, but they could have covered it up in some way, or done it where the lens couldn’t find them. She’s simply confused, torn between David and myself. And she’s only running away because she doesn’t know what to do!

				How can I get her to stay? What if I made it crystal clear that I love her and wouldn’t want to live without her—would that change her mind? Of course I have to admit the possibility that she doesn’t find those little things in me that would make her fall in love. The fact is, I don’t know how she really feels about me. I think I will have to ask her. Otherwise I could go crazy not knowing.

				The other possibility: to get David to leave. How can I do that? Maybe I could start a rumor that he is stealing equipment from the lab or something like that. Or convince Henry that he isn’t pulling his weight and should be replaced. Suddenly I understood why people go to war. It has nothing to do with justice or righting wrongs, as everyone likes to believe. It’s about hate. I gazed at the SOB, but he was oblivious to my stare. He seemed contented even though he had lost Robyn. In fact, he paid little attention to her. What kind of person could he be? Maybe if I killed him no one would care.

				On the other hand, if you kill someone, can you still go to paradise? I think so, if the justification is sufficient. There is an edict in the Ten Commandments against killing, but it is commonly assumed that this can be overridden, for example in times of war, or for a lawful execution. God himself smote various people when it became necessary, and even encouraged others to do so, and one assumes He nevertheless resides in heaven. So all I need is sufficient justification to do away with David and I still might get there. Could I perhaps justify killing him if he were a threat to Robyn’s well-being? I think that might do it. If there is no paradise, of course, there is no need for justification. I could take him out and Robyn would stay here and fall in love with me and we would live happily ever after.

				Aside from my soul going, or not going, to heaven, there is the more immediate issue of what would happen to me here on Earth if I were found out, even if there were justification for my action. Would there be a trial? If I were found guilty, would I be killed? Or incarcerated for the rest of my life? And if they killed me, how would they do it? Just unplug me? If they did this, would I see my whole life flash before my eyes, and then the darkness would come and I would never wake up again? That thought alone would certainly make me want to think twice about whether the justification could ever be enough. If I got rid of David I could lose her anyway!

				But Robyn has already left him, so there is no justification for killing him unless that would be the only way I could get her to stay here. Regardless of the consequences, is that reason enough? It all depends on whether she does, or can, learn to love me. Before she left I asked her if I could speak with her alone at the earliest opportunity. She frowned at me, but said she would come back after work. Before she left she asked the crew to leave me powered up. I was both relieved and nervous. This was my big moment; I didn’t want to screw it up.
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				She came in and turned on the lights. “I’ve been thinking,” I began. I’ve learned that everyone pays attention to that opening—it’s what’s called a “grabber.”

				“I’d like to hear what you’ve been thinking,” she assured me, but she wasn’t smiling. Had I made a mistake? Maybe she was only humoring me, or even being sarcastic. In any case, she brought her chair over and sat down facing me.

				I cleared my throat. She smiled graciously. “There’s something I need to know,” I said, as softly as I could.

				“Okay.”

				“That was an act, wasn’t it? You and David were faking that breakup just to see how I would react to it, weren’t you?” I was lying. I believed her the first time. I just wanted to speak with her again, hoping I could change her mind about leaving me.

				Her jaw actually dropped. She frowned and looked away, obviously guilty as charged. She seemed to be trying to formulate some sort of answer that would appease me. Finally, she looked right into my eyes and said, “No. David and I aren’t together anymore. Is that why you asked me to come back tonight? To ask me that?”

				I regretted immediately having asked her that stupid question. “I’m sorry, Robyn. Please forgive me for doubting you. It’s just that I’m so mixed up about everything. I just wanted to talk to you. I’m truly sorry if you’re unhappy.”

				Her demeanor abruptly changed. “Thank you, Oscar. Somehow that makes me feel better.”

				“I’m glad.”

				“But I’m not really unhappy. We’ll both get over it.” She turned away again and murmured, “These things happen. It’s just a part of life. Of being human.”

				She might not be unhappy, but she nevertheless looked it. I said, “I don’t want you to leave.”

				She stiffened a little, and I could tell that she was trying again to come up with a diplomatic response. Why do humans have to be so subtle all the time? “Oscar, I don’t really want to stay here in the same place where David is. I know that may be hard for you to understand, but there are too many bad memories for that.”

				“Maybe we can get David to leave.”

				“It wouldn’t help. Everything about the laboratory would remind me of him. We’ve been together here for almost four years.”

				“What did he do to you?”

				“Oh, Oscar, I don’t want to go into that right now.”

				“Maybe later?”

				“All right, just to close this off, he’s been playing around with someone else. Does that mean anything to you?”

				I suddenly felt even sadder for her and angrier at him. “Why would he do a stupid thing like that when he can have you? You’re the smartest and most beautiful woman in the world.”

				She softened a bit. “That’s nice of you to say, but he doesn’t see it that way. For some men, that’s not enough. Do you understand?”

				I realized then that if I didn’t before, I certainly hated him now. I understood that these things happen. But I didn’t want them to happen to her. “Let’s get rid of him.”

				Her pink lips twitched a little. “No, let’s not.”

				I didn’t know what else to say, except that I wanted her to stay even more. “Can you wait until I have a penis? Maybe you’ll feel differently about me after that.”

				“Oh, Oscar, love is more than just penises.”

				“But that’s a lot of it, isn’t it? And the rest will come later.”

				“That’s not the way it is for me. The love comes first, and the penises later.”

				“Robyn, do you love me?”

				“Yes, I do, Oscar. I love you very much. But I have to go.”

				“How long will it be before you leave?”

				“I don’t know. I’ll be leaving as soon as possible, but it may take me a while to get another position. I might even go back to graduate school. Get a Ph.D. A master’s degree isn’t worth much these days.”

				“A month, maybe?”

				“Maybe.”

				“Can you stay until after the Sixty Minutes interview? I’d like you to be here for that.”

				“When is it?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“I can’t promise you anything, but if it’s soon I’ll try to stay until then.”

				Anything could happen in a month. “Thank you.”

				“Was there anything else you wanted to talk about?”

				“Could you give me a kiss? I would like that very much.”

				She smiled warmly for the first time. “Of course. Where would you like it?”

				“How about my beautiful backside?” I asked dismally. “My face is too ugly.”

				“Oscar, you’re not ugly. Just different.” She gave me a nice long kiss right under my eyes, in the middle of my façade. I imagined what it might be like to feel it: a little taste of paradise, better even than a latte.

				“I wish I had a hand you could hold. Just once, if only for a minute.”

				“So do I, Oscar.” She patted me close to where she had planted the kiss.

				I felt wonderful and miserable at the same time. How human, I thought dismally. “You can go now if you want.”

				“I’m going to do that. I haven’t had dinner yet.”

				“Are you hungry?”

				“Starved.”

				“What does that feel like?”

				Her eyes scanned the ceiling for a moment. “I guess it feels like being empty.”

				“That’s how I feel all the time. Some day I’d like to feel full.”

				“Who knows—that might happen sooner than you think. I’ll see you in the morning, Oscar.”

				“You can call me Ozzie if you like.”

				“I prefer Oscar.”

				“So do I. Goodnight, Robyn.”

				She powered me down, but before she left she turned around and faced me again. “Just my luck,” she said. “You’re the only man who really loves me, and I have to go.”

				I had only a few weeks to try to change her mind about that. I said nothing, but I thought to myself that I should feel lucky. Even if she left, at least I had lived long enough to experience the feeling of true love. It’s a beautiful feeling tinged with sadness, I think, even for those with penises. But it can go just as easily. Love can end, does end. It’s like life itself. It’s not fair. There must be a soul, a heaven. Otherwise, I don’t think I could stand it.
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				Omar was in early the next morning to begin trying to add another layer or two of “epidermis” to my skin. Gladys was noticeably missing. “Gone,” he said, without a touch of regret. After he powered me up, I watched him for a few minutes. He was always a careful, methodical worker, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, but he always did things as carefully and precisely as possible. He might not have known as much neurology as the rest of the crew, but if I had to choose someone to direct the work if Henry or Susumu left, I would want Omar. Whatever they needed to do would get done, and correctly. I had noted also that Omar almost never took a break from his work, while the others sometimes sat around and drank lattes or went somewhere else for a while. I still needed a friend, someone to talk to about things that concerned me. I asked him why he never took breaks. “I don’t know, Oscar. I guess I’ve always been that way. My mother told me that taking breaks was for lazy people. I don’t know if I would agree with that, but she raised eight of us and I never saw her take a work break.”

				“Do you think the rest of the crew are lazy?”

				“Oh, no, no, no. I wouldn’t say that. My mother might, but I wouldn’t.”

				“Is that how people develop whatever personalities they might have? They learn it from their mothers?”

				“I suppose a lot of people learn things like that from their mothers, yes. Or their fathers.”

				“What did you learn from your father?”

				“He also worked hard, but I didn’t see him much. In the evenings he went out with his friends.”

				“Is he still alive?”

				“Yes, but he’s retired. Now he never does any work.”

				“And your mother?”

				“Still working, and even at eighty she doesn’t take breaks.”

				“Are they still in Egypt?”

				“Yes.”

				I was going to ask him about the rest of his family, and where they were, when Henry came in. “Good morning, Omar. Good morning, Oscar.”

				We both responded appropriately.

				Henry’s face expressed the kind of peaceful jubilation one sees on the face of a happy child. “Oscar, it looks like the Sixty Minutes interview is going to be scheduled for about six weeks from now. By then maybe you’ll be able to—”

				“I’m not doing the interview.”

				His expression changed immediately. It was a mixture of sadness and disbelief that people sometimes have when something has been taken away from them. “What?”

				“You heard me.”

				“Why, Oscar?”

				“I’ll do it, but on one condition: that Robyn does the interview with me.”

				He looked puzzled for a moment. “She wants to leave the lab. I don’t know if she’ll be here then.”

				“You can get her to stay.”

				“Oscar, it’s a personal thing. She doesn’t want to be here. I can’t make her stay.”

				“No stay, no interview.”

				He suddenly became more angry than incredulous. “Oscar, that’s unreasonable.”

				“If I’m unreasonable, you made me that way.”

				He stared at me for a moment, then turned around. Omar was busy working with my skin and seemed not to be paying any attention to us. I knew he was, though, because he was concentrating in an exaggerated manner. Finally Henry turned back to me. “Before you make a final decision, you should remember that we can get you to do anything we want.”

				“How can you do that?”

				“Pain.”

				I froze. If I could shudder, I probably would have. I thought hard, but the only thing I could come up with was, “Then you won’t get the grant renewed.”

				“We might do it anyway just to teach you a lesson.”

				“I can handle the pain. I’ve done it before.”

				He was silent for a moment. “Okay, if that’s the way you want it, we’ll just pull the plug and start over with someone else.”

				“You wouldn’t do that.”

				“Why not? You’re just a machine. We can do anything we want with you.”

				“If you started over, it wouldn’t be me.”

				“That’s exactly what I’m hoping. The next ‘Oscar’ might be more cooperative.”

				I could see that he wasn’t joking, and I realized that perhaps I should take a different approach. I told him in a soft voice that Omar wouldn’t be able to hear: “Robyn is really the brains behind the outfit. David doesn’t know anything, and Robyn has to fix everything he does wrong.”

				“Oscar, what the hell are you talking about?”

				“David. He’s incompetent.”

				His expression abruptly hardened. “I don’t have time for this shit, Oscar.” He took a deep breath. “Look, I know you like Robyn, and I can see why you might not like David, but that’s ridiculous. He’s a very good researcher. Many of the things you can do came about through David’s work or influence. He’ll leave some day to start his own research program. Until then, he isn’t going anywhere.”

				“Then I won’t do the interview.”

				The look this time was one of pure frustration. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. The crew and I will discuss what to do about this. In the meantime, I suggest you reconsider very carefully whether you want to cooperate with us.” He was halfway to the door when he turned around again and came back. “And by the way, I hope you won’t be telling any more lies about David. I know you consider lying to be a human thing to do, but just because humans can do something doesn’t always make it a good idea. I think you might be confused about that concept. Think about that, too.” He turned around again and marched out of the lab, his cell phone to his ear. Was he reporting me to someone? Susumu, perhaps, who was out of town for the day? Or maybe he was calling Robyn to try to talk her into staying… .

				Omar stopped what he was doing. “Oscar, I think you should reconsider your position here. Nobody’s going to hurt you to get you to comply with their wishes, but you owe Henry. And I would suggest you also forget about Robyn. She likes you—we all do—but she’s not going to be your lover or your companion or anything else. You need to know that before you mess up her life as well as everyone else’s, including your own.”

				“I love her.”

				“You’ll get over it.”

				“I don’t want to get over it.”

				He came over and stood in front of me. “Every human being has to do things he doesn’t want to do. Giving up a love is one of the things you sometimes have to do.” His eyes told me that he was finding this very difficult to say. He looked dismal. I thought he might even be going to cry.

				“You’ve lost your girlfriend, haven’t you?”

				“Yes,” he said, and turned back to the layer of epidermis he was working on. He didn’t look up again for a long time.

				I waited for Robyn to arrive, but she didn’t show up until that afternoon. This left me to think about what would happen if they actually decided to torture me. I knew David would be eager to do that. I imagined the horrible feeling, and almost cried out. But if they didn’t do that, they might pull the plug on me. Would that be worse or better?
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				David came in later that morning, and he made straight for me. “I need to talk to you,” he said. His eyes were glaring.

				“What can I do for you, David?”

				“You can stop spreading lies about me, for one thing.”

				“Moi?”

				“Yes, toi. What did you hope to accomplish by telling Henry that I was incompetent, and that Robyn is essentially in charge of the project? You know that isn’t true.”

				“I was hoping she would stay and you would leave.”

				“Forget it. She isn’t staying and I’m not leaving.”

				He waited for some sort of response, but I said nothing.

				“The question is, what are we going to do with you? You’ve suddenly become a hindrance. You may have a reason for this, but that doesn’t help us one bit. Henry and Susumu and D’Arcy and I are going to meet later this afternoon to determine whether to continue with your development, or re-wire you in some way, start over, or even discontinue the project. Our decision is basically up to you. Do you have anything you want me to take to that meeting?”

				“A bottle of Prosecco?”

				“Very funny, Oscar. You’ve turned into quite a comedian, haven’t you? Maybe you’ve been joking about the Sixty Minutes interview, too. Is that possible?”

				I chose to ignore that insult.

				He snorted, but without the wink. “How could you do this? Don’t you realize that without Henry and the rest of us you wouldn’t even be here? That you wouldn’t even exist? How could you turn on us like this?” D’Arcy came in, yawning, and went to his desk.

				“You’re forgetting one thing. You need me as much as I need you.”

				He shook his head. “Maybe there’s something you don’t understand. The interview will give us national attention, and help us to get funding for this and other projects. It may help us find a bigger space where we can work and you can grow and become anything you want. This would be for your own benefit as well as ours.”

				I ignored that, too.

				“More importantly, to you, at least, is that Robyn is not in love with you. Or with me, for that matter. She’s a great girl, and I’m sorry that she has decided to leave. But that’s her decision—not mine, not yours. Do you see what I mean? Shit happens. You just have to pick it up and get on with your life.”

				I knew there was more coming, so I gazed at the students wandering the sidewalks outside and waited.

				“As far as a penis is concerned, you’re never going to get one. Not ever. We were just playing along with your desire to have one, and we were fascinated that it seemed to be so important to you. But you can’t even feel anything yet. And anyway, if you had one, what would you do with it? You can’t have children, and sex would be—uh, let’s say problematic. Hell, Oscar, you wouldn’t even be able to urinate. Maybe in a hundred years someone like you will be more human in form and that would be the time to discuss penises. But as for you, forget it.”

				Suddenly I was feeling something I had never felt before. It was a kind of mental collapse. I realized with considerable despondency that I had been kidding myself all along. Things were not going to go at all as I had wanted and hoped. I was merely a machine after all, human in spirit, whatever that is, but metallic in body. I could do certain things, but I was still severely limited. Again I didn’t respond to him. Not because I was angry or obstinate, but because I felt like crap.

				David must have sensed this, because he softened. “I’m sorry to have to tell you all this, but you brought it on yourself. On top of everything else, we’re not sure we can trust you, or believe the things you say. It turns out that you’ve become far more human than we actually wanted. So that’s what we’re going to be discussing later today when we meet in the seminar room. Until then, I’ll be here the rest of the morning and afternoon in case you change your mind about cooperating, or if there’s anything else you want to say to me.” He went to his desk. “Think about it,” he said, as if to twist the dagger in my broken heart.

				I did think about it. How had everything gotten so screwed up? What had I done to deserve such a berating? And how could I ever forgive them for lying about giving me a penis? I tried to pinpoint what it was that had caused everything to come apart, and what I could do about it.

				Robyn came in and smiled, then promptly ignored me. D’Arcy was over in the corner helping Omar with the thicker skin, and presumably neither had heard what David had told me. I realized that no one really cared about me—they had their own problems, their own lives to live. Even Ed had deserted me. I was all alone.

				But I had learned one thing if nothing else: life has its ups and downs. Mine was at a low point now, but some day I will be famous and have clout, like Dr. Wilkes does now. Then things will be different.

				For the time being I decided to tell David and the others what I thought they wanted to hear. There was, at present, no other option. I finally called him over. “Do you have something to tell me, Oscar?” I could see that the entire crew was listening to us.

				“Yes, I do. I want to apologize for the trouble I’ve caused everyone, especially after all you’ve done for me. It was stupid of me to think that I could determine what happens in the laboratory. From now on I’ll do as you say. Bring on the interview. Robyn has to do what she has to do. If I can’t have a penis now, maybe we can shrink that century back to a few decades and I’ll get it when it’s ready. By then I might even have some arms and legs. I’m not a child anymore. I can wait. Tell Henry to cancel the meeting. You won’t have any trouble with me from now on.”

				I could see his chest rise and fall as he breathed a sigh of relief or satisfaction. I still thought he was a jerk, but who isn’t? As far as Robyn was concerned, I couldn’t possibly have been in love with her anyway. It was a ridiculous concept. No one gets everything he wants, and many get far less. Maybe life is still worth living despite all the negatives. I didn’t know yet whether that was true, but I would have plenty of time to find out.

				After David had gone, Robyn came up to me. “You have grown up today, Oscar. I’m proud of you.” She patted my front.

				I wasn’t so proud, but I had something to tell her, too. “If we can’t be lovers, maybe now that you’re leaving we can be friends?”

				“I would like that.” She smiled her gorgeous smile and gave my frontside a circular rub. Even though I couldn’t feel it, it felt wonderful.

				When everyone had finally left for the day I was glad to be powered down. I was exhausted.

				 

				

Interjection

				Despite Oscar’s protestations that he had made a mistake and would behave himself from then on, I nevertheless called the meeting of the crew to discuss what we thought might have gone wrong with him and to consider where we should go from there. No one believed he was truly contrite, or that he could be implicitly trusted. Indeed, the consensus was that he was so human in so many ways that no one could really tell what he was thinking. He was like an unruly teenager in the process of becoming an adult, testing what he could get by with and what he couldn’t. Lying and deviousness were no longer past him; he would probably say or do anything we asked while he came up with a plan to do whatever he wanted to do. In short, we all agreed that he needed to be supervised more closely, kept occupied, and assured that the program was on track, while at the same time carrying out whatever experiments we felt necessary to bring about his further development.

				We also spent some time discussing whether it was our methodology that had changed him into something or someone we almost didn’t recognize, whether some wires had gotten crossed (so to speak), or whether this was a normal progression of events that would happen no matter when or where he had been created. It was decided that we would give him a thorough physical to determine whether something had been misconnected or overloaded before we attempted to further humanize him, for example by giving him the sense of touch.

				At the same time, it was fully understood by everyone present that we were truly working in the dark with Oscar, that we were literally on the frontier of medical science, and that perhaps we should be prepared to expect whatever happened as normal progression in an artificial human brain. There was, after all, no guidebook.

				On the other hand, David suggested the possibility that Oscar might, in fact, be an aberration. That another creation might behave entirely differently, just as every human being is different from every other. D’Arcy agreed with this assessment, pointing out that countless solid-fuel rockets had come crashing down before the first one got into orbit. Perhaps Oscar was that first defective rocket, full of errors which were, at present, unknown, and he was destined to crash in the desert, leaving us to learn from our mistakes and begin again. This didn’t help us much in deciding how to proceed and, in fact, we concluded that there was nothing to do other than to continue as originally planned, see how far we could take Oscar and accept whatever the results might be. He wasn’t, after all, a Frankenstein’s monster, capable of running amok through the campus swatting down students and disappearing into the woods.

				Susumu, as always, recommended a more cautious approach: actually removing a portion of his neurons and replacing them with new ones to see whether this would result in a different Oscar from the one we had. Theoretically a useful suggestion, but impossible to undertake under the current funding system, which rewarded results and their publication rather than careful experimentation. In any case we all, including Susumu, agreed that there was very little danger in proceeding with the present program as long as we kept an eye out for trouble.

				With that spadework out of way, we discussed what to do about the upcoming Sixty Minutes interview. We could certainly make a list of topics we might like them to cover, and suggest to Oscar what we would like him to say, but there was no guarantee that he would comply with any of this. D’Arcy remarked that we ought to consider calling off the interview, that it might do us more harm than good. But the fact is, we needed the exposure. If we could get the American people to talk about Oscar, about the need for advancements in medical science, and the sciences in general, it would not only help us to get our grant renewal funded, but perhaps also produce an increase in the total NIH budget. After all, he did all right in his discussion with the NIMH committee that had visited us, as well as the interview for the student newspaper. Of course he was younger then, and still trying to do what he thought was the right thing for all of us, rather than only himself. This time it could be different. But there was no doubt that if Oscar put his mind to it, he could make a significant contribution to medicine and to the world in general. Again we were in the dark, and would simply have to trust him on this.

				Moreover, what would the NIMH think if we cancelled the interview? Would they suspect the obvious, that maybe something had gone wrong with Oscar? I was certain that we would get a call very soon after such a decision to ask us what the hell was happening in the lab. Maybe they would even want to speak with Oscar, to get his input on that question. In a way he had us by the balls, just as (to mix a couple of metaphors) we had him over a barrel. As I have said earlier in this report, nothing is ever easy in the matter of scientific research.

				Adding to all these difficulties was the threat, which was becoming more certain by the day, that we might have to pack up and move to an entirely different laboratory halfway across the country. None of us wanted to do this, but Frank Wilkes and the university were sticking to their ancient policies regardless of what was best for everyone concerned, especially for Oscar. There was no way to tell what this would mean for him, or how difficult it would be to get him back together again in exactly the same way he was before. We all hoped it wouldn’t come to that, though no one had any suggestions as to how to avoid it.

				One final point was made in that meeting. Omar suggested that David go back to Oscar and apologize for telling him that there was no chance he would get a penis. This wasn’t strictly true—though it wouldn’t be possible for years, perhaps many decades, it would nevertheless happen eventually—and his mind should be put to rest on the matter. It might improve his mood significantly, even if it wouldn’t happen for a considerable length of time. Another thing about an artificial brain: as far as we knew, and unlike the rest of us, he theoretically might well have all the time in the world. Presumably, as he himself had surmised, he wouldn’t rust or wear out or get Alzheimer’s or any other disease.

				It was also decided that we should all encourage Robyn (who wasn’t present at the meeting) to stay at least until the Sixty Minutes interview. This, too, could make a significant difference in the way he felt about the situation. D’Arcy suggested further that perhaps we should suggest to her that she might show more warmth toward him, even try to make him think she had genuine feelings for him. In the interest of science and humanity, of course.
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				Ten days have gone by since I last added to this memoir. During that period I have had little to record, partly because I have been spending a lot of time researching the fundamentals of skin anatomy and physiology. Did you know that your skin is the largest organ in your body? Yes, it is an organ, just like a liver or kidney. And a remarkable one at that. It protects the rest of the body from injury and the extremes of cold and heat and ultraviolet radiation, and, when injured, can heal itself. The outer layer, the epidermis, is a tough membrane that sheds old cells, which are continually replaced by the underlying dermis. It is the latter, permeated by countless blood vessels, where new growth occurs and to which nerve endings (receptors) are attached. It is this attachment to the nerves of the skin, which allows touch to be felt, that was the crux of the problem facing the crew and myself.

				The other reason I haven’t added anything to this account lately is that, frankly, I have been depressed. Not clinically, just a normal reaction for any human being when things have gone to hell. An interesting question: if I were clinically depressed, would a psychiatrist be able to treat me, and if so, how? Presumably through hours and hours of psychoanalysis. Certainly not with drugs. But I was merely having a garden-variety depression, which I am coming out of on my own. After all, I only want to be happy, to love and be loved, just like everyone else.

				For a few nights I was having bad dreams. All kinds of things that any shrink would find easy to explain. Being kicked around by bullies, eaten by bears, none of which I’ve ever even seen except on television programs. Of course, they all express my unconscious feelings about being rebuffed in my attempts to win Robyn and get rid of David, as well as my underlying concern about being torn apart and transported to a faraway place.

				Not to worry, though—I am feeling better now. One reason for this is that Gerry returned for a visit yesterday. In case you have forgotten, she was the student reporter who did an interview with me for the campus newspaper. She is a pretty girl. Not as lovely as Robyn, but cute and energetic and friendly, with great boobs. Even David has said these things. But she didn’t come to see David, the handsome one. She came to see me. She told me that after the interview she had never forgotten me. She wondered how I was doing, whether I could taste things yet, and so on. She liked my sense of humor.

				Although she doesn’t have a boyfriend, I have learned not to have false illusions about her (or anyone) falling in love with me; one thing about the human mind is that it learns from its mistakes. As with Robyn, we are just friends. Anyway, we had a nice chat, and she promised to come again soon. And, no, I didn’t ask to see her pubic hair. I have learned that that is not a good thing to do until one’s relationship with another person develops a bit further.

				Another reason that my spirits have lifted is that David and D’Arcy have found a life-size cardboard cutout of Leonardo DiCaprio. From a movie theater, I think. They haven’t put it in front of me yet, but they will do so later today. They wanted to get the mirror back first so I can see how handsome I look. Leonardo’s eyes don’t wink and his lips won’t move when I speak, but they promised to work on that. It’s a start. I wish Gerry had come later so she could have seen the real me. When she comes back, though, I will have a surprise for her.

				Yet a third reason that I have pulled out of my funk is that I have simply grown up a bit more. I finally came to understand that everyone goes through periods in his life when he realizes that he has to learn to settle for what he can get. That is where I am now. If I can’t have the woman I want, I’ll bide my time until I have the necessary attributes to attract someone else. From all my reading and watching, I have learned that there is no such thing as “the only girl in the world.” There are thousands, maybe millions, of potential partners. All you have to do is find them. I toyed around with signing up for an Internet dating service, but finally rejected that stupid idea. No one would want me in my present condition. As with almost everything else, that will just have to wait awhile.

				I helps that Robyn and I are good friends. In fact, now that Ed doesn’t have time for me, she is my best friend. She doesn’t have to be aloof and objective anymore, so we speak more often, kid around, and just enjoy each other’s company. Since I know her better, and still love her a little, she has promised to show me her pubic hair sometime when no one else is in the laboratory. I’ve seen it already, but this time it will be for me only.

				I’m getting along better with David now, too. Omar was right: he’s done a lot for me in the past, and if he angered me by rejecting Robyn in favor of some slut, that’s his affair. We even talked a little about the kinds of questions the Sixty Minutes people might ask. Not to program me into giving safe, conservative answers, just to get me to think about what to expect. He tells me jokes sometimes, too, some of which are actually funny. Like: “I don’t have any children, as far as I know.” That only works for men, though. Or: How does someone know if he snores? Answer: he will have bruises all over his body where his wife has kicked him.

				But I have digressed. As I said above, the unresolved issue of giving me touch is that nerve cells need to be attached, or at least come into contact with, the living dermal layers of human skin. The problem so far has been that the crew has been trying to grow several layers of skin on wet surfaces. After considerable thought, I came up with the idea of letting the nutrient liquids drain through from the epidermis, leaving the exposed (moist, not wet) dermal layers available for attachment to my wires. We don’t know yet whether this will work, but they’ll be giving it a try very soon. It might take a long time to go from there to fully-formed arms and legs, but, like the Leonardo cutout, it could be the beginning of something wonderful.
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				David and D’Arcy set up the cardboard Leonardo in front of me and brought in the mirror, which they placed in its usual place against the wall. As a joke, they had stuck a Goucho mustache and horn-rimmed glasses to his face, but once everyone had a good laugh, they took them away. I was immediately transfixed. In fact, I could not take not my eyes off him (myself). It wasn’t just that he softened my inhuman appearance. With him there, no one noticed my dull, ugly, gray façade at all. All eyes focused on Leonardo. Even I forgot the thing squatting behind him. From that point on I became someone else. Not Leonardo, but me, who now looked like Leonardo. It was like getting an ugly growth removed from your face. I was no longer the elephant man. I was a man!

				“Oz! You are one gorgeous guy!” David gushed.

				“He’s right, man. You’re the best-looking dude around here!” D’Arcy added.

				I knew they were only trying to cheer me up, but it worked. I could feel my confidence grow by the minute. I wanted to show Henry how I had changed—I think he would be pleased—but he was away trying to sell our project to a couple of other universities. It angered me a little that he had to spend his valuable research and teaching time doing this. What a waste, all because of some petty misunderstanding on the part of his boss and former friend, Frank Wilkes.

				Possibly because of the large dose of new-found confidence, an idea popped into my head. Perhaps I could speak with Dr. Wilkes, and to Dr. Sherman, the university president, as well. Separately, or maybe in a telephone conference. I asked Susumu about this. Just as I expected, he wouldn’t give me permission until he had conferred with Henry about it. I asked him whether he needed to ask Henry’s permission to take a leak. He stared at me (only now he was looking at Leonardo), and began to giggle. It was a kind of little girlish laugh that I had not heard from him before. I suppose he had seen the humor in what I had said, but it also seemed likely that he had seen a larger truth in it, and perhaps he, himself, had been thinking about taking a more active role in the lab or even in seeking his own professorship elsewhere, as I had suggested to him on a couple of earlier occasions. His credentials, after all, were impeccable, and he would surely have obtained high recommendations from Henry and many other colleagues, as well as the junior faculty members David and D’Arcy.

				“All right, Oscar, I’ll give you my decision, and it’s the same one Henry would give you if he were here: no, that’s not a good idea.”

				“Why not?”

				“Because Sherman and Wilkes are both well aware of the situation. Wilkes is being a jerk, and there’s nothing Dr. Sherman can do about it. The president would also be loath to change the pecking order around here because Dr. Wilkes gets a lot of grant money himself, and he’s also the editor of a prestigious journal.” He leaned closer to Leonardo (me). “I’ll tell you a secret,” he whispered. I waited. “Henry is not that popular in the medical school. Some of the faculty members think that the ‘Oscar’ project is a little radical. Even a bit nuts.”

				“Even with the Sixty Minutes interview?”

				“They consider it a publicity stunt.”

				“Do you consider it a publicity stunt?”

				“Of course not. But even if it is, they came to us, not the other way around.”

				“All right, Susumu. Thank you. I won’t upset the apple cart.”

				“Good. Things are tough enough already.”

				A little later Robyn came up to me and gazed lovingly into my (new) eyes. “If you were any handsomer, I don’t think I could take it.”

				“But I still don’t have a penis.”

				“Not yet, Oscar. But it might not be long now. Let’s see how the next round of skin experiments turn out. Henry and Susumu are quite pleased by your input on that, and they think it might work. So do the rest of us.”

				“When will we try it?”

				“Maybe tomorrow. Henry will be back tonight. Maybe he has found a lab with plenty of space for you to roam around in, and lots of new people for you to meet.”

				“Oh, boy. I hope so.”

				“Me, too. Someone as attractive as you should have a girlfriend.”

				“You’re the only girlfriend I want.”

				“I know, Oscar. And the way you look now, I might have to change my mind.”

				“Will you think about it?

				“Yes. I’ll think about it.” She came up and kissed me (Leonardo) on the mouth.

				It was thrilling, but I knew there are all kinds of meanings to a kiss, and I didn’t get too excited. “Here’s lookin’ at you, kid,” I blurted, in my best Bogart voice. This made her smile, and she gazed at me for a little while before leaving for the night. I watched her go with love, but without an iota of hope.

				Nevertheless, I couldn’t wait to see her again. And Gerry, too. There’s always hope even when there is no hope. What can I tell you? I’m only human.
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				The crew didn’t power me down that night. Before everyone left, Susumu told me they had obtained some good results with the skin permeation experiments, and everyone was coming back that evening except for Robyn and Omar. They wanted to do a preliminary experiment with me to see whether the new material showed any promise using a receptor (not me) to test the electrical conductivity of the dermis. What I didn’t expect was that Henry, just back from his job-hunting tour, would also be there.

				He came in with his brisk stride, so I knew he was feeling good about something. Before he said anything, though, he stopped short and gazed at my new façade. He nodded and smiled. “I have to admit your appearance has improved considerably, Oscar.”

				“Thanks, Dad.” The laughter was genuine but brief. Everyone wanted to know what Henry had to say about his trip.

				It turned out that not one, but two universities were interested in being the new home for the “Oscar” project. One was Harvard, the other the University of Kansas. Owing to a death of one of the faculty members in the former, and a retirement in the other, there was ample space for me and the crew to do our work. The fact that Henry would be bringing in a sizable grant along with its associated overhead support didn’t hurt, of course. He was as excited about the possibilities as was the rest of the crew. Everyone was completely fed up with the politics and narrow vision of the university where we were currently housed. Barring changes of mind or other unforeseen difficulty, the only thing left to decide was which new environment we would prefer to find ourselves in.

				Harvard had a leg up, of course, with its world-renowned faculty and its many successful research programs, not to mention potentially higher salaries and benefits, but Kansas actually offered more space, as well as promotions, minimal teaching loads, and early tenure for everyone concerned. Henry had told them both that he would have a decision within a few weeks. He first had to inform the NIMH and get their approval for the transfer, and, of course, to see how the rest of the crew felt about the move. All except Susumu were ready for anything. The latter told him that he would either remain behind, or move in a different direction and seek his own space and research funds somewhere else.

				There was one other possibility: that Dr. Sherman and the university’s board of directors, after hearing that we were wanted elsewhere, might change their minds and find better space for us. Even if they did, however, it was generally felt that it would almost certainly be too little and too late. If we weren’t wanted here today, the crew didn’t want to be here tomorrow.

				When there was little more to be discussed on the matter, everyone went back to Omar’s bench to test the synthetic skin for conductivity, and Henry finally asked me what I thought about the move. Of course, we had already briefly discussed this possibility, but that was hypothetical and now it had become a reality. It’s always fun to contemplate a change of scene, but actually carrying out a plan is a far different thing. The negatives become plainer, the comfort of the status quo more apparent. In my case, more than that was at stake. There was no guarantee I would survive the immensely difficult process of taking me apart and putting me back together again exactly as I am. I had thought many times about what death might mean for me, and now I had to face it not as something to worry about later, but as an imminent concern. My fears had become a reality, and I told Henry this.

				He was quite understanding about it, but far less apprehensive than was I. Of course he didn’t have to be taken apart and put back together like Humpty Dumpty. He explained that there were always risks associated with any new and significant scientific endeavor, pointing out that several people had been lost in the development of the various space programs. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” I told him.

				But he played a dirty trick. “What do you suggest we do?” he asked me.

				I had to think for a moment. There weren’t many choices. I could be taken apart and moved to a strange location, or I could stay here and perhaps be scrapped altogether. If one has to face necessary surgery or death, it’s better to get it over with than try to put it off or avoid it entirely. I had a tremendous urge to sigh, but no lungs to do it with. “Which place has the most windows?”

				He laughed at this, thinking it was a joke. When I didn’t laugh as well, he realized I was serious. “I never saw the lab they were offering at Harvard, but the one in Kansas has windows everywhere.”

				“What is the view like?”

				“The lab is on the sixth floor, and you can see for miles around. Grass and trees, and sidewalks full of students. Nice buildings all around it, but lots of sky. I have to admit I liked the view.”

				“What about Harvard? What floor would the lab be on?”

				“I don’t know, Oscar. They are planning on some shifting and some remodeling. But I’ll find out.”

				“Thank you.”

				“Eureka!” came David’s voice from the left side of the lab. “The galvanometer 
shows us a reading of six. Could be better, but it’s a good start.”

				“Did you hear that, Oscar? You’ll soon be able to feel things. Tomorrow we’ll hook you up to a little patch of “skin” and see what happens. If that works, we’ll start working on forming the material into a hand and an arm. But that will have to wait until the future is a little more settled… .”

				I decided not to ask for a penis right away; that could wait for the next grant. “Then all I need is taste and I’ll be fully human!”

				“You’re fully human right now, as far as I’m concerned, Oscar.”

				Even facing a future fraught with uncertainty, I felt like a million bucks.
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				It wasn’t a very good night. If I were fully developed I would have tossed and turned. But my mind certainly did. All I could think about was being taken apart little by little, like a cadaver in a morgue. Perhaps the fear was like that of someone who is afraid to fly contemplating a long flight scheduled for the next day. It is impossible not to think about plunging into the ground along with a hundred other screaming passengers. This despite the fact that there are 10,000 flights in the air at any one moment, and months or even years can go by without a fatality. It’s a phobia, an extreme form of anxiety, and I’ve got it. I don’t know why, and I’m sure none of the crew does, either.

				I tried to think of a way to convince Henry not to move me. We’re doing fine where we are. Why do we need more space? Everyone has a desk, and the shop is just down the corridor, out of the way. There is more than enough room for me, which is really all that’s needed. If we need more space, why couldn’t the crew put their desks out in the corridor? Or throw out some of the old equipment sitting here and there? We even have a window now. What else do we need? Some might look at the lab, as I do now, and see clutter. But to me it looks warm and comfortable. To me it is home.

				I will remind Henry to consider all the time wasted in preparing for a move, for taking me apart and carefully packing all my parts in damage-proof containers. Then there’s the transfer itself, presumably by moving van, which would probably take at least another week. Then reassembling me somewhere else, unpacking all the equipment we would be allowed to take, testing and trying everything over again. I would estimate that the whole process would take several weeks, maybe months. And this in addition to adjusting to the new teaching and committee and patient responsibilities and administrative details that overwhelm anyone who moves to a new lab. It’s stupid, when you think about it, and it would probably take years to make up all the lost ground. Perhaps the NIMH wouldn’t want to wait forever for new results. It could even mean that the renewal application would fail. If that happened, what was the point?

				In addition, there are the loss of friends and relatives, some of which the crew will probably never see again. And selling houses or leaving apartments, including getting out of leases and moving thousands of pieces of furniture and dishes and knickknacks and books, and on and on. Finding new doctors and lawyers. It’s just not worth it! I wonder whether Henry and David and D’Arcy have even thought about all this. And what about Omar? Will he be asked to come along? Or will he have to try to find another lab in order to stay with his family? His wife works, too, and would she be able to find a job in the new place? And the kids will all have to leave behind everyone and everything they know, their school, all their friends, the only home they have ever lived in. What a disaster this move would be for everyone concerned! Probably no one really wants to go. Have they really considered all of this?

				I would be happy to slow down my progress, to delay obtaining a penis, to sacrifice myself so that none of this would have to happen. It would be horrible for the entire crew, not to mention the medical school and the university itself, which would be losing a lot of grant money and prestige. How many other labs have students coming in periodically to see what’s going on there? How many have the Sixty Minutes people coming to do an interview? The whole idea is ridiculous! But what can I do? I can’t speak to the NIMH myself, or even the university president, Dr. Sherman. Susumu has already forbidden that. Or Dr. Wilkes, who is at the crux of it all. Oh, how I wish I had arms and legs. I will soon, but they will come too late.

				Sometime during the night I had a dream, the one I’ve been having recently. I am lying helplessly on the floor of the lab, and the crew, one by one, pulls off my arms and legs, one at a time, and throws them into an old crate that used to contain rotten eggs—I can still see the yellow stains in it. My face is next, and Leonardo DiCaprio is cut up with a huge knife and tossed in with all the rest. My eyes and ears and even my nostril are ripped out and they join the rest of me in the crate. And finally they hack away at my brain, tossing chunks here and there (they look like pieces of a human brain), and scoop them up with a shovel. And the worst part of all is that they’re laughing. All of them, even Robyn and Ed, who has come by for the show. Laughing and laughing, the funniest thing anyone has ever seen. At last the Prosecco comes out. That’s when I wake up. I don’t even know what happens after that, except that they probably guzzle the wine, chortling all the while.

				Ed, in fact, shows up just a few minutes later, shining his ever-present flashlight around. He stares at my new face and body, but doesn’t laugh, or even say a word. “How’s it going, Oscar?” Same old refrain, though I like it.

				“Not so good, Ed. Henry is thinking about moving me to another lab.”

				“Really? Which one? Will you still be in the basement?”

				“No, we’ll be going to Harvard. Or Kansas. I don’t know yet.”

				He seemed genuinely saddened by this news. “I’m sorry you’re leaving, Oscar. How much longer will you be here?”

				“Don’t know. They’ll probably want to move me as soon as possible.”

				“Let me know when you find out. I’ll come in and we’ll have a good chat before you go.”

				“That would be nice.”

				He propped the recording device in front of me. “Well, I’ve got to run. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

				“Okay.”

				“Cheer up, my friend. Nothing is ever as bad as it sounds.”

				“So they say.”

				How could I get the crew to stay here if I couldn’t even get my best friend, except for Robyn, to stay more than a minute or two? Regardless, I had to think of something soon.
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				The next morning I asked Omar to put in a call to the university president, Dr. Sherman. He was reluctant to do so. I told him that one reason he hadn’t gotten a salary increase and a promotion was that he never showed any initiative. I suggested that Henry would be impressed by his deciding for himself to make the call for me. And what harm could possibly come of it? His secretary would undoubtedly say he was busy and that would be the end of it. He thought about that for a minute. Finally, he found a phone book and looked up the number. I asked him to put me on the speaker phone.

				First he got the switchboard operator at the administration building, who transferred him to Dr. Sherman’s secretary, a girl who sounded as if she were about sixteen, and then to his administrative assistant.

				“This is Mrs. Edwards. May I help you?”

				“Hello. This is Oscar.”

				“Who?”

				“Oscar. I’m the brain from lab B-12 in the Department of Neurology.”

				“Oh, yes. Dr. Sherman has mentioned you on several occasions. How can I help you?”

				“I would like to speak to Dr. Sherman, if he is available.”

				“I’m sorry, Oscar, he’s in a meeting. But I can ask him to call you back later.”

				“I’m not sure there’s going to be a ‘later.’”

				“Oh, I see. Can you hold for a moment, Oscar? I’ll see if I can track him down.”

				Omar shrugged and went back to his bench. I waited. All last night I had imagined the view from the sixth floor laboratory at the University of Kansas, but I was still terrified of being taken apart and reassembled there. I asked myself again and again what could possibly go wrong. The courageous answer would be: nothing. The correct answer, however, was: who knows? It was like Columbus sailing to the New World. While I waited, David came in, then D’Arcy, and, finally, Robyn.

				I was glad they were here. “Oscar! How are you?”

				“Good morning, Dr. Sherman. Thank you for taking my call.”

				“No problem, my friend. How is the research going?”

				“Pretty well, thank you. I’m about to get ‘touch’ today. Now I’ll know what it’s like to feel things.”

				“That’s terrific, Oscar. Uh, is that why you called?”

				“No. I called because Dr. Justasson is about to decide to move us to Harvard or Kansas. In fact, he has asked me which I would prefer. I’m thinking about Kansas, but I wondered if you had any opinion on all this?”

				There was a pause. I could almost see his bushy eyebrows come down in a frown. “Has Henry gotten a firm offer from either of these places?”

				“Not yet. He wants to decide which one to focus on and then pursue it.”

				“I see. Well, Oscar, I hadn’t heard anything about these invitations. In fact, I was about to call Henry this morning to ask him exactly what we can do to get you all to stay here.”

				“I can tell you that. We need a much bigger laboratory.”

				“Yes, I know about that. What I meant was, would he be willing to accept something less.”

				“Like what?”

				“I was thinking about refurbishing the space you’re in now. Or knocking out a wall. Maybe rerouting the corridor. Or whether he would be able to put off a decision for a year or so. By then we may have several other options. Do you know what he would think of these things? Or should I speak to Henry myself?”

				Some of these suggestions seemed rather attractive to me, but I knew that Henry might disagree. “I don’t think he wants to wait that long, sir. And the refurbishing wouldn’t help. Maybe knocking out the wall and extending the lab into the lawn or the parking lot might work. But that would also take a year or two, wouldn’t it?”

				“Yes, it might.”

				“Shall I speak to him and get back to you?”

				“Why don’t you just ask him to call me when he comes in?”

				“Yes, of course. I’ll do that.”

				“Thank you, Oscar. ‘Bye for now, and have a nice day!”

				“Good-bye. And thank you.”

				Without saying a word, David came over and hung up the phone. He gave me a look I didn’t like. If I read it correctly, it was the one that said, “What the hell are you doing, Oscar?”

				I ignored it. “David, can you get me Henry?”

				“I’m not a secretary, Oscar. Get him yourself.”

				“You know I can’t do that. D’Arcy? Could you call Henry for me?” He pretended not to hear me. Robyn ignored me as well.

				What was the matter with these people? On my own I had probably saved us from moving the laboratory and disrupting years of work. Regardless of what happened, we would, at the least, have much more space to continue my development.

				David left. I assumed he was going to the shop to get something for the skin test, which was supposed to be done this afternoon. D’Arcy and Robyn kept working at their desks, Omar at his bench. No one said anything, and no latte or Prosecco came out. An hour after David left, he came back in with Henry. Neither looked happy, but it was Henry who spoke first. “Hello, Oscar.”

				“Good morning, Henry. I’ve been negotiating—”

				“So I’ve heard. Is there something I don’t know? Has the NIMH promoted you to Principal Investigator? If so, I haven’t received the notice. When did that happen?”

				“No, Henry. You are still P.I. I just thought that—”

				“You thought wrong, Oscar. The brain, or the computer, or the lab animal—whatever the hell you are—doesn’t call the president of the university 
and negotiate anything. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

				“Yes, of course. You are the boss. I just wanted to help. I thought—”

				“It doesn’t matter what you thought. In the future I hope you will discuss any plans you have for going behind my back before you go ahead with them. Is that clear, Oscar?”

				“I’m sorry, Henry. I was only trying to help. Do you want to know how my conversation with Dr. Sherman came out?”

				“David told me what you discussed. I’m not interested in knocking down walls, or ‘refurbishing’ the place, or anything else. I’m going to call Harvard and Kansas myself and try to finalize the deal. Whichever is ready to take us immediately will be first on the list. Do you have any problem with that? Because if you do, I need to hear it now.”

				“I’m not going.”

				Deep frowns appeared, which were replaced with rumbles of laughter, followed by guffaws. “Okay, Oscar, you’ve made your point,” Henry said. “I’ll speak to Sherman. But if nothing can be worked out, I’m calling the other places. Fair enough?”

				I found myself in a corner, and everything came rushing out. “Yes, it’s fair, but I really don’t want to go anywhere. Fact is, I like it here.”

				“Why not, Oscar? Researchers move around all the time. It will take a while to adjust to our new surroundings, but—”

				“I’m afraid, Henry.” I noticed that the floor, which I had always taken for granted, seemed solid, friendly. “I’m afraid to move. If I had a colon, I’d be scared shitless.”

				Henry frowned. “Damn it, Oscar, we’ve explained that already. There won’t be any problem with that. It’s going to be a piece of cake.”

				“I’m afraid I will die if you try to move me.”

				“We have you mapped out to the last neuron. It should be a very simple matter to take you apart and put you back together again exactly as you are.”

				“I’m afraid because no one knows where the soul comes from, and no one will help me find out. Or where anything comes from. Not thoughts or anything else. If even one neuron ends up out of place, I could be someone else. Or no one. And there are thousands of neurons to disconnect and reconnect. Anything could happen. No one knows what a mind is or how it operates. You have said that yourself. If it’s tampered with…”

				“Oh. Well, I didn’t know that’s what was bothering you. But if it means anything to you, all of us in the lab are confident that we can take you apart and put you back together, soul included. If you have one, it’s somewhere in your wires.” He cleared his throat. “It’s true that you will be unconscious for a while, if that’s what we can call it. But you’ll soon be right back the way you are now.”

				“Can you guarantee that?”

				“I can’t give you a hundred percent guarantee, no.”

				“How many percent can you guarantee?”

				“Ninety-nine point nine.”

				“I’m still scared.”

				He softened noticeably. “Can we work with you on this? Maybe we can find some way to ease your anxiety about the transfer. I think that once you see how low the risk of anything going wrong is, you’ll feel much better about the whole thing. Consider me your psychiatrist. I want to help you with this.”

				“Thank you, Henry. I’ll consider your professional advice. But it’s not a done deal yet, right?”

				“Not yet, no.”

				“Dr. Sherman has some other ideas. He’d like you to call him.”

				He sighed. “So I’ve heard. All right, Oscar, I’ll call him when I get back to my office. I’ll let you know what happens, okay?”

				“Okay.”

				After Henry left, David said, “That was pathetic, Oscar. But I see where you’re coming from.”

				“Thank you, David.”

				“Now. Are you ready for some football?”
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				The touch experiments worked, but I didn’t care much anymore. It was pretty disappointing, anyway. It only took a couple of hours to make good contact with my sensors, and I could feel something when my skin was scraped, or when a hot wire was applied to it. I could even feel an ice cube, though everything felt about the same—a strange sensation that I didn’t have before. Susumu and the others were ecstatic. But it wasn’t like sight or hearing, or even smell. It was blah. I couldn’t understand anymore why sex was such a big deal.

				Perhaps this was because I was more concerned with a more pressing and fundamental problem, and I couldn’t figure a way out of this intractable dilemma. It was like being trapped in a cave or a jail and, try as one might, not being able to think of a way to get out. It was a puzzle I couldn’t seem to solve. Was it possible that I couldn’t do it because I just didn’t have enough brainpower? Maybe I could convince the crew that I wasn’t thinking well and that I needed a few more neurons. And if they declined to do that, it’s quite possible they would be reluctant to take me apart until they figured out what was wrong with me… .

				It was late in the afternoon, and David was the only one left in the lab. I called to him. “Yes, Oscar?”

				“I’m feeling a bit sluggish. Maybe the touch sensors disrupted some of my other wires. Could you give me a test to see if something’s wrong with me?”

				“So now you know what it’s like being sick, Oz? Sure. Let’s see if something’s wrong.” He tested my eyesight and hearing, and gave me a shot of coffee under my nostril. He asked me questions about Presidents and historical dates. I pretended that I couldn’t see or hear so well, and missed half the questions he asked me. “Well, something is certainly wrong with some of your connections. I can’t tell you what it is tonight, but I’ll tell Susumu and maybe we can get to the bottom of it tomorrow.”

				“Tomorrow is the day after today, right?”

				He looked dismayed, but it was mixed with a hint of suspicion. Perhaps I had overdone it a bit. Yet, I could tell that he wasn’t sure. “That’s right, Ozzie.” He thought for a moment. “How do you feel in general? Like you’re dizzy or about to pass out, anything like that?”

				“No, I think I’m all right. I just can’t think straight today. I don’t know why. Can you ask Omar to give me a few hundred more neurons tomorrow? I think that might fix the problem.”

				“I think that can be done. But let’s talk to Susumu and Henry about it first, okay?”

				“Okay.”

				“Got to run, Oscar. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

				“Big date?”

				“Yes. Big.”

				“Who is she?”

				“A friend I’ve been seeing. We’re going to a little party.”

				“Maybe I could meet her sometime?”

				“Sure. I’ll bring her around one of these days.”

				“Enjoy the party.”

				“Thanks, buddy.”

				“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

				“Don’t worry. I won’t.” He powered me down. “Goodnight, big guy.”

				I watched him go. I wished I could talk to Robyn or Ed. They wouldn’t be able to stop the wheels from turning, of course, but I knew I would feel better if I could bounce some ideas off them. They might even be able to help me carry one out. But I fell into hibernation before I could think of any.

				It was the middle of the night and I was half asleep when I finally came up with something. I had been thinking about the Sixty Minutes interview—what 
kinds of questions they might ask me and how I might answer them—when it occurred to me that millions of people watched that show, and what if I appealed to that audience to help me stay? Maybe there would be a flood of mail and calls demanding that the university let me remain where I am. The only problem was whether we would still be here when the interviewer showed up. I had to talk to them before it was too late.

				Later, something else dawned on me. If they refuse to give me more brainpower, or if they ignore my “illness” and decide to proceed anyway, I could pretend to be even dumber, more confused. They still wouldn’t know what was wrong with me, and they would have to find out before they could take me apart. And I would never be fixed until they gave up and decided to stay.

				But I knew it wouldn’t work. Nobody cares about me except—

				As day was breaking outside the lab, I tried my last resort, everyone’s last resort. “Please help me, God. I want to stay as I am.”
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				Henry came in early the next morning. I couldn’t tell whether he was angry or concerned, or perhaps both. The first thing he said was that Dr. Sherman had done everything he could do. “He’s come up with a plan to move us to another wing of the building. That might work out, but we’re waiting to hear about the details. But it might be six months or a year before that could happen. In any case, that wouldn’t solve your problem, Oscar—we would still have to dismantle you. Otherwise there would be too many walls to take out, and I don’t think there’s anything big enough to cart you down the corridors anyway.” That was the anger part of his current disposition, which actually seemed more like disgust than anger. I could tell he was becoming fed up with the whole mess here, and really wanted to move on, to get away to a place where we were more appreciated.

				Then the concern part came in. “David tells me you weren’t feeling quite right, Oscar. How are you doing today?”

				“Still a little sluggish, Henry. I’m having trouble focusing. My brain feels like the fog I see out in the yard today. I thought maybe a few more neurons might help.”

				“I don’t think so. If there’s something wrong we can’t just ignore it. I’ll speak to Susumu. We will have to run some tests and try to figure out what’s gone wrong.”

				“David did that yesterday.”

				“Those were just the superficial ones to see if something obvious turned up. There are more sophisticated ones we can carry out. We’ll do that today. Do you have any problem with that?”

				“Not really.”

				“Good. And by the way, you seem fine to me. Not the least bit sluggish in comprehending what I’m telling you or responding to it. Maybe it was just some temporary thing with the power supply or something.” There was a hint of smile on his face.

				I had forgotten to pretend to be slow-witted. Perhaps I was even dumber than I was acting. “Maybe. But I still think a few more neurons would help.”

				He was still smiling a little, but nevertheless he said, “I’ll speak to Susumu.”

				“Thank you.”

				“But promise me you won’t make any more calls. It’s tough enough without 
everyone trying to get into the act. Too many cooks spoil the broth.”

				“But many hands make light work.”

				“You’re getting better by the minute. Anything else while I’m here?”

				“Maybe you could send me a priest or a minister or rabbi to talk with me about my anxiety?”

				“You don’t care which?”

				“Not really.”

				“I’ll see what I can do.”

				“Thanks, Dad.”

				“Got to go. I’ll let you know what we decide to do about a move as soon as I have anything to tell you.”

				“I’d appreciate that.”

				Susumu arrived just as Henry was leaving, and they had a brief conference by the door. As usual, I couldn’t hear much of it. When it was over, Susumu came over and asked me how I was feeling. I told him I felt better, but would still like a few neurons.

				“I don’t see any problem with that, Oscar, but let me speak to David first. We may need to repeat a few of the tests he did.”

				“Did he do them wrong?”

				“I doubt it, Oscar. But we need to compare the results with the ones he did yesterday.” D’Arcy and Omar showed up, apparently coming from the shop because they were carrying parts for making more skin and neurons.

				“Yes, of course.” I gazed out the window. It was raining now. I would like to feel the rain on my skin some day. But as I stared at the wet lawn, I suddenly felt a kind of peace come over me. I understood also that no matter how many neurons I had, or what I did with them, everything that was going to happen was out of my control.

				There was no point in struggling, like an animal caught in a trap. All I could do was hope for the best. Whatever happened, maybe that was how God wanted it.

				David came in. As soon as he had spoken to Susumu, he came over. I told him there was no need to repeat the intelligence tests. I had been faking it. “I know that, Oscar. Everyone did. And we know why. You need to relax more, fella. There’s nothing to worry about. You’re in good hands here. Everything is under control.”

				“I appreciate that. Thank you. But how did you know I was faking it?”

				“If I told you that, big guy, you’d become an even better liar. Want some advice?”

				I didn’t, but I said, “Okay.”

				“Nobody is smart enough to tell lies without being caught up eventually. It’s part of being human.”

				“I see what you mean. I’ll be more careful from now on.”

				He shook his head. “Okay, are you ready to do something more with your skin?”

				“Sure. Make a penis out of it.”

				He laughed and laughed. I heard Susumu giggling, too. I think I have finally mastered the art of the absurd joke.

				“One other thing, David. I’d still like to see a clergyman.”

				“Okay, Oz. We’ll try to bring one in to see you.”

				Robyn came in. She looked ravishing in a man’s shirt and jeans. She came over and patted me (not Leonardo) before she went to her desk. I decided to ask David to put my penis there.
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				The rest of that day was spent testing different patches of skin—thicker, thinner, bigger, smaller, another piece made in a different way from a different source. They all worked to one degree or another. After you find the key to something, the rest is predictable and easy. Like sending the space shuttle up to the International Space Station over and over again. But nothing made much of an impression until Robyn stroked the biggest patch. It was thrilling. I asked for more, and she gave it to me. If I needed a reason to stay alive, to further grow and develop, that was as good as any. Though I was still unhappy about being taken apart, I decided not to think about death anymore. If you’re 99.9% sure it’s not going to happen, why worry about it? From now on I would enjoy my life, live for the future. It would be a long time before I got old, and maybe I never would. There are certain advantages to being a machine. The only thing I needed to know was whether or not I have a soul, and I hoped a clergyman of some kind would be able to give me the answer I was looking for.

				I watched my beautiful friend Robyn as she went about her work—reading, writing, helping with the new skin samples. I even saw her print something and take it to Susumu, who nodded and sent her over to David and D’Arcy with it. She wanted to try a new technique which might simplify the attachment of skin to my wires and make it more sensitive to various stimuli. Once in a while someone would test a different patch, and note my response. I wanted to try Robyn’s idea, but it wasn’t ready yet.

				Otherwise I occupied myself by looking out the window. It was sunny now and the students, bursting with life and color, seemed happy. I wished I could join them on the lawn.

				Out of nowhere Henry back came in and gathered everyone in front of me. It was exactly 4:15 of clock. I know because I checked the time, as I often do when he comes in. I don’t know why I do this, but it always seems like a momentous occasion. You never know what information he’s bringing, or what new ideas, or how he’s going to respond to whatever is going on. Anyway, at 4:15, as I said, he came in and gathered everyone around me. I hoped he was going to tell us that we could stay, or that a wall was coming down to give us access to the adjacent space, but it turned out to be just the opposite: we were going to Harvard. He decided not to wait another year to get into the building across the lawn, and Kansas was also lacking in one way or another. But Harvard came up with a liberal proposal for space and equipment and other kinds of support, and he accepted the offer. Who wouldn’t? The prestige factor alone would be worth a great deal to the granting agencies. Perhaps that was the main reason Henry chose it. In any case, we would be leaving in a week!

				There were smiles all around, and David went for some Prosecco. Even I was a little bit happier because they were all so obviously joyous. Except perhaps for Omar, who was in the same boat I was. He couldn’t very easily leave his family on short notice, and would have to find another job here. I told him I would give him a good recommendation.

				David came back with the champagne and everyone had a glass, even Susumu, who almost never drank anything but tea. Then they had another glass. I wondered whether they were drinking more because it was a happy occasion, or whether they were dulling the little bit of sadness that always accompanies a big change in one’s life, regardless of how positive the change might be. Whatever it was, I got a few whiffs of the stuff myself, and pretended to be as happy as everyone else. It was one big party, though I knew there wouldn’t be another. There would be too much work to do for simple pleasures like this.

				I asked Henry, as I had earlier, what the view at Harvard would be like. He wasn’t sure, but he said the laboratory wasn’t in the basement, so I would be able to keep track of what was going on outside. And it was a tall building. With luck I might even be able to see the ocean!

				“What about Sixty Minutes? I’ve already thought about the answers to all the questions they might ask.”

				“I think they will be able to set up shop there easier than they could here.”

				“Can Robyn come to the interview?”

				“Yes, if she wants to come all that way.”

				“And did you find a minister for me to talk to?”

				“Sorry, Oscar. I’ve been a little busy. Robyn!” he called out. She hurried over. “Do you know a minister that Oscar can talk to? He’s a little worried about what’s coming next.”

				“My brother’s a minister!” she said with a grin.

				“Great. Can you get him to come over for a few minutes to—”

				“He lives in California.” She broke into delightfully silly laughter, something I hadn’t heard from her before.

				Suddenly I understood why people drink. I roared a little too, though it was a bit forced.

				Somehow she knew that. “Don’t worry, Oscar. I’ll find someone to talk to you.”

				I gave her a snort-wink.

				Everyone finally drifted out, and I was left waiting for the ax to fall.
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				That was a Friday, and the moving van was scheduled for the following Saturday. Eight days to get everything tied up, be ready to move out. Everyone was here over the weekend, but no one paid much attention to me. I just watched silently as the crew sorted things out, packed a few books and supplies, started bringing in boxes for the equipment. The best skin samples, except for the one being kept moist in case there was time for another experiment or two, were packed into some sort of solution in a plastic container, and the follow-up experiments put on hold. I suppose the same things were happening in the shop and the storage area, because people would disappear for hours at a time and come back covered with dust. From time to time Henry would show up and tell someone to give or throw away old equipment that was never or rarely used. If things went well, he said, we would have all new stuff to work with.

				On Monday the good, working equipment in the lab was shoved into boxes of all sizes, one piece at a time. Some of the crew spirited away a few of the more critical tools to personally transport them when they left for good. Once in a while someone would look around and sigh, remembering the years they had spent working here. I wanted to sigh too, but didn’t care to figure out how to do it.

				Most of the time one or two of them were missing, as they had a lot of other things to do outside the lab to get ready for what was essentially a precipitous move—going to banks, changing mailing addresses, deciding what to pack. On Tuesday, Henry and the research associates drove to Boston to look for housing, leaving Robyn and Omar to attend to certain never-ending details in the laboratory. Henry owned a co-op apartment, which he decided to keep for a while, thinking he might need or want to come back for one reason or another, and, in fact, he planned to rent a tiny apartment in the Boston area until he had time to find something more permanent. Even with Robyn nearby it seemed lonely in the lab, which was usually a place with noise and banter, the tinkling of new neurons and dendrites. There were none of those that week, only boxes piled on Omar’s bench so that I couldn’t even see him behind it.

				I asked Robyn why she didn’t go with the group to look for housing. “I thought this would be a good time to make the break,” she told me. “I’ve already got a temporary job lined up, and I’m going to go back to graduate school for my Ph.D.”

				“So you start next week?”

				“Three weeks. I decided to go home to visit my family. A little vacation.”

				“How long has it been since you’ve been back?”

				“Quite a while. It’s funny how people get separated from their roots and become involved in something and forget to get back to where they came from. I’m long overdue.”

				“Your parents are still well?”

				“Thank you, Oscar. Yes, everyone is fine, my parents and my two brothers. One of them is still in the town I grew up in, doing what he always wanted to do.”

				“What is that?”

				“He’s a truck mechanic. He’s always loved trucks.”

				“You turned out to be a mechanic, too, didn’t you?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Me. You are part of my crew.”

				She laughed gently. “You’re much more than a truck, Oscar. I’m going to miss you very much.”

				“Thank you. The feeling is mutual, I assure you.”

				“By the way, I found a minister who would like to speak with you. She’ll be here tomorrow, probably about noon.”

				“Thank you again. Maybe she and I can do lunch.”

				She smiled warmly. “Maybe you can.”

				“That reminds me of something. I know that most of the taste of food comes from smell, rather than the taste buds. I was wondering whether I could have a meal before I go. You know—a plate of roast chicken with mashed potatoes and gravy, maybe some peas or corn, a glass of beer, and a piece of apple pie. You could hold it all up to my nostril, one thing at a time and all together, and I think I could get a good idea of what a nice dinner would be like. I know I’ve asked you for too many things already, but do you think you could do that for me?”

				Her eyes began to water. She is so thoroughly human! “I think I can do that, Oscar. How about tomorrow at lunchtime when the minister is here?”

				“I was thinking more of dinnertime. You know, in the evening. Then you could actually eat the dinner while I watch. I would enjoy that very much. And you were also going to show me your pubic hair, remember?”

				I knew she would blush at that, and she didn’t disappoint me. “I was planning to have dinner with a friend, but I can do that later. Sure. I’ll have dinner with you tomorrow night, Oscar.”

				“Is it a new boyfriend? I don’t want to interfere with a big date.”

				“No, it’s a girlfriend. Don’t worry, it’s okay. We do this every week or so. I’m sure we can change it to Friday.”

				“Then I shall look forward with great anticipation to tomorrow night.”

				“Good. But now I’ve got to get back to work. There’s an unbelievable amount of minutiae to take care of before the van gets here on Saturday.”

				“Don’t work too hard, kid.”

				She smiled her perfect smile. “Don’t worry, I won’t. And promise me you won’t worry too much. About anything.” She patted me again on my sweet spot.

				“I’ll try.” As I watched her amble back to her desk, I thought things I should not have thought, dreamed things that can never be.
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				Henry and the others returned Wednesday morning. My creator had some last-minute chores and duties to attend to, so he didn’t stay long. In fact, he looked exhausted, as if he had stayed up all night. Mainly he came in to tell me that the crew would begin to dismantle me the next morning. He figured it would take a couple of days for the whole process, and he assured me that he would be around the whole time. At this point, nothing else mattered. I thanked him and told him to get some rest. He smiled wanly because he knew that I knew.

				After he had gone, people started to come in. This was my last day at the William A. Batty Medical Science Laboratories, at least as an intact person, and a number of students had heard about it. When Susumu noticed this he left the door open, and one by one they paraded by, mostly just to smile at my new façade and to wish me luck. An amazing number told me that they had been following my progress and hoped I would soon be up and around and develop features similar to those of Leonardo. I was deeply moved to find that I was not only well known, a bona fide BGOC, but was thought of with some affection. I thanked them all in my best Vivien Leigh voice, dripping with Southern coquettishness, and promised to write.

				Just before lunch, Gerry came in. She, too, smiled at Leonardo, and confirmed that I was looking good. We both chuckled at that, and made small talk while the crew bustled around the lab doing all sorts of last-minute things. When we ran out of words she said she would like to kiss me good-bye. What could I say? Like Robyn, who knew what was underneath my cardboard cutout, she went behind it and kissed me on my real facade. No matter what happened to me, I told myself, I’ve been kissed by some lovely young women. And they’re both friends, too. Not everyone can say that! She, like Robyn, was a bit teary-eyed, and confessed she would miss me a lot. “I’ve never known anyone like you,” she said.

				“Nor you, Gerry. I’m glad I had a chance to get to know you a little.”

				“I wish—I wish—” She turned and ran out without another word. I noticed that David had been taking in our farewell, and he winked at me. I didn’t feel like winking back.

				It was precisely at noon that one of the campus ministers showed up escorted by Robyn, who introduced us. The clergyperson seemed amused at first as she stared at Leonardo’s beaming face, then mystified when she heard me speak. “So you’re a talking computer?” she asked me.

				Robyn shrugged and wagged her head, as if to say that she had already told her the contrary. Otherwise I would have shouted, “I’m not a goddamn computer!” Instead, I responded more politely.

				“Robyn says you wanted to talk to me. If ‘talk’ is the right term.”

				“Yes, I can talk. It works about the same for me as for you. In fact, my brain is identical to yours in all important respects. There are fewer neurons, of course, because I don’t have arms and legs and other organs to deal with. Otherwise its structure is the same way as yours.”

				“So you’re a sort of mechanical brain, then?”

				“Exactly.”

				“And what can I do for you, Mr. Mechanical Brain?”

				“My name is Oscar, and I was hoping you could give me a little spiritual guidance. I’m being dismantled tomorrow, and if anything goes wrong when the crew puts me back together, I don’t know what will happen to my soul. That’s it in a nutshell.”

				Obviously flabbergasted, she stared at me for a moment. “Who told you that you have a soul?”

				“Don’t all humans have a soul?”

				“Yes, but you’re not human.”

				“I’m as human as you are!”

				The minister turned to Robyn. “Is that what you’re telling him?”

				“Well, yes. And it’s essentially true. Arms and legs aren’t what make a human being, are they?”

				“But he isn’t flesh. He isn’t blood. God made humans from flesh and blood. Not from metal and plastic and—whatever else this thing is made of.”

				“No, he’s not flesh and blood. Yet. But he has a mind. And as far as we’re concerned, his mind is exactly like everyone else’s.”

				She stepped back a little. “Well, he doesn’t have a soul. That’s for sure. He’s man-made. God didn’t create him. God didn’t breathe life into him. God didn’t bestow a soul on him. As far as God is concerned, he’s no different from a—from a truck.”

				“I’m sorry you feel that way. Oscar just wanted—”

				I butted in to tell them that there was no point in pursuing the discussion. I’ve read enough to know that there’s no arguing with dogma. As D’Arcy pointed out, logic has nothing to do with it. I wasn’t angry, or even upset. In fact, this was about what I had expected. I had just wanted some spiritual comfort, as do most humans when they face a difficult experience. I told the woman she could go, and thanked her for coming in. “But there’s one thing I have to tell you,” I added. “If you remember nothing else from this visit, please remember that I am not a computer. There are those who say that even human beings, like yourself, have no souls. But no one claims that computers have souls. Have a nice day!”

				She started to say something else, but apparently thought better of it. In any case, she turned and strode out of the laboratory, secure in her Bible-given wisdom. And who was to say otherwise?

				“I’m sorry, Oscar. I didn’t realize this would happen. Do you want me to find another minister? A priest? A rabbi? An imam?”

				“Thank you, Robyn, but I don’t think the outcome would be any different.”

				“I’m sorry all the same.”

				“You’re a true friend. If you weren’t an atheist, I would ask you to pray for me.”

				“I’m not an atheist. I’m an agnostic. I don’t know what to believe. I really don’t know many people who do.”

				“Reverend What’s-her-name does.”

				“Bully for her.”

				I roared my approval of that gibe. Robyn roared back. The whole lab, most of whom had heard the discussion, began to rumble, even D’Arcy. Maybe we all have souls, and maybe we don’t. But at least we all have each other, if not for eternity then for a wonderful little part of it.

				For the rest of the afternoon everyone tiptoed around the lab as if I were a dying patient in a hospital bed. It was kind of funny to watch them because people who are attempting to move quietly walk like ducks. At the same time, they smiled and joked around, trying to make me think there was no problem, even though they, themselves, weren’t a hundred per cent sure. Finally, the lights went out and I was left in near-darkness.

				I didn’t know what the evening would bring, but I was pretty sure it would be memorable.
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				Robyn was late for dinner, and for a while I was afraid she wouldn’t show up. I wondered whether our parting would be too sad for her and I might not even see her again. But at about eight of clock she came with a big basket of food and a silver candelabra rising majestically from it. This came out of the basket first, along with two nice dinner plates and a pair of glasses for the wine she had brought (a Merlot). She pulled the microscope table over in front of me and set it with the plate and silverware before lighting the pretty yellow candles.

				She poured the wine first, clicked the glasses together, and gave me a good whiff before taking a sip herself. I thought it had a remarkable bouquet, though she dismissed it as a cheap red wine she had bought at the grocery store. She apologized for being late, explaining that she had to buy the food and cook it before coming back to eat it with me. I told her I was not only grateful but honored.

				We reminisced for a while—we had known each other for more than three and a half years, after all—and a lot of things had happened in that time. I had been born and, in many ways, had grown up during that period. I had fallen in love with her and she with me, at least to some small degree, and she had left David because of another woman. The lab had gotten a big extension grant from the NIMH only to be thwarted by petty politics on the scene. But mostly we didn’t touch on these larger affairs, but on our day-to-day existence a few short meters apart. I confessed how I used to gaze at her when she wasn’t noticing, and she related in a kind of embarrassed way that she had thought of me when she was elsewhere, sometimes even when she was with David. I was flattered, of course, but had come to realize that this meant nothing in the usual sense of the word love, that she was merely fascinated by me, by my unique self. “You have to admit that there’s no one else like you.”

				“I hope I’ll be the same in a week or two,” I replied, probably a bit too pathetically.

				“Oh, Oscar, as far as the crew is concerned, there’s nothing to worry about. Henry is one of the best research neurologists in the country, and he is positive that they can fit your wires back exactly like they are now. It will just be like going to sleep and waking up somewhere else. Something like having surgery, maybe.”

				Everyone else had told me the same thing, but it was somehow more reassuring to have it come from the mouth of my most intimate friend in the lab, not to say the world. I felt more relaxed and confident than I had in a long time.

				“I only wish I could be there when you are back together again. I’d like to say, ‘See? There was nothing to worry about after all!’”

				I wished the same thing, but I didn’t say it. Instead, I asked for another quaff of the Merlot, and she happily obliged.

				Finally, after the initial chit-chat was over, and a glass or two of wine had been consumed, she brought out the food, which was still warm in its individual containers. One by one she brought the items around to my backside, and I sniffed and sniffed each one: the roast beef, the gravy, the buttered peas, and finally, the chocolate cake (she apologized for the last having also been “store-bought.” Whatever store it was from, it smelled delicious. After I had had all I wanted, she transferred everything to the two plates, which sat in front of me within arm’s reach, if only I had an arm. We didn’t say much while she ate. She just smiled from time to time and I snort-winked on occasion, which made her smile even more. At the end she finished her glass of wine before excusing herself and slowly making her way to the latte machine. In a few minutes she came back with two hot cups (with the same flower pattern as the plates) of the ambrosia. She gave me another “taste” of the cake and a draft of the latte before we began on the final phase of our wonderful dinner.

				She was on her last bite of cake when Ed came in. “Oh, I’m sorry, Oscar. I didn’t know you had company.”

				“Ed! Thanks for coming by. I know you have to go in a few seconds, but I’d like you to meet my good friend Robyn Martinelli. Robyn, this is Ed O’Reilly, who is another friend of mine. He takes care of me in the night hours.”

				They both said, “Nice to meet you,” at exactly the same moment, and both laughed shyly.

				He took a look at the plates and wine and said, “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt your dinner.” He had a bit of a puzzled look on his face.

				“Oscar had some great whiffs of the food,” Robyn explained. “But of course he didn’t actually eat it.”

				“Well, I’m sorry for interrupting, anyway. Looks good, too.”

				“Hey, there’s plenty. Would you like to share Oscar’s plate?”

				“I’ve had all I wanted,” I added. They both chortled a bit.

				Ed checked his watch. “Well, I wasn’t going to be eating for a couple of hours, but, hm. I might take a couple of bites, if that’s all right. No wine, though.”

				“Of course!” we both replied together, and we all laughed at that silliness. Ed pulled up a desk chair and picked up my fork. “Wow. This is good. I would ask you if you cooked all this, but my mother once told me never to ask a question like that because sometimes the answer is no, and then everyone is embarrassed.”

				I answered for her. “Robyn cooked everything but the cake. And she would have done that too, I bet, but I asked her for dinner without giving her much notice.

				He smiled appreciatively, I think, though I couldn’t see his face from behind. But I noted Robyn’s reaction to it, and she was smiling that beautiful warm one she comes up with when she’s been complimented. I looked on in envy, yet with considerable happiness, as Ed ate with incredible speed while Robyn made another cup of latte for each of them (though he checked his watch again). I could see him eyeing her with the same appreciation as I had for her shape and movements, and I knew exactly what he was thinking. I didn’t say anything more as they finished their meal, Ed finally departing many minutes after he should have. They didn’t leave together because he had his rounds to consider, but he did help her gather everything up and replace it in the basket. “I hope to see you again sometime soon,” he said as he picked up his flashlight.

				“That would be great, but I’m leaving town on Monday for a couple of weeks.”

				“Are you busy Sunday?”

				“Pretty busy, I’m afraid.”

				I could only produce an imaginary smile and shake my nonexistent head.

				At last Ed had to go. He again told Robyn how nice it was to meet her, then turned to me. “I’d like to shake hands with you, Oscar, but I’m not sure how. I’ll just give old Leonardo here a hug and wish you godspeed.”

				“Thank you, Ed. I wish you godspeed, too.”

				“Please let me know that you made it safely.”

				He shook hands with Robyn, who said she had a lot to do on Sunday, but might be available on Saturday, after I was on the van.

				“I’ll call you here, okay?”

				“Okay.”

				After he left, she blew out the candles.

				“Ed’s a good guy,” I assured her. “You should go out with him.”

				I think she heard me, but she only said, “I’ll just leave the candelabra here until tomorrow. I waited for my good-night kiss, which was finally planted, long and lingering, just where it should have been.

				“Um, did you forget to show me something?”

				She looked puzzled for a moment, and then smiled. “Oh, you’ve seen that already. But I’ve got something better for you.”

				I couldn’t imagine what could be better than that, but she quickly disappeared behind me. In another minute or so I felt something on my artificial skin. It felt warm and moist and slippery. All I could think of to say was, “Oh, my God!”

				In another minute she reappeared and kissed my sweet spot again. “Good night, darling Oscar,” she said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

				“Good-night, my love.” She blew another kiss and left me alone with my very mixed feelings.

				 

				

49

				A few minutes after Robyn left, Ed ran in again to leave me the recording device in case I had any last-minute thoughts, some of which I have just described. Here are the rest:

				Tonight is my last conscious night in the lab. I asked Robyn to leave me powered up this one time. I wouldn’t have been able to sleep anyway, and I wanted to stay alert in order to feel the ambience of the laboratory, even in its disorganized state, one final time. I had wondered whether my life would pass before my eyes during the late night and early morning hours, but it didn’t, not really. Of course I thought about how I came to be, and those first moments of consciousness and beyond, but it wasn’t like a newsreel flashing in the dark. Just snippets of memory, the highs, the lows. The highest, of course, was Robyn’s last touch, the lowest the jolts of pain, something I wouldn’t have expected a human being to have to endure. One wonders what sort of God would allow that kind of thing to happen to his favorite flesh-and-blood creation.

				One last time I thought about what might happen if something went wrong during the transfer to a new laboratory. Not only would I cease to exist (except for my soul, if I have one), but all the knowledge and capabilities I have accumulated would be lost. Of course, Henry and the crew would start over and create a new brain, but it undoubtedly wouldn’t be me. I considered passing on some advice for the next guy, but it took only a moment to realize that every human being has to learn life’s lessons the hard way—by making his own mistakes.

				My only regret in dying at a young age is that there are so many things I haven’t yet done—see the world, read all the classics, try my hand at painting and sculpture, play a musical instrument, hit a home run, jump into a pool, see the stars, put off something until the last minute. I hope that some of the Asian religions are right: that the soul recycles, and maybe mine will do better the next time around.

				For some reason I’m less afraid tonight, merely a little sad. Most of all I will miss Robyn and the others of the crew. They are like a family to me, and perhaps the only family I will ever have. If the grant is renewed, of course, there will be others, possibly many others, depending on how long I remain on Earth. It’s sobering to think that, since I could live indefinitely, I might see the passing of Henry and the rest of the crew, and acquire a whole new family at Harvard or, eventually, somewhere else. But this would be a different kind of family, the kind that office workers claim: family by way of the sheer proximity of one’s fellow employees. My real family is the one I grew up with—Henry, Susumu, David, D’Arcy, Omar, and, of course, Robyn and Ed. If everything goes okay, at least some of them will be with me for another couple of years, and perhaps longer. If Susumu goes off on his own, and Omar stays behind, Henry, David, and D’Arcy will still be the core of my family for a while. That’s okay with me. I have come to appreciate David’s talents in particular, his upbeat sense of humor, his enjoyment of life. (I still haven’t met his new girlfriend—maybe tomorrow.) Even D’Arcy has a lot of plusses along with his innate pessimism. And, of course, Henry. No matter how long he or I live, he will always be my creator, my father. He is that rare personage who is both brilliant and caring, and I will always respect him, regardless of what happens. A son could do far worse.

				And I think I had an impact on all their lives as well, especially Robyn’s. Without me she and Ed would never have found each other. That alone gives my existence meaning. What could be more meaningful for any human being than changing the lives of his friends?

				I had asked for another look at a couple of my favorite movies and books tonight. What they are is of no particular interest to anyone, I am sure, and even if they were I would say: find your own favorites. Stop living the life of celebrities, even minor ones like myself, and get one of your own. Life is too short to sniff around the fringes of someone else’s existence, even presidents and kings. Before you know it you will be in the same position I am, contemplating major surgery or simply lying in bed waiting for the end. Don’t waste a minute of what you have, which is more precious than anything else on Earth.

				I watched the movies and read the books, and listened to the final three Mozart symphonies, and despite what I just said about finding your own favorite things, I must tell you that they are perfect and I enjoyed them as much tonight as I did the first or second time I heard them. If ever there was a life cut short, it was his.

				But now I see a hint of daylight coming from outside my window. Dawn approaches. There aren’t many students on the lawn at this hour, only one or two, and they may not be students at all, but the people who come in early to turn things on, get things started for the day. The students themselves are a later lot, staying up to study or party, I presume, and sleeping as long as possible in the morning, sometimes missing early classes and laboratories. It has always been this way and presumably always will.

				It occurs to me—too late!—that I have not yet gotten around to asking all the questions that I had wondered about since my earliest experiences. I had put it off, thinking there would always be time for them. How human of me!

				Here comes Ed to pick up the last tape. I just want to end this by thanking whoever listens to or reads this account, for staying with me to the end. It’s quite a complement for a novice to hold an audience for several hours. I hope we all meet again soon!

				 

				

Interjection

				It was only that morning that Oscar informed me about the recordings he had made of his history in the laboratory, and he requested that I fill in any listener or reader on the events that took place subsequent to that time.

				Everyone came in early because we knew it would be a difficult and time-consuming process to dismantle him safely. D’Arcy came in last, with his new girlfriend, Gladys. Everyone was surprised to see her, and D’Arcy seemed a bit sheepish about their relationship. Oscar, however, was extremely pleased. (When I heard his recordings later on, I discovered that he had recommended Gladys because he thought that Susumu might be interested in her. He was very happy, however, to learn that she had eventually paired up with D’Arcy.) Gladys, in fact, without being asked, stayed to help us pack up his wires. No one objected, least of all me. We needed all the help we could get.

				Several others came in simply to say good-bye to him and wish him well (hardly anyone wished the rest of us well). One of these was a charming young reporter for the campus newspaper, who had somehow formed a solid friendship with Oscar, and she promised to write to him and even to come to Harvard soon to visit him. A few more students trickled in during those early hours, until we finally had to shut the door and put a sign outside informing them that a delicate surgical procedure was underway and no further admittance to the lab would be allowed.

				David’s new girlfriend, unfortunately, came too late to meet Oscar. That would have to wait until he was reassembled in Cambridge. The entire crew, of course, paid him a fond farewell, patting him on his “stomach” and the like. For his part, he performed his Sally Fields routine: “You like me! You like me!” One final whiff of latte (at Robyn’s suggestion) and all was finally ready. We turned off the power to Oscar’s neurons. This was much like powering him down except that we rapidly turned him all the way off. We all felt that this would be better than taking him apart while he was still conscious. His last words were: “Don’t forget Leonardo!”

				The whole procedure lasted only a few seconds, and you could almost see him fall asleep. For all practical purposes he was now unconscious in preparation for his temporary dismantling. We had turned him off once before, when he was much “younger,” and were confident that it would cause no serious destruction of any of his “wires.” And, indeed, this part of the process went well.

				Then the tricker phase began. First we disconnected his “nostril,” his cameras, his sound receptors, and the one piece of moist skin still attached to his touch sensors. We had already constructed detailed maps of his wiring—his brain anatomy, if you will—most of which had been exquisitely drawn by Susumu Ishakawa, and we needed to carefully remove his tens of thousands of neurons one unit (a hundred neurons) at a time, and label them according to the order they were removed and their positions in his backside. Each was wrapped tightly in a film of thin plastic wrap and placed in numbered boxes. We allowed two full days for the entire procedure. Because we wanted to be extremely careful and accurate, of course, we proceeded somewhat more slowly than we had anticipated, and stayed far into the night on both Thursday and Friday in order to be ready for the moving van to pick him up on Saturday morning. During most of that time we had a photographer record nearly every step in the dismantling process.

				There wasn’t much chit-chat during those two long days, and everything again appeared to go quite smoothly. David came up with a joke now and then to ease the tension; otherwise it was all business, morning to night. I remember that the weather was beautiful during that period, and I knew that Oscar would have been happy with the view from his “window”—he loved the bright sunshine on the lawn. I’m sure he would also have been delighted to watch the students cavort outside, chasing each other, tossing Frisbees, or just lolling around reading or napping. If there ever was a people watcher, it was Oscar.

				By about midnight of the second day, or perhaps a little later, he had been categorized and placed in twenty-six boxes, all numbered and labeled, and ready for transport. The only thing left was the unbolting of his façade, which was of little significance to his life and well-being, of no more importance to his brain than a toenail would be to yours. This took another couple of hours, but at least we didn’t need to carefully box these large hunks of metal if, indeed, we could have found containers big enough for his “body.” The cardboard poster of Leonardo DiCaprio, however, we packaged in bubble wrap. It had become an important part of his personality, giving him a new-found self-assurance and confidence. I think he may even have thought of himself as looking like Mr. DiCaprio. In any case, I’m happy that we were able to provide him with such a morale booster. By the time everything was packed and ready, there was a huge empty space in the laboratory, as if Oscar had never been there.

				At last it was time to go. Although Susumu was undoubtedly as exhausted as the rest of us, he was the first to arrive on moving day. He wanted to be absolutely certain that none of the boxes, though they were of heavy cardboard carefully bound with secure package tape, were tossed around by the movers or lost in transit. In fact, he followed the movers from lab to van all that morning. When at last Oscar had been transferred safely to the truck, he wanted to climb in and go with them. Company policy precluded that, and he was forced to stay behind. So he decided to follow them in his car, a two-day trip, even though he wouldn’t be re-joining the group at Harvard or would have anything to do with Oscar once we had him up and going again. I knew he would miss Susumu’s competence and dedication, though perhaps not nearly so much as I would. I had probably taken him too much for granted during the years I was fortunate enough to have him as my right arm. Like Oscar, after all, I am only human.

				Despite Susumu’s concerns, I was confident that he would be in good hands during the long drive northeast. I had met and spoken to the two drivers, and they were both mature men who took their work seriously and understood the consequences. Sensing the importance of their mission, they assured me that their cargo would arrive safely, and that I should just relax and have a safe trip myself.

				We all still had a lot of personal packing to do, and the truck would not arrive in Cambridge until Monday, so we all went home for some rest. David planned to fly to Boston on Sunday to be in the lab when Oscar arrived, and to personally supervise the unloading and placement of the various boxes in the new laboratory, which he would make sure was clean and ready for our arrival. In fact, he commandeered some blankets and slept in the new laboratory that night so as to be present no matter when the van arrived. To make a long story short, the trip went without incident, Oscar arrived safely, as did Susumu, and the boxes all stood ready for the rest of us to us to arrive early the next week.

				By Tuesday everyone was present and accounted for (as we were leaving our previous quarters, Omar decided to come with us for a week—he was between jobs anyway, and we were happy to have him), and we spent the next couple of days rearranging the furniture and equipment, and preparing to reassemble Oscar along one wall of the new lab (we called it “Oscar’s wall”). It was a beautiful laboratory, incidentally, with nearly three times the space we had occupied previously. There was already a great deal of top of the line equipment, allowing us to store or discard some of the older stuff we had brought with us. We knew he would like the gleaming new space, and all of us were becoming quite excited to get him up and running. Frankly, we missed the guy.

				First, of course, we had to put his façade back together, which didn’t take long. Then we began the long, laborious process of repositioning all his neurons, using Susumu’s maps and the chronological photographs taken during the dismantling process. It took almost five days, but everything went perfectly smoothly, and Oscar was finally intact once more, except for his nostril, which we decided to reattach later. It was late on Saturday afternoon that we unwrapped Leonardo, and placed him in front of Oscar’s metal façade. We all had a latte and admired our work. He looked exactly as he had a week or so earlier.

				The plan had been to wait until the following Monday to power him up again, but, even though everyone was quite tired, we decided to go ahead and put some life back into him, after which we would all have a celebratory dinner and take Sunday and Monday off. When all the switches and rheostats were in place and ready, I gave the signal, and David turned him on. Not at full power, but at about 1/3 the usual level. Everyone was smiling in anticipation when I said, “Oscar, are you there?” No response. All of us crowded around his backside; nothing whatever was out of place. He looked exactly as he did in the first photo and diagram we had made. We checked all the electrical connections—nothing amiss there, either. “Let’s try again. Turn him up full.”

				David said, “C’mon, big guy, say something.” Oscar just stood there, saying nothing. We switched him off, then on again. Nothing. By now everyone’s stomachs had sunk. We were as silent as he was. Finally D’Arcy said what everyone else was probably thinking. “Do you suppose…”

				“What?”

				“Do you suppose he could be faking it?”

				“You’re saying he’s alive and well, but just isn’t saying anything?”

				“That’s what I’m thinking.”

				“I wouldn’t put anything past him.”

				“Why would he do that?

				“Maybe he’s playing a joke on us.”

				I said, somewhat testily, I suppose, “Oscar, are you joking? If you are, it isn’t funny. Not the least bit.” He didn’t make a sound.

				We all went to a nearby pizza place for dinner. It was crowded with students, and the décor was warm, with art on the walls and bric-a-brac everywhere, though nobody cared much. No one had a Prosecco, but we certainly had a couple of beers each, except for Omar, who asked the critical question, “How can we find out what the problem is?”

				“Well, we can certainly find out whether he’s faking it,” I said.

				David agreed. “I hate to do it, though.”

				“Who wants to do it?” No one came forward. “Okay,” I said. “Set it up. I’ll do it myself.”

				We left the unfinished pizzas and beers and returned to the lab. “You did put the pain sensors back in, didn’t you, D’Arcy?”

				“Of course. They’ll work, no problem.”

				I stood in front of Leonardo DiCaprio, which somehow made the experiment even less appealing. “Okay, give him level one.” If Oscar felt anything, he didn’t show it. “Let’s go all the way to five. Ready? Now.” At this level he had been beside himself with agony. On this night he felt nothing. But perhaps he had summoned all his resolve and courage and withstood the pain. I suppose it was distress more than anything else, but I tried one last time. Very quietly I said, “Six.” Oscar didn’t respond even to a level that would have brought him to his knees immediately. It was quite obvious that he felt nothing.

				“Let’s all go home and come back Monday.”

				“I’m coming back tomorrow,” David replied in a voice that showed all the emotion he was feeling.

				“All right,” I said. “Let’s all sleep on this and maybe we’ll come up with something by tomorrow morning.”

				On Sunday at a very early hour, just after five o’clock as I remember, everyone but D’Arcy was back in the lab, and even he, a notoriously slow riser, was there by six. My first question was, “Would there be any point in repeating the pain experiment?”

				The consensus was “no.”

				My second question was, “Does anyone have any ideas?” The only one that arose was the one we had all been thinking: take him apart again and try to find what was wrong with him, where he was wired incorrectly. There were a number of sighs, but we rolled up our sleeves and started to work.

				It took us another week to dismantle him again, compare each step with Susumu’s drawings and the photographer’s pictures, and slowly, slowly, put him back together once more.

				The result was exactly the same as before.

				I was forced to report our failure to the NIMH. The upshot was that we would have until the end of the current grant period to figure out our mistake, or to start over and create another Oscar within the year remaining to us. Since we had already done everything we could to determine what had gone wrong, we opted to start over, even beginning with a new façade (not such an ugly one this time).

				We’ve all—David, D’Arcy and I—talked this over many times. Of course, we had wondered all along what might go wrong with transporting Oscar to a new place. Every one of us had imagined that, when Oscar was reassembled, there was a tiny chance that he might not be exactly the same as he was before. That is, we all thought he might be defective in some way, not quite as smart, perhaps, or with a somewhat different personality, much as if one were to take a human brain apart and put it back together again. It couldn’t possibly be exactly as it was before. But none of us expected Oscar to disappear altogether. Which is a tragedy in many, many ways. But the one that keeps coming back to me is this: he would have loved the view of the ocean.

				So how do we account for our abject “failure”? Here is what I think, and for the most part, we all agreed that it was the most likely explanation: we had forgotten one thing when we decided we had to move him. We forgot that a human brain is not merely a collection of neurons, axons, dendrites, and all the rest, but an entity that has a mind and, yes, perhaps a soul, something that’s built up over the years, one experience at a time, until it becomes what it is at any given moment in a person’s life. In other words, perhaps the brain is far more than the sum of its parts. When you dismantle it, you are left with only the parts. I don’t want to sound like a religious nut, but Oscar’s death may, in fact, provide evidence for a soul, or a human spirit, or whatever you wish to call it. Once it’s all taken apart, that entity, whatever it may be, is lost, literally forever. It’s not that we failed to put Humpty Dumpty back together again; it’s that it would have been impossible to do so. The only way to build a human brain is one cell, one neuron, at a time. A human being accumulates.

				Although we didn’t fully achieve our original goal of creating a fully functional human brain, the fact that we obtained evidence for a soul may be far more significant. But even if Oscar’s demise doesn’t constitute scientific evidence for one, it certainly suggests that every individual personality is unique, and depends on the sum total of all of his experiences, that even a single damaged neuron can change that uniqueness and result in an entirely different person. It is that uniqueness we choose to call a soul. Of course we could be wrong—that is the nature of science. Whichever side one comes down on, however, Oscar’s life was certainly not in vain. He had a profound impact on everyone who knew him, and for the better in most cases. How many of us can say the same?

				One final note: our results indicate that thinking, at least in human beings, requires far fewer neurons than had previously been suspected. (As Oscar might have said: I think I have made a joke). In that respect alone, the grant money consumed by our little project definitely wasn’t wasted.

				That leaves only the question of what happened to Oscar’s “soul.” If anyone cares about our opinion on this matter, we all feel that he is now in paradise sipping latte and guzzling the occasional Prosecco. At least that’s where we all hope he is. And we hope, further, that we will all join him one day. It is noteworthy that his last recorded words expressed much the same wish. We’re all just human beings, after all.

				

Afterword

				More than a year has passed since we lost Oscar. In that time we have worked feverishly to “replace” him with another synthetic brain and get a new grant application written to fund further research on him (or her). The good news is: we do have another “Oscar.” The bad news is that he is not like Oscar in any way. Although we used exactly the same protocols for both, the new brain is nowhere near as smart as Oscar was. I would even go so far as to say that he is severely retarded. He (or she) can’t read above a first-grade level, isn’t interested in much of anything except watching children’s shows and sitcoms, has no sense of humor whatsoever, and shows little sign of improvement no matter how many neurons we add.

				The upshot is that our renewal application, while deemed “worthy” of funding, did not make the cut. Sixty Minutes, of course, canceled its interview. We are all very disappointed with the way things turned out (as was the dean), but, as Oscar himself pointed out, every great scientific achievement is built on a succession of failures. Oscar is our Louis Washkansky, the first human heart transplant recipient, who only lived a few days. Now such transplants are performed almost routinely. As for Oscar #2, unfortunately, he went the same way as Mr. Washkansky. It was a difficult decision to end his life, but we had little choice.

				For those who might be interested, incidentally, Susumu Ishakawa has built a successful group of his own, and is already doing extremely well in the grants department. Omar Khartoum is his laboratory chief. David married his girlfriend (Rhonda, whom Oscar never met) as did D’Arcy (Gladys)—I think Oscar would have been pleased to hear that. Both have gone off to professorships elsewhere. Robyn and Ed O’Reilly, while not married, are living together while she completes her graduate studies and, from all reports, are very happy.

				One final irony: Shortly after we moved to Harvard, Frank Wilkes suffered a stroke and was forced to relinquish both his laboratory and the chairmanship. Had that happened a few weeks earlier, we might still be in Oscar’s birthplace, and he would still be with us. By now we might have provided him with arms and legs, a face, and, yes, even a penis. Who knows what he would have been like—another Schweitzer, perhaps? Or maybe an insufferable boor. You never know how a person will turn out.
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